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For Shakespeare—

Thanks for the playground.

I hope you like the sandcastles I added.





Give me my robe. Put on my crown. I have

Immortal longings in me. Now no more

The juice of Egypt’s grape shall moist this lip.

Yare, yare, good Iras, quick. Methinks I hear

Antony call. I see him rouse himself

To praise my noble act. I hear him mock

The luck of Caesar, which the gods give men

To excuse their after wrath. Husband, I come!

—Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra







PROLOGUE

MANY YEARS AGO

Sinoa Tuoleimi was going to lose this war.

The verdict traveled through her front lines as an inevitability. They had sacrificed security for speed. Ravaged a path across Talin, fought fiercely through provinces where they barely emerged with their supplies intact. From the onset, and in that critical period preceding it, every advisor serving her retinue warned there was only one track toward victory. She needed the stronghold. She needed to win it from her brothers.

She’d tried. She had tried with everything she was capable of—but her patron god had deserted her.

The south is lost. Yi has burned.

The tides must recede when the moon tugs. The sun must fall when the earth spins. And failing to win Yi meant her forces would soon collapse. The melee was over.

Sinoa pressed harder on her horse. When she glanced back, there was nothing behind her for miles, only sand and dust, yellow and brown in the dying light of the day. She urged forward, crossing from Actia into Rincun. The white sleeves of her dress blew wide to either side of her; the crown on her head whistled with the wind.

She’d left her battalions. Her generals in the north continued to hold their lines, but they would hear about the decisive battle in Yi before long. Her forces were tired. They would abandon their posts. Worse, soldiers would defect to her brothers’ camps instead. There, they were promised food, water, shelter. There, they took up the mantle of divinity. Her brothers claimed the king of the heavens had spoken to them. They were to be his representatives on earth, and Sinoa was undeserving.

She released a scream. The cold ground shuddered, bracing against the onslaught. Rincun and its people were used to it—to her. While Talin fought a civil war, its vassal states stayed tense, watching these behemoth rulers come and go. Princess Sinoa built her palace in the mountains years ago. From the moment she was of age to administer the kingdom’s affairs, she chose the north, because the north was unpredictable, but the north was also resourceful. Talin’s north followed her when she went to war. Ximili Province kneeled first. Then, on a second offensive, she took Teefa Province. Her forces grew—her numbers swelled. Down she marched, into Lankil and its capital city: Er. The Palace of Heavens threw a triumph in her honor. The Palace of Heavens crowed about their returning queen, their rightful queen. They trusted Sinoa, the named heir. Though she was thirdborn, she was most beloved. They didn’t trust Akilas, the usurper, the debauchee, the firstborn. While Sinoa kept peace with their northern vassal states, Akilas remained with the Palace of Heavens. Prince Akilas was often found drunk in taverns and making a mess carousing through the streets. Upon the king’s death, he claimed the throne in joint possession with Potau—the secondborn, the forgotten—and Lankil Province waited for Sinoa’s rescue. Lankil Province accused Prince Akilas of killing the king himself and hiding the divine crown. After all his talk about unseating Sinoa as the heir, it was a fair assumption.

Sinoa let them believe it. Because the truth was that she had traveled into Er days before her father’s death and stolen into the Palace of Heavens. The truth was that Sinoa Tuoleimi had marked a sigil for her patron god on her chest and prayed. She had entered the king’s sleeping quarters unseen. Put her hands on the divine crown. Pried and pried, even as power bled down the walls and moaned under the doors, even as her father woke and cried for help.

The blood had flung in radial streaks across the bed, resembling the shape of a scarlet eye. Sinoa did not let herself look away. The removal of the divine crown was rarely survivable for a person’s qi. She had understood the consequences. It would kill her father. But what else was she to do: wait for Akilas to take the crown first? He was already declaring that the gods spoke to him. The king was growing old, growing sickly, but Sinoa did not have time at her disposal to wait for natural succession.

With the king dead, Sinoa slunk back to her palace in the mountains. She waited for her brothers to discover the body, to declare themselves the new kings of Talin—because she knew they would. Then she marched down, wielding her righteous claim to the throne.

Long live Her Majesty. Long live Her Majesty ten thousand years.

She led her army below the Jinzi River. She moved without mercy, almost sapped her power dry clashing with the forces that her brothers recruited to defend their position. When their numbers started to rise, awed by the displays of divine power that Akilas and Potau had suddenly acquired, Sinoa feigned discovery of the divine crown. She placed it upon her head and seized heaven’s qi with her mortal hands, sacrificed from herself again and again, breathed in sync with the mountains, the waves, the rolling plains.

And still, it hadn’t been enough. Her brothers, indeed, had won the favor of the pantheon! Why? What did they have that she didn’t? What was it about their qi that had spurred the gods to descend and fight, that had blown the breath of victory over their soldiers while Sinoa possessed only her own might?

Her offensive had weakened through Yingu, through Dacia, then fragmented when it counted most. She failed to take the metropolis in the southeast. Yi, the beating heart of Talin, where her camps were burning, where her brothers left her soldiers as ash. Her advisors begged her to declare her loss, spare the rest of her army their lives. Somehow, somehow, she’d almost won all of Talin, but the kingdom would not be hers.

Surrender, the letter had scorned. She could hear Akilas laughing while he penned ink to paper. Potau over his shoulder, always taking his side when they were children too. The blood will be on your hands.

The blood was already on her hands. Outside those most loyal to her in Lankil, where she’d made her base, she was losing her people and their allegiance. Even her favorite advisor thought as much. Accept the loss, he urged. Ask for mercy and she might be spared her life. Her brothers might exile her, but she’d be allowed to live in the north, beyond the bounds of Talin, beyond Rincun, atop the mountains where she once governed. There, she would be undisturbed.

There, she would have no power at all.

Sinoa didn’t stop riding until she reached the mountains. Her crown burned with light, golden as her eyes, showing her the way. Very well—they wanted her cast afar. The snow on the incline melted where she stepped. On each stride closer to her palace, she begged the pantheon to listen, to give her some other recourse. The heavens determined all upon the mortal realm. There was not so much one god of fate, but a godling of the thirteenth year and a godling of good decisions and a godling of marital bliss. There was no god of the sky, but there was a god of the western rain and a god of the eastern clouds and a god who decided which way the wind blew only when the sun crested over the zenith.

So many of them, yet only one had answered Sinoa’s prayers.

The palace was silent upon her arrival. She had cleared it when the war started, evacuated her staff, reassigned her soldiers. Sinoa stepped into the atrium, and the world slowed.

“Answer me,” she whispered. Her legs moved through mired air, climbing the stairs for the throne room. “Please.”

The godling had offered an impossible solution, shaking her head when Sinoa asked for something sooner, anything sooner, and then the godling had disappeared entirely. Perhaps her patron did not believe Sinoa would actually make the attempt, but there was no world in which Sinoa would accept this loss. She would be forgotten. Erased in the history books when it came time for her brothers to tell the tale of their victory. They couldn’t do that to her. She was a Tuoleimi.

She was a mortal who could afford to play god.

Sinoa emerged at the top of the staircase. Silver moonlight streamed through the glass, each rectangular block a perfect fixture on the cold floor.

There would be no controlling when she returned. No ability to determine what role she would play, how she would manifest back into her power. But she would. Even if her patron had forsaken her, she trusted this offering. It did not come without risk.

Sinoa Tuoleimi sat down on her throne.

In Lankil, the first splatter of blood touched the soil. In the palace, she drew the sigil onto her cooling skin.

As her people started to die for her sacrifice, Sinoa breathed in.



The godling is cast into the mortal realm with as much subtlety as an explosion.

She squeaks upon crash-landing, the throne room floor freezing against her back. For fuck’s sake. They didn’t have to shove her out of the heavenly realm like that—even if she was being expelled.

The godling sits up. She scans her surroundings. On the throne sits the dead princess with her crown, stolen, despite her bloodline. The palace has been frozen to preserve the power waiting to be unleashed. The white mountains wait quietly beyond the windows.

Yes, this is her fault. She can acknowledge that. And here she is, paying for it.

The godling gags. The pantheon will say that she owes them—of course she needs to monitor the fate of the divine crown. The pantheon promised to cover up her wrongdoings, make it seem as though she volunteered to descend. She felt so bad about the grievances committed in her name that she would save the rest of the gods from suffering. The mortals will hear this tale as though the gods are selfless, honorable entities, but that is far from the truth.

Those petty bunches want someone to suffer, purely so they can convince themselves they’re doing something to help the situation. The pantheon is powerful enough to influence the mortal realm, but their heavenly realm is far from infallible. Her handiwork broke the heavens. Qi leaks from the ether. Rot is spreading into each tier of the pantheon. How horrible would it be for the mortals to learn that, in the end, their gods fare no better than them.

The godling slinks over to the dead princess on all fours, bracing for the chance that Sinoa Tuoleimi might suddenly wake. No—nothing. She’s committed to her gruesome deal, dead as a rotted plank of wood. She has rolled anew on her mortal fate, despite the odds that it will be the very same game board when she wakes. The godling warned her about this. But that is the trouble with helping mortals.

That is the trouble with the godling’s domain.

She rises, breathing onto the dead princess’s face. A sharp blade of qi shoots from her throat. It settles over Sinoa, over the crown. When the war begins again, the godling will be the only one who can retrieve the divine object. She must secure herself some advantage, after all. While she is still capable, while the dregs of her heavenly qi remains accessible.

The godling lies down at Princess Sinoa’s feet. Once Sinoa Tuoleimi is reborn, the godling will wake too, rendered in a mortal body. The king of the heavens has declared it. He calls it governance; she understands it is his hatred and his love offered in kind. For her mistake, this will be her last gambit, but it will be her domain’s greatest undertaking yet. She will pull Sinoa from the game board and place herself on it, finally a participant in this rapacious turn for Talin.

Invoking such power caused the heavens to break. What are they to find on the other end of it—and who can soothe it, save for the one who started it?

The godling closes her eyes.



When Princess Calla Tuoleimi is born with a mighty cry in San-Er, the godling opens her eyes at the other end of the kingdom. She’s cold. Half of her child body is buried under snow at the base of the mountains, as naked as a mortal birth.

And, as expected, she doesn’t remember a thing.





CHAPTER 1

NOW

It started out of nowhere, suddenly and relentlessly, pouring from the heavens. An hour after the coup, the kingdom was awash with rain, its downpour concentrated over San-Er most heavily. Before the Crescent Societies had finished installing its people, the Rubi Waterway rose too high to bear, flooding the streets, pouring downstream and off the cliffs, into the sea. It was pandemonium.

But San-Er went on. Prizes needed to be reaped, palaces restructured. War had started, the capital its first hotbed for negotiations, and because Calla Tuoleimi wore the crown, she had opened a very limited window of time in which she could stake her claim over a kingdom that did not belong to her.

It’s been three days.

The droplets pitter-patter onto the window. Dawn breaks over the twin cities, and Calla stares blankly at the patterns tracing down the other side of the glass. She had commandeered a departed noble’s ground-floor quarters so that she could be quick if she was needed during the night. The south wing is usually better at letting in some light, but San-Er at the street level has always been a realm of darkness, even if it’s the Palace of Union. The second-, third-, fourth-floor balconies overhead crowd together to block the new day and most of the rain. Only the barest flush of blue-gray begins to crawl into Calla’s quarters, over her desk, her chair, her calloused hand splayed on the pillow.

Then her lover, his breath still deep with sleep.

Movement sounds in the hallway. Hushed voices, exchanging a new day’s instructions. Calla rises to her elbows, her silk nightshirt gliding against the sheets. The Crescent Society clerics have posted a group of their sworn members to act as Calla’s guards. For protection, they claimed. A show of support for their partnership.

She would be remiss to see their presence as anything other than a warning.

“It’s early, Princess.”

She glances over. In the dark, the lines and planes of Anton’s face—his true face, the one he was born with—are mere suggestions. The shape of his jaw, the tension in his brow. She locates each telltale mark by an innate pull.

“Did you sleep well?” she asks. She keeps her volume low, hidden under the cover of darkness too.

Anton yawns, scrubbing his face.

“I had a dream,” he mutters, “that San-Er flooded with the sea.”

When his eyes flutter open, the light in the room changes. Calla thought she was hallucinating when it first appeared. An hour after the coup, down came the rain and out poured a hazy yellow light from behind Anton’s black eyes. She turned him this way and that, trying to discern if it was a faulty bulb overhead or some trick of reflection. No one else could see it. Anton asked what was wrong, but Calla didn’t know how to answer. Tuoleimi yellow was her first thought. Why are you glowing Tuoleimi yellow?

“A worrying dream,” she says. “Though unrealistic. San-Er is too high above sea level.”

Calla’s hand floats up in the dark, brushing against Anton’s jaw. It’s scratchy, unshaven in the havoc of these last few days. When he smiles, his eyes crinkle, dimming the yellow. Since its appearance, she’s discovered something even stranger. Without really trying, she can pull from it. She focuses—a small, restrained breath to fill her lungs—and Anton leans toward her. He reacts the same way each time, as though by compulsion, and he’s yet to notice that Calla is responsible. The light dulls, sapped from its post behind his eyes. A pleasant tickle starts in Calla’s throat.

“Not the rest of Talin, though,” Anton says. His head droops into the dome of her palm. “Not Kelitu.”

Calla doesn’t pull for long. She breathes out, releasing her hold, and Anton responds by rolling away indolently. The light always comes back, in any case. It depends on how much she takes. The first time was an accident. She had breathed him in, and the crown on her head started to throb. His glow dimmed. Calla stopped, alarmed. After a few minutes, with Anton none the wiser, the yellow light was churning at full radiance again.

The next time, it was several hours. Calla had wanted to settle a hypothesis. She tucked her head into Anton’s shoulder while he stood surveying palace cleanup. A natural embrace; a gesture of comfort. Anton did not draw away, so Calla pulled, then pulled some more. Qi rushed into her body. So much qi. When she lifted her sleeves later, the scratches and bruises she had amassed during the coup were all healed.

“I don’t think Kelitu is flooding either,” Calla assures him.

Anton sits up. He doesn’t sense what she’s been doing to him, not then and not here. There has been no change in his manner anyway, no pallid appearance to suggest that she is taking away from his life force.

All the same, she should stop. He wouldn’t like it if he found out.

The Crescents at the door are still murmuring in conversation. For a moment, the both of them fall silent to listen, catching snippets about a patrol and the wall. Calla hasn’t been able to shake the Crescent Societies from watching her every move, monitoring what she does and who she talks to. San-Er has experienced violent upheaval. Calla Tuoleimi didn’t win the twin cities herself: she marched in after the Crescents already succeeded with their takeover. They want her to remember that.

But before the Crescent Societies can prove themselves lawmakers and leaders, they are criminals and cultists. Too much change is anathema… There will be wide revolt without Calla at the helm, without a visual and symbolic promise that San-Er’s factories shall continue to run, that coin continue to flow, that the millions living in this swell-tide of a capital continue to receive what they were promised as city dwellers. The Crescent Societies are unable to forget that.

“Today,” she decides, “we need to get rid of August.”

Anton is silent. He has his back to her now, so Calla cannot read his expression. Erratic rain strikes the window. She skates her hand along his bare spine—a soft touch, a reminder. He is warm.

“Is that wise?” he finally asks.

“You tell me,” Calla replies. “You’re my only general.”

“We have had very little time to plan. We would be going out with nothing but brute force.”

They have already waited longer than Calla wanted. It was a necessary interim to restore order to the capital, yes. The vaults were pried wide open. Employees who formerly worked under the Weisannas were paid a lump sum to stay put. Hands in the kitchen, eyes in the surveillance room. It was at Anton’s insistence—they needed a regiment keeping house, lest they returned after war was won and realized the capital had crumbled not from invasion but from sheer ineptitude. Water in the walls, water in the carpets.

The palace resumes operation and the shops open. The Crescent Societies have installed their people everywhere there used to be palace guards. Finally, at this point in time, a triage of the kingdom would focus not on the capital but on the tumor looming outside it, in the shape of August Shenzhi.

“We need nothing more than brute force,” Calla says. Her power thrums from the assertion. Starting from her crown, surging through her bones, spreading in her limbs. Anton turns around, his eyes still aglow, and she laces her hands together to prevent taking more.

“Eigi Province is too open,” Anton warns. “August’s camp could hear us coming and initiate evacuation. They have multiple routes out.”

“He won’t flee. If he has not yet moved from Eigi, he wants a confrontation.”

“Yes,” Anton says. “And isn’t that strange? He must know that he has no defense against the crown. Why stay put?”

Calla has mulled over the same question. In these few days, she expected to hear news of him fleeing north. If she were in August’s shoes, she would get away from the capital. He lost San-Er: that much is undeniable. But the provinces are open for the taking. Most councilmembers are dead. The generals will serve whoever can pay, and August is heir to King Kasa’s legacy. He ought to move fast and secure a fringe province before Calla has time to convince its yamen otherwise. Settle for the demotion and rule in Gaiyu Province or someplace alike. Calla spared him his life when he surrendered. He should be so grateful.

So why is he still there?

A low creak, by the door. The Crescents are leaning against it attempting to eavesdrop, and Calla’s hackles rise in retaliation.

“I want at least a hundred of them,” she whispers, her volume dropping lower. “And weapons. They’re already distributing weapons across the twin cities, so I know they have them.”

The crown is powerful. But she still needs the shape of an army. She needs soldiers who can clear the path, or else Calla will tire herself out on the collateral that August inevitably positions in front of her. Every Weisanna in San-Er has fled to join August’s camp. He will have hundreds of soldiers. The Crescent Societies are not trained to fight against them, yet they are her only option. Calla has no time to run recruitment.

“Bibi can make the request,” Anton whispers in return. “But this early—”

“Anton,” she interrupts. “We can’t wait. You wanted this. You asked for this.”

Calla only took up this mantle to get rid of August. What else could she have done? Eigi had been the end of the line. Despite every move Calla and Anton had played in the palace, the die was cast and August won. He’d had them hostage—at best, they would have been killed, and at worst, they would have been exiled into a miserable life with no legacy, no possessions. It was accepting that fate or it was waging war with everything Calla had.

A knock on the door.

“Your Highness,” one of the Crescents calls. “Are you awake? Can we be of any help?”

“I’m trying to say,” Anton whispers, “let me think on it. I can figure out a way to position it so that they’re not bristling to get rid of you.”

“It doesn’t matter how much they’re bristling to get rid of me,” Calla counters. Back and forth they take the cadence of lovers, disguising this talk of war as sweet nothings. “They couldn’t have taken San-Er if I hadn’t challenged August in tandem. They can’t turn against me until he’s gone.”

“So why are you trying to speed it along? August’s influence stretches far. You’ll need allies to get rid of the Weisannas and every palace-led chain of command across Talin too. There is an endless amount of work beyond capturing August.”

“Highness?” The next knock is louder, because the Crescents have heard Calla and Anton murmuring. The Crescents are worried that Calla will turn on them before they’re ready. If the clerics didn’t need to maintain some semblance of respect, they might have tried stationing their people inside the room when Calla and Anton disappeared for rest.

“The Crescent Societies are only good for combating August. They will be too difficult afterward,” she says. “I have the crown, Anton. Once August is out of our way, we’ll focus on the kingdom without Crescent Society nonsense.”

Anton shakes his head. “You promised to free the provinces from the throne,” he reminds her. As though there is any chance she has forgotten. As though she might want to break her oath. “You’ll need to raise your flags beyond San-Er’s wall, across the Jinzi River, then into the north. You’ll have to come to an agreement with every province yamen and secure the flow of their resources into San-Er. That’s when this coup ends, and not a moment sooner.”

“Yes.”

“Calla,” Anton says, “you are not taking this seriously.”

Calla kicks the sheets off herself. If she can help it, she tries not to replay the events of the coup. She’s been kept busy enough. But there will be a lull during their cleanup, during their scramble to restore the capital, and Calla remembers the spectators screaming when she slit the Weisannas’ throats. How close she had been to killing August then and there, but it had felt cheap, it had felt unnecessary. She does not want to regret that decision.

The longer that August hovers outside the capital, the more she does.

“How am I not taking this seriously?” she asks.

“The Crescents are all we have. You have to play their game.”

“I’m getting up.”

Calla throws one leg off the side of the bed, meaning to stand, but Anton grabs her other knee. His palm sears into her skin, each crease and divot palpable, each pinprick of contact a new channel of qi that Calla could pull from him.

“For instance, while they’re knocking on the door,” he whispers, “you should not be getting up.”

New voices have joined the conversation outside. More guards, all to report to their different clerics every maneuver that Calla Tuoleimi and Anton Makusa are planning.

“We’re not going to get away with pretending we weren’t muttering and plotting in here,” Calla returns. “It’s fine.”

Anton, in response, slides his hand up to her thigh and tugs her toward him. It is such a sudden, startling act that Calla doesn’t resist, her head hitting the pillow again. She raises her brow.

“Despite all that you’ve achieved”—his fingers tighten, slowly moving her leg, pushing one apart from the other—“you are actually a very poor performer.”

Calla can’t help her laugh. One sharp sound. “Really?”

“You are too used to being better than everyone else. Wanting more than everyone else and surpassing them that way. You don’t know how to deflect instead.”

Anton doesn’t give her a chance to protest. He pushes up the silk of her nightshirt. His mouth lands between her legs. The pressure is immediate—deep, volatile. Calla’s head tips back into the pillow, and entirely as he intended, she doesn’t hold in her profane moan. His fingers dig into either side of her legs held astride, and her hand comes up too, sinking into his hair for some attempt at managing his hunger.

The hallway has turned dead silent. A golden mist dances into the room. Its sheen casts the ridges of her knuckles into definition, serrated and bright while her fingers are spread wide, clawing for control.

It looks, almost, like its own sort of crown, set upon Anton’s head.





CHAPTER 2

Three days.

Venus Hailira has been held captive for three days. Time hobbles by. She wouldn’t know how to keep track of its distorted course if not for the small window facing the east. There’s nothing visible from where she’s been chained. But it’s plain gray during the day, then illuminated bright green in the night, catching the sign of the restaurant across the way. She was paying attention when the Crescents brought her through. They passed two restaurants, a dental clinic, and a butchery. The temple is tucked at the very end of the alley, its attic taller than the rest of the buildings along the block. As soon as the rain started, the slanted ceiling sprung a leak. She mentioned it to the Crescent who came up to bring her water, and he backhanded her for it. Her glass of water went flying into the rain puddle.

Venus kept quiet after that.

She can hear the Crescents downstairs. At odd hours there are groups playing mahjong directly underneath, the clack-clack-clack of the tables echoing through the floor slats. They talk. About who has been assigned shifts at the wall. About who wants to trade posts at one bank or the other—who is willing to speak to their cleric and complain about the poor insulation at this temple, because the rain is starting to seep through the floors, disturbing their sleep.

They whine and hiss and fume too. About the bitch of a princess in the palace. They liked her far better back when she killed her parents and went into hiding. Now she’s issuing demands. Now she’s wearing a crown and declaring herself a king, no different from the other Shenzhis and Tuoleimis they had before her. But they have to play it carefully, because the rest of the twin cities is made up of idiots. People who worship royals and believe in the crown’s mandate. Common masses who believe that nobles are born of different make to the rest of Talin, that there is a reason why the palaces have kept peace in the kingdom for so long. Time must pass before the Crescent Societies introduce their way of life—and they laugh and they laugh about how brilliant their cleric will be. Tsosia, they call her. Other temples swap leadership at a whim, but not Tsosia. Tsosia has led the Shard Temple for over a decade. Venus learns this when two of the members have an argument about whether the cleric who preceded her was assassinated by a rival temple in Er.

The rain pelts down. Venus is starving. Her stomach has progressed past cramping and descended into an ever-present nettling pain. She thought she was saving herself during the coup. She promised that she would free Rincun. That was why the Crescent Societies went around killing the councilmembers, no? They wanted freedom. She would give it to them. She doesn’t want Rincun anyway. She never asked for this legacy—her father offered her no choice in the matter, and then he went and died without consulting her about that either.

But it seems Venus might have traded a quick death for a slow, tortured one. None of the Crescents have come to talk to her reasonably, nor have they sent in their cleric Tsosia. More than once now, she’s heard someone around the mahjong tables ask what they’re going to do about the louse in the attic. They’re always brushed aside. “Who the fuck cares about what’s going on in Rincun?”

Beyond the window, the green sign switches off. Daytime, again, bringing the restaurant owner to begin morning duties across the street. Movement stirs in the temple. Venus isn’t certain when she started shivering, only that she cannot stop. The attic continues to leak, and the air dampens with the stickiness of mildew.

She’s barely coherent when the trapdoor opens, and a Crescent enters. He’s holding a glass of water, which is starting to feel preposterous. If they aren’t going to offer any more than that, Venus wishes they would just let her die.

“You alive?” the Crescent asks. A cigarette dangles from the corner of his mouth. She hasn’t seen him before in her usual water rotation. “Hungry?”

Venus must have moved her head enough to look up, because he snorts with contempt. He reaches into his pocket, then throws something at her. A soft jolt hits the space between her eyes; the bun falls into her lap.

Slowly she picks at the food, putting bits in her mouth. They have her chained at her ankle, the cuff attached to an old radiator. If she wanted to, she could stand and walk, but she is afraid of making a racket. She wants to stay as small and quiet as possible.

“You shouldn’t be here, you know.”

Venus has finished eating the bun. She thinks, at first, that she is hearing sympathy. Finally, someone to see reason and allow her free. Then the man crouches. He reaches out roughly, grabbing her chin.

“You should be dead,” he says, “with the rest of them when we took over.”

“Please,” Venus says, and her voice scratches from disuse. “I can cooperate. I’ll steer Rincun however your people want.”

The Crescent tilts his head. He does not blink. His blue eyes are almost Venus’s color. Only a few shades darker to her powder pastel.

“I’ll let you in on a secret,” he says. His grip tightens on her chin. “The others keep you chained because you are an insect. Because you and your kind have tormented us for years with your incessant buzzing, and now you’ve been made a taxidermy prize in retribution.”

“Please,” Venus tries.

“The Crescent Societies do not negotiate with insects,” he goes on. “The Crescent Societies do not care what happens beyond the twin cities. San-Er is the beating heart of the kingdom, and we have claimed it. Why would we care about your stupid province?”

Venus tries to shake her head. Her throat is burning, inexplicably. She rasps, “Most of San-Er’s fresh water comes from Rincun.”

It’s the wrong thing to say. The Crescent’s frown cuts an ugly slash across his mouth. He seizes her collar with both hands, and then her blouse tears open in a prolonged mangle. Her nakedness is unanticipated.

Despite everything, despite her impending slow death, she did not expect violence.

“Let’s take your heart,” he says, “and get this over with.”

A knife flashes in his hand. It takes Venus too long to register the sight, and then—with utmost incredulity—she cannot help but think, That’s illegal. It is a beautiful blade. Its handle etched with flowers and inlaid with iridescent seashells, the sort of weapon that has long been banned in San-Er.

The Crescent plunges the knife toward her. The blade has barely pierced skin when Venus screams, and the temple responds with one forceful convulsion. The window on the other side of the attic shatters into fine fragments. The Crescent goes flying back. His head strikes the wall with a resounding crack.

In the ensuing silence, Venus can only hear the rain. It hisses and sizzles, like hot oil against a pan. Slowly, she looks around, finding a yellow light dancing about the room. Her senses return: the stinging pain of the knife prick, an alarm wailing somewhere in the distance. She stands, little by little, and the chain around her ankle appears to have disintegrated, the cuff falling in five separate pieces.

Venus doesn’t understand what has happened. During her time held captive, she’s had no opportunity to use sigils. She was offered no chance to make sacrifice. She should not have been capable of the feat that just occurred, and yet a slow puddle of blood grows beneath the collapsed man. His beautiful knife protrudes from his own stomach. Only a nub of its iridescent handle is left visible.

Her qi hums beneath her skin. Venus finds the ribbon of her blouse and wrestles it closed. When she pushes the trapdoor, the wooden hatch drops down to a silent temple.

“Sorry,” she whispers. “Sorry sorry sorry sorry sorry—”

Venus tumbles against the hatch. She hits the stone tiles without any pain. When she staggers upright, the yellow light has followed her down, drifting along the walls, the dark hall.

Like every child in San-Er, Venus was raised believing her qi was her personhood. A body was designated as hers upon birth, a body that she ought to treasure given its role in offering her life, but that wasn’t what constructed the self. The qi is the self. The intangible matter is the self.

A door slams open from the main worship hall. Venus spins around at once, heading for the back exit. This is where they brought her through.

“Hey!” the Crescents yell. “Hey!”

Venus crashes against the exit door, tumbling into a gray alley. As soon as she’s found herself outside the temple, she bolts. She doesn’t know where to go, but she can’t stop. She will die if she stops.

Her qi has developed a mind of its own.





CHAPTER 3

It is an uncanny feeling to have believed himself alone in his bloodline, to have constructed his entire personhood around this sense of abandonment, only to discover he was mistaken. Anton Makusa, exiled noble. Anton Makusa, the only surviving member of the massacre in Kelitu… until he was suddenly reunited with a sister left stranded outside San-Er. Though Anton understands the progression between the Bibi who works as a rebel and the Bibi in his memory, there is very little overlap. Her unfamiliar accent abrades his ear. She has a tendency to shift from one foot to the other, even while she is supposed to be standing still and listening. Nothing about her is palace trained. And yet while Anton was occupying August’s body, Bibi was stealing into San-Er. While Anton was quarreling with Calla during their search for the crown, Bibi was stirring revolution in Talin, the both of them unaware of the other. He’s struggling to wrap his head around everything Bibi has facilitated without notice, because for the duration of her schemes, Anton was sitting on the throne. He must have done a better job at making a mess than he thought. No one was paying attention to her work.

He turns the next corner, checking the empty dining room. Morning seeps through the palace at a measured speed, and Anton is trying to outpace it, as well as the two Crescents trailing him for safety. He’s getting increasingly embarrassed about how long it is taking him to find Bibi. He assumed she would claim a room where the Makusas used to live, but those quarters were empty, as were the other rooms down the hall. He checked the servants’ quarters, in case Bibi felt particularly compelled to continue living in derelict conditions for the sake of her rural morals, but she wasn’t there either.

“Where could you have gone?” Anton mutters under his breath.

The question, spoken aloud, finally summons her. Despite the early light, Bibi looks like she’s been awake for hours when she shoulders the door aside and emerges from the kitchens. Her hair is slicked back with an excessive amount of gel. Her mouth is moving, chewing on something, and a bag sits cradled in the crook of her elbow. She doesn’t seem surprised to spot Anton walking toward her. She lifts the bag in offering.

“What’s this?” Anton asks.

“Your favorite,” Bibi replies. She pushes the bag into his hands unceremoniously. “I was going to the surveillance room. Do you wish to accompany?”

Anton peers into the bag. In that initial second, he hasn’t a clue what it is or why it’s his favorite. Then he smells the scent of green apples. It’s hard candy. The images appear as flashes. Fighting with Bibi over that last slab their mother brought back from the market in Kelitu. Stomping his feet. Fuming. He was the eldest—he needed to be good to his little sister. He gave Bibi the candy with a huff. Moments later, Bibi would wander back to offer him half of it, already wet with her toddler slobber.

The memory has evaded him for twenty years. And suddenly, with Bibi, it returns too.

“Where have you been?” Anton asks. “I couldn’t find you yesterday.”

Bibi slips her arm through his, then pulls him to continue walking together.

“You were busy enough yesterday,” she replies. “Watch your step. I hid one of the explosives under a rug here.”

Anton sidesteps a minor crater in the floor. The damage around it has been tidied, the black charring scrubbed away. They didn’t manage to retain every employee. Plenty had no interest in staying behind to work with the Crescent Societies, no matter how much money he offered from the vaults. But enough were swayed that the palace had been cleaned corner to corner since the coup, no chance of loaded explosives still waiting to go off.

“Let’s chat,” Anton says under his breath, quietly enough that the Crescents trailing him can’t hear it. “Alone.”

Since their reunion, he would have thought there would be more time to debrief, draw level with each other about all that has happened in these years. But he’s barely seen Bibi, and every time he snags a short chance to ask questions, Bibi can’t offer much. She remembers less about the massacre in Kelitu than he does: while Anton witnessed the bloodshed, Bibi was hiding upstairs. She doesn’t remember much about how she ended up north of the Jinzi River before the Dovetail in Laho found her. She was separated from baby Hana immediately. She hasn’t a clue where Hana is now. Dead, most likely. Just because Buira Makusa survived does not make it any more statistically probable that Hana did.

Bibi turns over her shoulder. She flashes a big smile at the Crescents behind them.

“Could we have a moment?” she asks. “I can keep a close eye on Anton. I know how to keep him out of trouble.”

Bibi’s northern speech is thick enough that Anton frequently finds himself waiting a beat after she’s spoken, needing the time to parse through her words before he’s understood what she said. But it is ideal among rebels, a marker that she is not residue from the palace and the people they overthrew. The Crescents, though reluctant in their manner, stop walking. Bibi veers left, pulling Anton out of sight with her.

“Calla wants to attack August at his base today,” Anton says, wasting no time. “She needs Crescent Society forces to make the approach.”

Bibi hums a noise under her breath. “Is that necessary?”

“It is always better to have an army than have no army, Bibi.”

Her eyes flicker up. They are the very same shade as his, inherited from their father. As Fen Makusa told it, qi from his side of the family comes from thousands of years before them, and ought to last thousands after them. Black like the overripe berries of deadly nightshade. Black ringed by the hue of live electricity.

“That crown alone is worth an army,” Bibi says. “She could approach August Shenzhi’s base herself and fare fine.”

They make a turn. It’s busier in this corridor. The chandeliers overhead shiver. When a group of palace employees walk by from the other direction, they nod politely, hoisting their laundry baskets higher.

“Let’s be forthright.” Anton waits until the employees have disappeared around the corner before continuing. “The Crescents only succeeded in their takeover because Calla was launching a coup against August at the same time.”

“That’s—”

“No, Bibi, you know I’m right. You did great work, I’m sure. The Weisannas and the councilmembers were dropping dead. All the conditions were ripe. But I need you to be honest to yourself, and then I need you to pass that sentiment on to the clerics who trust you. If Calla hadn’t driven August out, then the Crescent Societies would have been obliterated by the next night. You would not have beaten the Weisannas. There are more of them than there are of you. No matter the amount of sacrifice or new sigils thrown in, the Weisannas are stronger merely because they are untouchable.”

Bibi tightens her grip on his arm, slowing them down. They’re approaching the surveillance room.

“I understand the situation,” Bibi says evenly. “How auspicious it was. How grateful we are that Calla Tuoleimi picked up the crown that day and ejected August from the capital.”

“Ejected the Weisannas, most importantly,” Anton corrects. “And just as the Crescents reaped the benefits of Calla’s gambit during the coup, they should understand that it’s in their interests to continue supporting her war effort. If August gains momentum through the provinces and succeeds in marching back through San-Er, it is the end for the Crescents too.”

Bibi stops. Abruptly, she turns to face Anton, her expression tight. Rapid typing echoes from the surveillance room, its door left wide open.

“Anton,” she says, “I admire what you are doing here. But as you said, let’s be forthright. Even if San-Er names Calla Tuoleimi King-Killer, she is still a royal—and the last true one at that. The Crescents admire her, insofar as they are aligned with her. When she attacked her parents, she was their darling. When she killed Kasa, suddenly the balance tilted. The Crescent Societies find themselves in the precarious position of desiring her power and fearing it… and where do you think that leaves them?”

“Owing her,” Anton returns.

“No,” Bibi says, her annoyance visible. “They are not stupid. They understand their weight and power too. The Crescent Societies occupy San-Er on Calla’s behalf. She cannot be everywhere at once, so she needs them holding the capital while she engages in this fight for the kingdom. And they will not help her. They will let her tire herself out. Then when the time is right, they will move to kill her.”

Anton scoffs. Yes, he understands that this is what the Crescent Societies intend. Whether or not they can truly accomplish it is another matter.

“How will they do that?” he asks. “Prayer?”

“They do not need to pray. They already consider themselves gods.”

Bibi must notice that they’ve paused in the hallway to argue, because she waves for Anton to follow her, stepping into the surveillance room. It’s hectic enough that Anton’s presence goes unobserved. His sister sits down at a desk, gesturing that he should grab a seat and join. Anton is slow to find a plastic folding chair from one of the other cubicles.

He doesn’t quite understand what role Bibi plays among these rebels. She’s the one who approached Calla about cooperating with them. She’s the one who went undercover in the Palace of Union to orchestrate their attacks. Yet she is not one of them.

Anton sits down, the bag of hard candy crinkling in his hand. He sets it onto the desk.

“I don’t think you’re hearing me,” he whispers, resuming their exchange. “August hovers less than a day’s travel outside the wall. When the Crescents solicited Calla to be their figurehead, it was because they knew it would take them time before truly securing the capital. They have not recruited enough initiates. They have not accessed the financial district yet. If August succeeds with an attack right now, they’re fucked.”

“He won’t succeed with an attack,” Bibi intones. “This is San-Er.”

Anton pinches her arm. “You are being so difficult.”

“It is the unconquerable stronghold for a reason.” Bibi whacks him away before he can pinch her again. “It is the playground for spies and scouts, but never has San-Er been hospitable to soldiers. Why would the Crescents worry?”

His sister turns to the computer then, tapping its side and waiting for the blue screen to wake up. Anton reaches into the bag of hard candy and crunches on a piece.

“How did you get in?” he asks.

The screen loads. Bibi’s fingers fly over the keyboard. “Killed a guard. Cried about it.”

“Before that.” Anton thought the candy would be sourer. Some part of his unconscious memory told him to brace for the taste more than he needed to. “I thought the Dovetail were leery of the twin cities and its horrible bureaucracy.”

“They are,” Bibi replies. “But then, one day, traders who recently departed Eigi brought news about the king’s games claiming Anton Makusa for a victim. I fell at the feet of my elders and begged that, whatever the cost, the palace would pay for my dear big brother’s demise. I needed to go back to the capital from which I was born.”

Anton crunches on another piece of candy, his brow raised. It would be a sweet sentiment. More than anyone has ever cared about him. If it weren’t a load of hot shit.

“I’ve wanted to come back to San-Er for years, but there wasn’t a good excuse,” Bibi says after a beat. “The elders consider our purpose to be the provinces. Our fight is in resisting the soldiers and the generals, not in the capital. It was only when unrest began in San-Er that the Dovetail thought it might finally be time to collaborate with the Crescents. I went in with the promise of storming the palace.”

“What a shock it must have been that I was alive after all,” Anton muses.

Bibi was only five when she was separated from Anton and pulled away to live an entirely different life. If his death was ever to serve as her motive, it is abstract before it is personal. The horror that the Shenzhis think themselves powerful enough to fell a line of Makusas.

“It sure makes my job harder,” Bibi deadpans. “After the Crescents stormed San-Er, I was supposed to go back to the Dovetail. I’ve had my fun in the urban labyrinth.”

“You can’t.” Anton doesn’t try to soften the demand. “We need you keeping them in check.”

Bibi taps a key. “We?” she echoes.

“Yes,” Anton replies. “I swore my loyalty to Calla.”

Her screen changes to show multiple video streams.

“As soon as the capital is stable,” Bibi returns, clicking around, “they will drive her out. I imagine you may spare yourself from her fate if you disavow her early.”

Anton shakes his head. “I am not trying to spare myself from her. She is mine whether her fate is in the palace or the grave.”

Bibi looks at him askance.

“Anton,” she says slowly, taking her hand off the keyboard. He swishes the hard candy inside his mouth, and his sister is doing the same to her words, buffing down the harsh edges before she speaks them. “I am afraid of being struck down by the old gods if I don’t revere the divine crown. But I do not think you are as much a believer as I am. I’m not sure I understand your resolve. It may get you killed a second time.”

There’s some ruckus on the other side of the surveillance room, a Crescent issuing instructions to palace employees about rerouting the telephones. Connecting them to the watchtowers at the wall, which has stayed open since the takeover.

“I love her,” he says.

“You’re scared of her,” Bibi counters.

Anton frowns. He does not deny it, though really, it would be too much of a simplification to consider fear in the relationship he and Calla have twisted themselves into. Yes—he treats conversation like combat. His behavior has deviated far from the part of a lover. At least he knows himself well enough to trace exactly where this errant conduct comes from, to point fingers at the people he grew up alongside in the palace: he never stood up to August during their childhood; he went along with everything Otta wanted the moment she asked, until the moment she could ask no longer. And then Anton was on his own, cast aside for San-Er to consume, forever frozen in this form.

After a lifetime of failure, convincing Calla to take the crown was a great victory. He used every word correctly, pushed each detonator at the perfect time. He recalls Eigi’s base, Calla’s yellow eyes leveled upon him in the low light, and it isn’t Calla who he fears—it is who he would be if he ever lost her.

He will not backtrack on this conquest. They will not flee. There is only a forward march.

“Bibi,” Anton says. “A hundred people. That’s it.”

She turns back to her screen, ignoring him for a long minute. The video feeds are fuzzy, and Bibi’s muttering to herself while trying to fix it.

“The Crescents are not the type of people you’re used to dealing with,” she finally replies. “Leadership changes with the wind. They follow ideas if enough of them can agree, and they throw out people and plans alike when it goes to shit.”

“That’s not a practical way to rule the twin cities.”

“Yes,” Bibi agrees. “What part of criminal anarchy did you not understand?”

“There must be someone you can go to. Someone who is more likely to see reason than the others.”

If Anton barely possesses any memories of the palace prior to the attack, he assumes Bibi doesn’t either. She won’t remember the golden rot that made up the Palace of Earth, banquets and vault collections overflowing with such unabashed greed that any decency from those halls seemed a mirage.

From the taint rose the orphan August—pure August, virtuous August. Though Anton enabled it at the time, he alone saw his best friend as he really was. August liked carving canker sores in the palace walls because then he would be the all-healing salve. If the golden prince didn’t already want Anton dead after the stunt he pulled during the games, he will want Anton executed for spurring Calla’s coup. Just as Anton knows August Shenzhi well, August also knows Anton Makusa. He will know who was actually responsible for seizing that crown, even if it was from afar.

“There’s a cleric,” Bibi says, “named Tsosia. She spearheaded the attack on the palace.”

Anton seizes onto the name. “Convince her. Once August is irrelevant as an issue, she can truly put her energy into securing the capital for her Crescents. Doesn’t she want that?”

Bibi sighs. “I’ll talk to Tsosia. Are you happy?”

“Only if you can get an answer in the next few hours.”

“I will. You were easier to deal with when you were dead.”

A new window loads on Bibi’s screen. With the matter of the Crescents finally resolved, she navigates the cameras in silence. Anton sits and squints, crunching on the last piece of hard candy. Given the recent weather, many of San-Er’s alleys are exceptionally dark on surveillance footage. They were already plenty obscured by clotheslines and awnings, and now rainfall fogs the cameras. It’s better at the wall, where the grounds are open.

“What are you looking for?” Anton asks.

“I wanted to show you this,” Bibi replies, still clicking. The view changes beyond the wall, to empty fields of yellowing grass. A few collapsed tents remain, but no more campers. San-Er doesn’t need a lottery anymore.

The screen switches through gray trees and grayer fields. There aren’t many cameras in the provinces, but the few that they can access from the palace are installed at the various yamen.

“Obviously, we don’t have a camera on Eigi,” Bibi says. “But I had a look at the provinces nearby.”

Anton leans into the screen. “How are you accessing this? They’re locked under councilmember access.”

“It didn’t take long to get around those settings,” Bibi replies wryly. “Palace security isn’t very good.”

Yes, that seems to be a common thread among recent events. Anton scans the image. “Where is this?”

“Pashe.” She points to the ground. “Do you see that?”

Anton reaches over her shoulder to tap the keyboard himself, zooming in rapidly. A wide gravel path runs toward the yamen—it’s a nicer section of the Apian Routes. With the rain, there is minor flooding to either side of the path.

Anton stares where Bibi’s finger is. It could be that he already knows exactly what he’s looking at, but his mind resists the conclusion. Markings on the path, not by wagon, not by horseshoe…

“It looks like a sigil,” Bibi remarks, rotating the view they have on the footage, and Anton’s stomach drops.

He bolts to his feet. “Get an answer from your cleric as soon as possible. If the fear is backlash from other Crescents, we can keep it covert.”

Anton’s moving for the door before he’s finished speaking. Bibi calls after him, taken aback, but Anton doesn’t slow. It’s a sigil he recognizes, because it is the only one he knows. A left dot. A long and slanting curve, with the dot above. A dot to the right. It’s the sigil that Calla showed him, after she got it from Leida.

And after Leida got it from Otta.

This is a message. Otta Avia is at August’s base.





CHAPTER 4

As far as Yilas is concerned, her life hasn’t much changed since San-Er was overrun.

The Magnolia Diner is still getting the same customers. In the mornings, it’s students from Er before their cramped schools go into session. Then the elderly during the daytime, coming through the turnstile with their checkerboards and knitting patterns. Yilas and Chami make most of their profit from that cohort because they like to keep the tea hot, a new pot ordered before the previous is finished. Even before the rain started, San-Er’s afternoons always drew longer than what felt natural, with such little sunlight to signal the day’s end.

By night, the booths scramble into a predictable, eclectic collection of patrons in the area who want a quick meal. Yilas often looks away before she can catch the exchange of cash—then a bag of powder—between two men seated back-to-back at different tables. She hasn’t spotted anyone making a trade in the diner these recent few days, though. Without palace guards, the Crescent Societies can do it openly.

“The red ones,” Yilas calls, catching sight of Chami’s error ahead. “We have the yellow ones already.”

Chami jolts. She does a good job of hiding her surprise, but Yilas has known her girlfriend for too long to miss the gesture.

“Oops,” Chami says. She’s quick to pivot, reaching for the red bell peppers. “I was thinking of the onions we need.”

They don’t need more onions, actually. Onions are a part of the bulk shipments they get brought to their door for the diner, and though their supplier has missed the latest delivery due to “increasing tensions in the provinces,” there’s such ample supply each month that Yilas always filches from the crates for their personal kitchen upstairs too.

“Are you okay?” Yilas asks, for perhaps the eighth time today. “I can handle the shopping if you want to rest.”

Chami shakes her head. “I’m okay. Another mild headache.”

Perhaps Yilas’s life has not changed significantly since the palace collapsed, but the very air in the twin cities has shifted, starting with the incessant rain. It falls and it falls, drawing complaints from every patron who must wade through surging gutters to enter the Magnolia Diner. San-Er has enough overhead coverage—enough buildings, enough density, enough protruding laundry lines and ceiling tarpaulins—that the downpour doesn’t hit the street level, but its humidity sticks to everything and its overflow runs against the walls, the buildings, the pipes nonstop. Yilas makes an effort to ignore it, but Chami has not been faring as well. Each time the rain strengthens, Chami winces. When she thinks Yilas isn’t watching, she kneads her temples, trying to soothe her headache.

“Did we need sweet potato?” Chami asks, diverting the topic. She picks up the vegetable, frowning when the top end appears entirely soft. “Never mind.”

“Let’s pay for the peppers and try the next stall,” Yilas suggests. The shopkeeper is lurking behind her, but she doesn’t bother lowering her voice. If he’s putting out rotting produce, he should know that his customers aren’t happy about it.

They go to the shop next door. It’s busy. Yilas squeezes between two short old ladies, and picks up a sweet potato for Chami’s approval. Chami nods enthusiastically.

“Better pick a few quickly,” this shopkeeper bellows. “I don’t have another shipment coming.”

“Why not?” Yilas asks.

Chami shoots her a quick look.

“Must be the rain, right?” Chami supplies to soften the question.

“The rain doesn’t help,” the shopkeeper says. He rests his thick arms on his legs. The wooden stool underneath him is barely wide enough to keep him balanced. “But sweet potatoes grow in Yingu Province and Councilmember Bethilia is dead, so there’s no one to communicate with when the suppliers go dark.”

“Yet!”

The interjection echoes from across the alley, belonging to a shopkeeper in the empty store facing them. A teenage boy, skinnier than a stoat stretching on its hind legs.

“When the Crescent Societies expand beyond the wall,” the boy calls, “I’ll be there myself making my contracts. I’ll take all your business.”

Yilas blinks. Chami raises her eyebrows.

“Don’t mind him,” their shopkeeper says. “That’s my brother.”

One of them must have traded away their birth bodies, because they look nothing alike. Yilas gathers up three sweet potatoes and pays without continuing the conversation, because she doesn’t particularly care. The debate turns to whether San-Er’s shops will lose or gain business if more province dwellers enter the twin cities unobstructed.

“I think it’s time to head home,” Chami mutters when Yilas offers to carry the grocery bag.

“I would agree.”

With the rain, very few vendors care to set up shop in the coliseum’s everything market. San-Er’s inhabitants have moved to their neighborhood spots. Different alleys for different markets—for groceries, for electronics, for sweet treats. Yilas and Chami take the long way home, in case they have forgotten something that the route will remind them about. As they turn into a wider alley, they find themselves splashing into an ankle-deep flood. The barbershops operate here. All the debris and hair swept into the drains over the years have enacted their vengeance. Yilas groans, but Chami tugs her forward, because they can either proceed or backtrack for another route that passes directly in front of a Crescent Society temple.

Despite the flood, there’s plenty of activity in this alley. Yilas slows as they pass a small crowd. Most of the barbershops offer televisions in their front windows. There must be something good on the news.

“Do you see this?” she murmurs to Chami.

OLD GODS EMERGING IN THE PROVINCES, the grainy ticker at the bottom reads. Yilas halts to watch, splashing dirty water up her legs, and though Chami tugs her arm to keep walking, she’s enraptured—just as everybody else in this crowd is.

Already, it’s peculiar enough for San-Er’s news to cover anything about the provinces. It used to be that only nobles in the palace were granted permission to enter and exit through the wall, so most of the twin cities had no contact with Talin at large. But since the wall opened, allowing nobles to defect and province dwellers to enter, there are regular civilians leaving too. Reporters, taking the chance to travel.

And they’re catching bizarre footage.

“… claiming to be the old gods. These people vary in age and appearance, so we see no connection with any natural phenomena.”

“Yilas, we’ve got to get back to the diner,” Chami whispers.

“Wait, wait,” Yilas says. “I want to watch this.”

A young man stands at the edge of the cliffs, his arms raised. The palm fronds indicate that it’s likely Kelitu, or at least another seaside province. The footage shakes. Then seawater shoots up behind him, forming a tall, terrifying wave. In seconds it splashes down, a liquid avalanche cascading onto the cliffs, streaming down to the rocks, and when the reporter gathers their bearings to scan the camera back and forth in the aftermath, the man is gone.

“The officials at Kelitu’s yamen are struggling to maintain control over these subjects,” the newscaster goes on. “Rural dwellers have voiced concern after several incidents similar to the one you just saw behind us. Given the present upset in the capital and the lack of remuneration since King August was coronated, we are seeing a mass exodus of palace guards posted to the provinces, leaving villages entirely vulnerable. There is growing resignation among the people that, inevitably, they will have to submit to whichever powerful individual emerges next. Back to you in the studio.”

Chami takes Yilas’s hand and steers her forward firmly. Yilas has trouble pulling her eyes away from the screen. The words ring in her ears even after they’ve left the crowd, shaking their shoes to avoid tracking hairballs from the flooding.

“Did you see the way the water climbed?”

“It’s not real,” Chami says flippantly. “There’s a power vacuum in the kingdom. The Dovetail are probably marking themselves with sigils and inventing a revival of the pantheon. They’re trying to control the provinces while the palace soldiers are defecting. Tale as old as time.”

Yilas blinks. This is not like Chami. Her tone is devoid of her usual sweetness. Her grip is tight.

“Yes,” Yilas says, “of course.”

Yes, it is laughable to entertain the possibility of the old gods reviving. It must be a ruse that insurgents are starting in the provinces. Already in San-Er, they have seen people wielding their qi in terrifying ways, and they were far from gods—only mortals who didn’t care about the sacrifice it took to achieve such feats. Yilas was almost killed for it.

Chami is right.

The rain beats hard on their shoulders as they cross the main thoroughfare. Overhead, the gray clouds show no sign of relenting. As soon as Yilas and Chami step back into a narrow walkway and the buildings block the deluge again, Yilas wipes her face dry with the underside of her sleeve. Chami, meanwhile, ignores her sodden state. She has droplets of rain stuck on her lashes. They hover like diamond clippings.

“I love you,” Yilas says, squeezing Chami’s hand.

Chami glances over. She is somewhere afar for a beat. Her stare perches at a boundless distance from her personhood, afflicted with the sort of stiffness that might have Yilas believing there was an intruder wearing her—if it weren’t for the steady pink color of her irises. It’s Chami, still. Of course it is.

When Chami blinks, letting the droplets run off her lashes, she returns in her entirety. It was quick. It was a commendable correction, something that Yilas wouldn’t have noticed if it were an ordinary day, if the heavens weren’t pouring with rain. Yilas could almost fool herself into thinking she imagined it.

Almost.

“I love you too,” Chami says. “You’re on potato-peeling duty.”





CHAPTER 5

The walls of the coliseum block the worst of the wind, but they’re nothing against the relentless downpour. Calla doesn’t quite mind it. Droplets prick into her eyes, blurring the image of these Crescents before her. She almost enjoys this feeling—reduced to the mercy of the elements and still standing her ground. She swings her sword in an arc to the right. Then the left. By the time she’s brandished the figure-eight loop multiple times, there’s yet to be any movement down the line, and she yells, “Come on! I don’t have all day.”

The first Crescent charges, clutching the sword he’s plucked from the vaults. He’s holding it too tightly. Calla strikes hard, and the weapon flies out of his hands. The Crescent halts in his step, wide-eyed.

“You’re down,” Calla says. “Next!”

Over the morning, the number of Crescents guarding her had steadily increased. Three turned to ten, which turned to twenty, making an absurd tail after her while she walked. Clustering into a room when she was only stopping to get water. Calla grew fed up enough to steer them all through the north wing, then into the coliseum. Without the marketplace in operation, there’s plenty of open ground to spar. Only a few stalls remain by the farthest entrance, too big to dismantle in haste. Perhaps their owners will come back for the plywood and tarp. Or perhaps the stalls were abandoned before the rain. King Kasa raised the price to peddle in the coliseum, and August didn’t lower it. As the royal advisor, Calla spent her time running after Anton and the crown. She never got around to checking on the woman selling jelly cake, whether she landed on her feet after her last day running the stall.

I will, Calla had promised. I will accuse the palace of wrongdoing. I will save San-Er. I will right the kingdom.

When the second Crescent lunges, she allows her to come farther. A bit better. Some training. The arena’s sand has muddied with the rain, and Calla’s boot slides widely when she moves to block. The Crescent charged with such gusto that she’s left her middle wide open for Calla to ram into.

“I thought we were sparring,” Calla yells when the Crescent collapses. “It feels like I’m just kicking all your asses!”

She lost her way. She fell victim to palace politics. Cared more about stopping Otta Avia than protecting the cities from such grappling. But what’s done is done. Calla has returned where she operates best: the battlefields, the arenas. She’s decided to test her protection team, wanting to see how adept the Crescent Societies really are. Only then do they have some chance of claiming Talin, and then Calla will be better. She will.

It’s not until the third Crescent that someone finally decides to play dirty. The young man charges, two knives pulled. Calla raises her sword, and she feels a thrum—a pulse of qi, weakening her wrist. He strikes. Her grip on her weapon loosens; she dives and catches the pommel with her other hand.

Interesting.

Calla draws back. Evaluates.

The Crescents are not uniformly skilled. Their members clearly had enough collective competence to combat the Weisannas in that initial attack. Explosives planted, a secret entrance, a hostile takeover… By the time Calla came through, they had stationed themselves around their winnings. But if they’re going to march on August, they need soldiers. Competent forces who can swing a sword and throw a blade, because there will be hundreds of Weisannas, and August will place them in rows and rows and unending rows before she can get to him. She doesn’t want the newbies who swore fealty to the Crescent Societies weeks ago—she wants the legacy members who were born into it.

This Crescent brings his blade down, and Calla blocks.

“Not bad,” she says.

Lightning rips through the skies. Bright white and electric, aggressive enough to draw the young man’s attention away for a beat, and Calla sweeps her feet underneath him, sending him to the ground.

He rolls up immediately.

“Was that you?” he demands.

Calla, slowly, glances to the clouds. Thunder follows several seconds later, rumbling deeply through the twin cities.

“No,” she says. She isn’t sure, to tell the truth. She doesn’t know what she could do if she were to make the ask. Gather up all the qi in the air. Launch it skyward.

She pulls her gaze back to the arena.

“Come on. Keep going.”

Calla runs through the line of Crescents. Half cannot hold their own in the slightest. A quarter are tolerable while exchanging blows with their blades. On the second turn, it is the same young man with the qi trick who finally spars with Calla long enough that her breath grows short. She is fighting with proper consideration. This time, no lightning shakes from the skies to distract him.

“What’s your name?” she asks between strikes.

He barely looks twenty. She would put him closer to the age she was when she left the Palace of Heavens.

“Levi.”

“Levi,” Calla says, blocking his blow on her left side. “How were you trained?”

“I sparred often with my siblings, Your Highness.”

A flicker of movement, in her periphery. Anton has come through one of the coliseum entrances. He’s hurrying toward her. As Calla draws back a few steps, she scoops up one of the fallen swords, left in the sand after a Crescent’s embarrassing performance. She throws the weapon to Anton the moment he nears, and rather unwillingly, he lunges forward to catch it.

“I need to speak to you,” Anton says.

“Help Levi out,” Calla replies.

“Calla.”

She swings. Anton can’t argue while she’s attacking him, so he counters the move, his eyes flicking behind her in a telltale gesture. That gives Calla enough of a warning to pull back and block Levi’s swing, slamming hard into his blade. It makes her teeth shake. Her crown thrums in question. She doesn’t care to tap into it yet.

“Calla.”

She ignores Anton. She’s watching her opponent: the blade, the twitch, and then—

Qi, shoving from the other direction. From Anton. It takes her off-balance, and it pushes the weapon out of Levi’s hands. Calla whirls back around, her sword rising, and Anton swings a forceful strike, pitching the blade out of her hands. It lands with a thunk in the ground, burying amid sand and mud.

“You,” he says, pointing at Levi. “Stay put.” Anton discards his own sword so that it lands point down. He’s trying to defuse the sparring match. The blade embeds itself upright in the arena ground like some poor attempt at a headstone. “Calla. Now.”

“Yes,” Calla says. “Talk to me, darling.”

She’s not done. There is no warning before she attacks Anton again, her boots scraping two short spurts through the wet slush. He throws himself to the side, narrowly avoiding contact. When Anton uses his hands for a crutch to spring upright, Calla is already swinging her arm.

He counters her before she can land a hit. Rather than shove her away and recalibrate, Anton grips her arm hard, pulling her closer. Her spine settles against his chest.

“News from August’s camp,” he says into her ear. Only for her. “Otta is there.”

Calla rams her head back. It’s lucky that she isn’t any shorter, or the prongs of her crown would have struck his eyes. Instead, her hair cushions the hit against his nose, and Anton lets go with a hiss—a conveyance that she’s fighting too unfairly.

“Does that change anything for us?” she asks, spinning around.

Blood trickles from Anton’s nose onto his lip. “Of course.”

Calla’s pulse ratchets up. The rain falls fast enough to wash away the smear of his injury in seconds. It does not wash clean his displeasure. He always speaks about Otta Avia the same way. As though the mere mention of her name ought to prompt prayer and devotion, spectators clasping their hands together and falling to their knees. Despite his promises of loyalty, despite kneeling before her in Eigi wanting to be her first soldier in this bid for the throne… Anton Makusa has not wholly seceded from Otta. She can hear it.

The Crescents are all standing in witness to this parley. They do not want to interrupt.

Calla lunges. She’s on the offensive, her teeth gritted. There’s an opportunity to dive for her fallen sword, but she doesn’t take it. Her fist swings, and Anton parries in place of a counterattack. Her foot moves for a sweep. He darts out of the way.

He can keep doing this, but she will outlast this dance between them. The crown whispers in her ear; it assures her that it is an unending source. They have been evenly matched in the past, but circumstances have changed. The last time they fought in this arena, the stands were filled. Calla remembers the shouting, the glee, the commentator over the loudspeakers. She couldn’t walk away. She couldn’t think past her need for comeuppance—the empty, eternal pit in her chest that no amount of blood filled, despite all her best efforts, despite felling everyone who had wronged her, who had let her suffer…

A sharp sting. Calla hisses, bringing her arm to her chest and flitting back several steps. A red line glares at her, quickly blotted with the rain.

Anton has pulled a knife from his sleeve.

“Cheat,” she accuses.

The coliseum stills, short of the pouring rain, and suddenly Calla is sick of being sodden. She wants it to stop. She wants to command the heavens to heel. There’s an immense pulse, and then there is complete silence.

An invisible barrier domes the space above the coliseum. Rain falls from the clouds and lands on the wave of qi that Calla is holding overhead. The Crescents stare up, their hands lifting to test for the presence of rain.

Anton doesn’t crane his head to look.

“We better clean that wound,” he announces, feigning sympathy. He grabs her elbow. Gestures to the Crescents, then the swords on the ground. “Your clerics won’t like the mess you’re making of valuable weapons from the vaults. Make sure everything goes back where it was found.”

He marches Calla toward the palace. She lets him, because she’s busier watching the yellow haze settling onto the scene. His face, his chest, his hands. Floating upward. Floating toward her. If there was any doubt that only she is capable of seeing him like this, there is none after this display. The Crescents do not remark upon it. They stand oblivious to the precious qi that they worship, flowing freely.

“They’ll start following us again in a minute,” she warns.

“Then move faster,” Anton instructs.

They return to the palace using a side entrance in the coliseum. Calla drops the dome, and there’s faint squawking from the Crescents, surprised by the rain returning.

It is dark inside the palace. Cold, too, because of the draft slithering through the north wing. She watches Anton try to wring some water out from his undershirt, then give up promptly when it drizzles a path onto the floor.

“Did you have a hiding place in mind?” she asks.

“I was thinking we squat under a sitting room table.”

Calla shakes her head. “Come with me.”

While reorganizing the palace, the first stop Calla made was to August’s quarters, taking inventory over what could prove useful. She found nothing. She knew Anton must have trashed some items while he was holding August’s body hostage, but it was still suspicious that there were almost no personal materials left behind. August was not the type of person to rely on the cabinets in the war rooms. Where were his adoption papers? He must have wanted those laminated and framed.

It had taken a complete sweep of the north wing. Accidentally leaning against a mantel that pushed into a servants’ passage. Finding the door that opened onto an unending spiral staircase. Only then did Calla finally stumble upon a nook high above the twin cities.

She leads Anton into the turret now. A few Crescents followed her the first time she found it, so it’s not as though it is a secret. She eyes the scratches on the inner wall, no doubt made by palace scabbards. The Weisannas must have walked through often. Or rather, gauging by the path worn onto the stone steps—its tread veering to one side—there was one particular Weisanna, coming and going.

Something scuffles across the floor as soon as Calla arrives at the top of the turret, and she freezes. Seconds later, she recognizes the sound and realizes it’s only her cat. He, too, came up when she was last here. He must have been wandering this space at his own leisure since then.

“That’s not a toy, Mao Mao,” Calla warns.

Mao Mao ignores her, continuing to scratch the box he is occupying. It takes him a few more seconds to work up traction before he leaps out and sprints into a corner, and Anton grimaces, swerving to go the other way.

“I didn’t know August kept another office,” Anton remarks.

“No,” Calla says. “Neither did I. I found this place when you were handling the vaults.”

There was an old pager in the desk drawer, an unread message blinking from Galipei. The floors and windowsill were clean when Calla found the office… Galipei’s work as well, she guessed. He must have showed up after the coronation. Calla imagines him sitting behind the desk, waiting for the sun to rise, his ears perked for a whisper of sound. Growing wary when August’s steps did not clatter after him, when August continued to feign ignorance about their private dwelling. Then, finally, the pieces clicking, and the conclusion obvious.

Galipei notices every detail about his beloved prince. Was there ever a chance that he would overlook Anton’s charade?

Though Calla sidles behind the desk, she does not sit. She folds her arms, leaning against the window. The skies are too dismal to offer much past the dense weight of gray.

“Uncover anything good?” Anton asks. He perches on the edge of the desk. Though he tries to seem uninterested, there is a hungry glint in his eyes. He wants to know exactly what more August has hidden from him.

“Nothing salacious,” Calla answers.

It hadn’t taken her long to dig through everything August left behind. His correspondences, his handwritten plans. There was no sign of his exchanges with the Dovetail, back when August plotted with the provincial insurgents to attack his own palace soldiers and destabilize the council. Galipei must have destroyed everything, already mistrustful before the delegation set out to search for the crown.

For several beats, Anton and Calla do not speak, letting the specter of August’s wrath hiss its piece. The window rattles with the rainfall. Mao Mao tires of such unexciting activity, and he trots away, disappearing down the steps in search of food.

“I seem to recall,” Calla says, “your commitment toward letting go of Otta.”

Anton’s eyes narrow. “Have I reneged on my word?”

“You seem quite concerned about Otta’s presence at the base.”

In an ideal world, Otta Avia would have been eaten by wild animals somewhere beyond the borderlands. But Calla remembers fighting Otta. All that power, shuddering into the palace in the mountains. She remembers the scene they walked in on: Otta crouching at the feet of a dead princess from a century past, funneling qi across the kingdom.

Each time the memory flashes in her mind, Calla feels sick.

“Because I’m worried about what she brings to August’s defense,” Anton says. “She left a sigil in Pashe.”

Calla turns away slowly, her eyes settling over the twin cities. This is the highest point in San-Er. They stand far above the capital’s residential low-rises, above the clouds of factory smoke. When she cranes her neck, she spies the line of reddish black in the distance. San’s wall.

Calla supposes she understands August better from here, more so than she could from the ground. If she grew up gazing at San-Er like this, she might have thrown caution to the wind and made a grab for the throne earlier.

“On a victim?” Calla asks.

“No. She left a sigil in the soil. It bears no purpose except to communicate to us. She knew we would be watching the cameras from inside the capital.”

Calla’s attention flickers back to Anton. “She could have come to San-Er. Slipped in through the open wall.”

“No,” he says. He straightens. Walks around the edge of the desk. “She went to August. If we have not heard from her, she went to August. Trust me.”

Anton speaks with such authority. The be-all, end-all expert on Otta Avia, so why was he no help when it came to identifying the damage she would do to the kingdom—the Crescent Societies and their qi experiments? The scramble for the crown?

“Calla,” Anton says firmly. “We need to replan if Otta is a threat.”

“Who says?”

A rumble of voices wafts from below. Someone has opened the door into the servants’ passage, which means before long, the Crescents are going to storm up the steps of the turret, rushing to insist that they should sit by for protection.

“I do,” Anton says, and he is growing impatient. “If there is even the risk of losing, we can’t march on August. We can’t give him an exact map of our numbers—which is already negligible—so that he can perfect his next strike. We can’t give him the upper hand when the rest of the provinces hear about the defeat and refuse to follow you. I will not watch you throw away our starting advantage.”

Yes, their starting advantage. Their occupation of San-Er. This war that Calla has started, because Anton couldn’t sit out of the games. From the moment he aligned himself with her, she’s been waiting for him to change his mind. The facts are hard to deny: Anton Makusa was out of moves in every other direction when he swore allegiance to Calla. Whether he calls that love or strategy is only a matter of semantics.

“Did you think I was trying my worst in the arena?”

Anton’s gaze sharpens. “Our sparring match out there, or the time you killed me?”

“Either instance is fine. It was a rhetorical question.”

Mere months ago, Calla Tuoleimi’s only purpose was revenge. Carve a hole out of the palace as they had done to her when they invaded Rincun. It all feels terribly far away now. As though those were someone else’s thoughts, some memory she’s viewing rather than recalling. Removed from the moment, she’s removed from her bloodlust too. She has had her fill, and she can’t quite discern the details of her worst day in Rincun anymore. From San-Er’s tallest turret, she tries to summon her rage again, if only to test its presence. Rincun’s annexation. Her helplessness while the villages burned. It was personal—it was, it was.

It’s hard to decide whether she no longer recognizes the nameless girl she used to be, or if this has been her truest self all along, pulled into being by seizing the divine crown. She puts her hand on her stomach. There—her hunger remains. Yet it has changed with the circumstances, ripening from one desire to the next. Climbing closer and closer toward the heavens, fulfilling greater and greater tasks of greed. She has been waiting her whole life to be within reach of the skies. And here she is.

The Crescents are making their way up the turret stairs, their voices loud in conversation. Anton steps toward her, a frown already pulling at his lips, and Calla thinks, Stop. Her qi is a well; it is filled to unimaginable excess. Anton freezes where he stands; the Crescents halt, their steps screeching to abrupt silence.

Calla holds Anton’s eyes. The yellow light disappears from his dark irises. She waits for his panic, the moment where he registers he can’t raise his other foot, he can’t pull his arms free. She waits for that flicker of understanding, for him to realize what point she wishes to make.

Anton threw in his lot with her. He shouldn’t lose sight of why.

Calla releases him. A clatter echoes on the stairs, then a faint curse. The Crescents have regained their footing too. They will tug their sleeves straight, enter the office with their heads held high. They will be polite, because they are waiting for the moment they can draw their blades and cut her free without consequence. So she must relinquish her need of them before they no longer need her.

“Are you all right?” Calla asks.

Anton is silent for a beat. She reaches toward him, like that of a lover seeking contact in the night. When Anton takes her hand, he brings her knuckles to his lips. His eyes flit up. As doting as the gesture is, he is looking at her crown, not her face.

“I am yours to command,” he says. “We proceed tonight. With or without forces.”





CHAPTER 6

Lightning, in the distance, over San-Er. Thunder sweeps into the provinces soon thereafter. It’s startlingly precise each time. Unnatural.

Seiqi Weisanna brings her cellular phone to her ear, waiting for it to ring. She’s on duty to walk the perimeter, though she hasn’t been paying much attention. She counts—two, three, four—and on cue, the physician picks up.

“Seiqi,” he says, “you can keep calling on the hour, but that doesn’t mean I will have more news.”

“I’m only hoping to make it easier for you,” she replies. “How’s he doing?”

She’s refraining from stepping into the infirmary every hour, at least. Their war camp is small—merely three interconnected buildings, all of which were originally built to serve Eigi’s new security base. Most of the base has been repurposed into barracks. Only one room could be spared for an infirmary, where the injured from the coup are recuperating, including an unconscious Galipei. Too cramped to visit. When Seiqi tried to poke her head in, she was waved away immediately, despite faking a headache.

This is a far cry from the Palace of Union. The nobles taking refuge are making that very clear, bemoaning and lamenting nonstop about needing to share their rooms ten to one. Though the camp can barely spare its facilities, August cannot deny the nobles if he has any intention of reclaiming the kingdom after Calla Tuoleimi’s coup. He needs their aid to put himself back on the throne, their riches and their connections across the provinces, their hidden assets beyond what the Crescents will have cleared from the palace vaults.

“If Galipei Weisanna twitches even a finger, I will let you know,” the physician says. “Please return to your job and I will do mine.”

The line drops. Indeed, the other Weisannas would not be pleased to learn that Seiqi is hogging precious cell signal to perform these check-ins. The other Weisannas wish to follow orders and win this war quickly, get themselves back into San-Er. Meanwhile Seiqi has been pacing like a maniac, as though sheer will might force Galipei to wake up sooner. If she does not fret about him, who will? There are so many Weisannas and so many cousins, and all of them would rather him gone instead, because he has always been the crown prince’s favorite, because his absence means an opportunity to serve the new king.

It only seems fair that Seiqi elect herself his protector. She tucks the phone away. Another flash of lightning snaps over San-Er. As though the capital itself is jumping, the light of qi appearing over and over again.

“Shift change!” someone bellows from the main gate.

During these few days, the rain has become such a feature of perimeter patrol that Seiqi barely notices it anymore, but she knows the other Weisannas are sick of it. They hurry out of its mist as soon as they can, preferring the drills inside.

Seiqi steps through the closest door, and immediately swerves to avoid two women dressed in palace silks. There will be more space at the camp shortly, once the nobles are shipped off, somewhere farther in the provinces away from the danger. Clearing the nobles out will be good, but it’s still not their biggest problem.

His Majesty’s biggest problem is that they’re too close to the capital, and other Weisannas have been advising that the camp itself must move too. Calla’s forces are going to attack. The Weisannas know it. August Shenzhi knows it. He has guards rotating patrol on every part of the perimeter. He has scouts stationed along the Apian Routes, as close as they can get to San-Er without being spotted by enemy insurgents from the capital. All to have the earliest possible warning once battle encroaches.

Seiqi enters a room lined with blades and target boards, picking a lane she can position herself at for the hour. As distracted as she’s been, it’s not as though she has to fear punishment. In those earlier hours of the camp, August Shenzhi walked around dispensing instructions and stationing his forces where he wanted them. Almost every Weisanna had fled the capital, and a significant portion of regular palace guards who could not stomach living under the Crescent Societies. August tasked the regular palace guards to watch over the nobles, and the Weisannas to defend the camp.

He has been absent since then. When Seiqi caught a glimpse of him in his provisional war room earlier, he was throwing a vase at the wall, arguing with his sister. Does he care that Galipei took the hit for him? Maybe the squabble for the throne would have ended then and there if Galipei hadn’t. Maybe all the Weisannas would happily be working for Calla in the palace. They are sworn to protect the royal family. Not a wily prince who holds tight to his every possession, including his claim on the throne.

Seiqi grimaces. Treasonous thought. A mortal thought, wanting ease, wanting a path easier to walk. Their approach makes little sense. They have not fled and positioned themselves somewhere more favorable to August’s rule. Yet August does not tell his closest guards exactly what they are waiting for, save the inevitable appearance from Calla Tuoleimi, wielding a weapon from the heavens. Seiqi wasn’t present to witness it, but her other cousins talk. Blood—so much blood. One blink, and the Weisannas’ throats were cut, their bodies falling. Perhaps Galipei should count himself lucky that he was only hit with a strike of qi. It could have been infinitely worse.

Seiqi throws the first blade. There was no doubt that it would land dead center on the target. She was born a foot soldier on the front lines of defense, insusceptible to jumping, her eyes silver as a shield.

Another roll of thunder drums through the province. This one, finally, echoes closer. Her second blade thuds. She worries, despite herself, despite the confidence that August Shenzhi asserts by refusing to move. His maps are dotted with pins; his boards circled and crossed. This is a war that will be fought on a stage beyond what Seiqi can understand. There is little she can do, save what her birth dictated. But still…

Galipei, she pleads silently. Let me help you.





CHAPTER 7

Before Er’s palace was razed in the absence of its rulers, its throne room looked rather like this one. The Palace of Heavens was not melded with a coliseum—that is a feature unique to San—but Er did have a balcony that overlooked a small open forum. Stone pillars hemmed the public square, adorned with red ribbons that trailed to the ground. When the occasion called for a royal address, the forum filled with spectators, rising to the tips of their toes to peek into the throne room, hoping it was a sign of good luck if the young Princess Calla waved from inside.

After the Palace of Heavens collapsed, the Palace of Earth assumed governance over its twin city—and its items of value. Calla props her head on her fist, staring at the ink scroll, and she’s almost certain it came from the Palace of Heavens. There, in the corner. A dot of blood. Didn’t this scroll hang by the thrones, tarnished when she swung her sword? She remembers the scene. Her frenzy. Metal, bone. Blood, and its pervading reek of iron—the crimson puddle growing until it hit the edge of the balcony.

She doesn’t remember if she was afraid. If her heart was pounding beneath her ribs or if it was only a bitter cold coating her throat.

Calla pulls her gaze away from the scroll, leaning back. Despite her short tenure as an advisor in the Palace of Union, she’s spent little time in its throne room. Especially not upon the throne itself, which is not comfortable in the slightest. The stone is too hard, and its embellishments snag the material of the outer robe that Calla has thrown on. The floor tiles nearby are all worse for wear, cracked or fissured or entirely gouged clean from the underlayment. Palace employees have cleaned the debris and scrubbed the room as best they can, but the Crescent Society attacks wanted to do damage. The red walls gape where its decorative shields and oil paintings have burned away. The deep-green carpet on the lower level is badly charred, losing its color entirely.

And still, Calla decided that this would be their best meeting place. The throne room remains in King Kasa’s image—spilling with excess, garnished without reason. Its ceilings crane high; its overindulgence acts as enclosure. A whisper at the throne is impossible to catch from the door. Even a shout may lose force before it is intercepted. When Buira Makusa steps in, she politely waves off the Crescents, forcing them to stay outside.

“Bibi, what are you wearing?” Anton asks as soon as his sister closes the door. He was pacing the steps, so he sees Bibi before Calla does.

“It’s for luck.”

By Anton’s tone, Calla expected his sister to be wearing an outrageous headdress or some highly inappropriate article of clothing, but she looks exactly the same as she rounds the corner. There’s only a pendant dangling around her neck: a flat bright-blue disk.

Silently, Calla gestures for Bibi to come closer, wanting a better look at the disk, and Bibi complies. No sigils. Only plain patterns. Calla doesn’t know what sort of rural superstition Bibi’s following, but each province comes with their own, and Laho, being in the middle of nowhere, must have many.

“Down on your luck right now?” Calla asks.

Bibi nods toward the balcony. Toward the coliseum, the open air, and the endless storm.

“The whole kingdom is down on its luck. What could this rain be except for a sign of upset from the heavens?”

Calla leans forward, her crown tipping into the light of the chandelier. Anton, visibly tensing, tries to catch his sister’s eye. Either Bibi doesn’t see him, or she opts to ignore his warning, holding Calla’s gaze.

“Careful,” Calla replies lightly. “Someone less sympathetic would take that as an insult.”

“Lucky for us you are so generous and honorable,” Bibi returns. “I spoke to Tsosia.”

Anton steps forward. “And?”

“Twenty,” Bibi says.

Calla scoffs. “At that rate, we may as well go without any.”

“How many Crescents are there in the capital?” Anton asks. “Their members must number into the thousands. And they can only spare twenty?”

“Three thousand and four hundred in San-Er,” Bibi answers. “But San-Er is hefty territory to protect. They are set up in every corner of the twin cities.”

“They could close the wall,” Anton suggests.

Bibi must be tired running after around the palace all morning. That’s the only excuse Calla can imagine when Anton’s sister suddenly drops onto the floor. She rests her bare hands behind her, palms touching the grit.

“Listen,” Bibi says, lolling her head against her shoulders. “Tsosia can only send Crescents from her temple. This information shouldn’t go any wider beyond her jurisdiction, because the other clerics will protest and demand that every member of the Crescent Societies stay inside the wall to protect the capital. Tsosia understands the value of snuffing out August Shenzhi. The rest will not.”

Tsosia of the Shard Temple. Calla picked up some pieces here and there while listening in on chatter during the palace cleanup. Tsosia steered the plans to enter the Palace of Union. Tsosia was the first to hear news of Buira Makusa seeking entrance into San-Er, and knew a rural insurgent would be worth her weight if she brought blueprints from her deceased parents as her joss money into the Crescent Societies.

“Can you stand up?” Anton whispers under his breath.

“Why?” Bibi asks. “I like to be close to the earth. It’s what the heavens want for me. And I have to do right by the heavens.”

Anton shakes his head, giving up. He drifts closer to the throne. Rather than hovering and looming, he takes a seat on the arm beside Calla, his fingers dragging through his hair. He’s nervous, even if he won’t say it.

“The boy carrying the sword out there,” Calla says suddenly, gesturing toward the door. “Levi. Is he from the Shard Temple?”

Bibi furrows her brow. Trying to recall the Crescents she walked past. “No. Your guard detail is made up of a mix between Hollow and Bone.”

Of course it’s the Hollow Temple. The Hollow Temple has always been a pain in Calla’s ass.

“Make sure he’s nowhere near us when we set out,” Calla says.

“I would have thought he deserved an invitation into the task force,” Anton remarks. “He was better than most of the other Crescents.”

“Because those were palace tactics. He’s a spy.”

Anton leaps to his feet.

“Kill him,” he says.

“No. If August loses his spy, he will know that we’re mobilizing.” Calla keeps her voice level. “I suspect he was a palace guard put undercover with the Crescents, and a Weisanna asked him to stay put for intelligence after the coup. Just keep him away. It only takes one good attack to raze August’s camp, and then it doesn’t matter if there are spies in San-Er. Or if the rest of the Crescents frown upon the attack. We’ll be in a good position.”

Anton quiets. The light behind his eyes changes, and Calla pretends not to notice. Bibi’s expression is unreadable, but she is touching her pendant, tracing her finger along its edge.

“I’ll report to Tsosia,” Bibi decides. “We can suggest departing at nightfall, using the westernmost exit along the wall. She will have to make an excuse that she has business with you to pull away the Crescents from Hollow and Bone.”

Calla nods. Anton is still mulling.

“One more thing.” Bibi rises to her feet, dusting off her palms. “The old gods.”

There is nothing about Bibi’s remark that should have incited panic, but Calla freezes. It’s different from her throwaway mentions of the heavens, the sort of vague divinity that the people of the provinces believe. It’s different from the presence of shrines and temples in San-Er, which city dwellers use for selfish vindication, pointing a finger at the will of the heavens when mortals are fallible to carnal transgressions.

“That’s what San-Er’s newscasters are calling them, so don’t look at me like that,” Bibi continues, reading the grimace that must have appeared on Anton’s face too. “There are rural dwellers claiming they’re old gods. They say they have been walking among mortals since the last war, but it is only now that their heavenly qi has suddenly returned.”

Beyond the resemblance of their birth bodies—their dark eyes, dark hair, sharp angles—the most incriminating matter of resemblance between Buira and Anton Makusa is the way they talk. It is the blemish of being raised a noble, no matter how little time either of them spent in the palace. Bibi doesn’t look the part while she’s dressed in city leathers, but she speaks without fear of retaliation. She speaks to reap what she wants; she speaks to cut her way forward. Their heavenly qi has suddenly returned. This rain, a sign of upset from the heavens.

“It’s a great time for opportunists,” Anton says.

“A great time for rural insurgents who know how to commit strange feats with their qi,” Calla corrects.

Bibi shrugs. She makes no attempt to claim innocence for the Dovetail. She must know that this is likely a scheme. “They’re in San-Er too.”

“But,” Anton says, “no one in San-Er is going to buy the return of the old gods.”

“I’m inclined to agree,” Bibi replies easily. “Anyway. I thought you might want to hear the news. In case it is something to consider regarding our plan of action.”

Calla considers their immediate threats. August’s camp, a stone’s throw outside San’s wall. Otta Avia, lurking on his side of the line. Otta Avia, who Calla couldn’t jump into when she tried, who shouldn’t be the source of strife in this kingdom given that she is only a factory owner’s daughter, and barely that.

“Thank you,” she says.

Bibi tips her head and turns to go. Silence swaddles the cavernous throne room until the door shuts with a click.

“We can tackle that problem after August is gone,” Anton declares. “No use getting distracted.”

“Yes, but old gods?” Calla exclaims. “If this is a ploy on August’s part, it will be his way of squeezing the capital out from underneath us. While the provinces do not know which royal to follow, they follow divinity instead. Resurrect the old gods, then control the flow of resources in each province before it can come down to San-Er. He’s worked with the Dovetail once before to sow discord. Surely he can manage it a second time.”

Anton paces before the throne. He drags his hands through his hair again. Then again.

“Start sending out notices of censure,” he says slowly. “All persons claiming to have heavenly qi are nothing but charlatans. Direct the wording to each news station in San-Er. They are not old gods, they are new heretics. Pull in anyone professing to be one. It is a moral transgression to trick Talin in this manner.”

Calla leans back. When she props her elbows to either side of the throne, her sleeves fall loose, pooling on the frigid embellishments. There was a harsh burn on her right wrist after the coup. It has healed over now. She wonders when Anton will notice that each and every one of her injuries have disappeared.

“New heretics,” she agrees. “But we cannot imprison transgressors. Just as we can’t kill Levi.”

“You are not being a tyrant merely for hauling in August’s lackeys, Calla.”

“I didn’t say I was. You said it yourself: we handle August, and then we see what remains as a problem. Perhaps opportunists will have nothing to cling to once we declare the provinces independent.”

Anton stops pacing. “You are not planning to declare them independent just like that, correct?”

“The north, first,” Calla says.

“No,” Anton counters. “You’ll want treaties before you offer independence, in any case, but the north goes last. Every southern province will suffer if you take away their trade routes with the north.”

“I didn’t say I was taking the routes away.”

“What do you think will happen if you release Rincun and Youlia first? Rincun was conquered not that long ago.” He hesitates. His eyes flicker to the balcony, and Calla can pinpoint the very moment he decides not to hold back. “You remember it, Calla. The people living there do too. The moment you declare the outer provinces no longer answer to taxes and quotas, the first thing they will do is slam their doors and keep to themselves.”

Slamming their doors from the beginning might have warned San-Er not to ride through. So would raising their torches and makeshift swords, hacking away at any palace soldier who dared make nice. Maybe if Rincun’s earliest reaction had been different, back when it was a vassal state to Talin, its people would not be struggling in the kingdom’s fringes today but rather ruling their own land. Maybe Calla wouldn’t have spent all that time confused and aimless without a roof over her head, surrounded by other gaunt faces who were equally lost.

But Rincun isn’t to blame, is it? No matter how hard they fought, the palace was fiercer. The palace is insatiable with its want, and that’s why Calla was doomed to end up on its throne, tending to a void that ordinary provisions cannot fill.

Calla forces a breath toward her bangs. They flutter out of her eyes.

“We’ll revisit this,” she decides. “After August.”

Anton doesn’t seem too happy about the order, but he doesn’t argue further. It is a precarious situation. Before Calla has the chance to tour the provinces and offer gifts and simpering promises, the palace’s numerous legions across Talin are the only governing forces in the kingdom, and they can act however they please. They’re hovering in no-man’s-land: Calla has been instated, but August has not been deposed. Anything breaking in the kingdom could be August’s doing; or it could have nothing to do with him, yet stand to benefit him anyway when it pushes yet another combatant in front of Calla. There is so much to conquer before Calla reigns over Talin. Twelve provinces south of the Jinzi River, and sixteen on the other side.

“Do you hear that?”

Anton’s question comes unexpectedly, and Calla tenses. She does hear someone shouting beyond the coliseum. She heard it before Anton brought it up, actually, but she assumed it was only a troublemaker complaining about the closure of the markets.

Calla lurches off the throne. She marches for the balcony, shoving aside the heavy curtains. She’s right in time to hear “Calla!” and see Venus Hailira shove into the arena before two Crescents catch up to her, grabbing her shoulders.

“Stop,” Calla commands, throwing her hand out. She hadn’t intended to release power, but her crown reacts unprompted, emitting qi in a tremendous burst across the coliseum. It strikes the Crescents, shoves them aside in different directions. Venus takes advantage of the moment, slipping free and closing the distance to the balcony.

“Help! Please, please, Calla!”

Venus Hailira has been missing since the coup. She wasn’t with the other councilmembers gathered for execution in the throne room, so she wasn’t rescued with them either. Surviving councilmembers were allowed to leave San-Er. Calla assumed that Venus took her opportunity to run and hide. Many nobles have cash hidden away at their family properties.

Venus gets closer, and Calla’s throat twists.

“Anton,” Calla says.

The Crescents yell for Venus to stop. When Venus turns around, she screams. Her body lights up, suddenly and violently, a faint yellow tingeing around her arms, her legs, her dark hair. There is so much qi in the arena that it is sliding down Calla’s throat like salt water, stinging an unbearable path, and yet Calla can’t pull her head out of the water.

Calla scrunches her fist and tugs Venus down, into the wet dirt of the arena. She holds her there. Holds her until her light flares out, her body slackens. The councilmember has fallen unconscious.

Anton strides up to the balcony edge. He alone hears how heavily Calla is breathing when she releases her qi. With a hand at the small of her back, he murmurs, “Are you all right?” and Calla grabs his wrist roughly. Her palm is soaked in sweat.

Anton nods.

“Bring Councilmember Hailira in,” he calls down to the Crescents. “Then open a section in the palace cells for heretics.”





CHAPTER 8

On the west coast of Talin, where the kingdom’s fawn sand meets the calm sea, Gaiyu Province is ofttimes quiet.

Ask any of the inhabitants, and they will say that it has something to do with the paltry population. It’s hard to stir madness when the houses are miles apart, the markets tangled up in the trees. To find an entrance, one must look for the telltale signs of infrastructure: the rungs grown into bark, the circle of flowers disguising a metal hinge. Every day, the sunrise sprawls wide on the surface of the water, casts a golden sheen into the jungle lands, and wakes the birds for their sequestered symphony. The rural dwellers rise too, stepping out into the dense vegetation, leaving behind no mark that won’t wash away with sea-foam.

Since the rain started, though, Gaiyu has been a mess. The people blame the provinces to the east for blowing the trouble over. It’s always the eastern provinces… Kelitu, most of all. In the early days of the kingdom, the stories said the god of the eastern clouds was more spiteful than his western sister. The eastern waters are harsh. Birds and fronds that uncurl with teeth the moment their prey look away. Storms blowing up onto land, threatening to level straw houses the rural dwellers put up knowing they will only last three seasons before they must be built again.

Hard to believe that anyone could have fled Gaiyu for Kelitu during this climate, but timing has never been his strong suit. The man from Gaiyu picks out a small pear from the stall. He adopted the name Tenzen—it is the name that the man before him held. He was not born with a name, and as the years pass, he is able to recall less and less about himself and how he ended up in Gaiyu. He chose this life. That, he shouldn’t forget. There was enough time to peruse the kingdom below, even when rot was setting in.

“Are you ready?”

Tenzen jolts. The air reeks of salt today. Craters opening in the sand, water seeping up to fill the space.

“No,” Tenzen says. “I’m still looking.”

“Shop’s closing early.” The merchant pushes his crates underneath the table. They’re filled with soft fruit that he has painted with edible coloring, an attempt to hide the damage from complaining customers. “There’s a demonstration happening in the village center.”

Tenzen should already be gone. He planned this brief trip to see a friend, but he has not managed his exit because every driver has taken off work, and he cannot find anyone that will take him farther than Leysa.

“People need to be careful,” Tenzen grumbles. “It doesn’t matter what’s happening down in San-Er. The palace soldiers are still going to maintain order.”

“The palace soldiers have nothing on our new god!”

There are many believers in the east. There are even more believers in the north—he avoided going anywhere above the Jinzi River, just in case. San-Er is the only place where the royals succeeded in redirecting worship for the pantheon, distracting their disciples amid factories and gambling tables and blinking computer lights. It’s different in the provinces. Faith is frequently misplaced, but it is rarely frightened away. Without telephone-line whirrs and cigarette dispensers, the royals turned to violence to suppress Talin’s old gods. But the threat of harm will only fuel rural dwellers to hold hope closer to their chests, feeding the pieces bit by bit to their children until there is another generation sketched by the very same palette.

Tenzen is still holding the pear in his hand when the shop merchant lowers the tarp on his stall and walks off. There was a time where rural dwellers in Kelitu would be afraid of calling anyone a god. But since the takeover in the capital, the provinces have gotten bold. Since King Kasa passed and the children beneath him started grappling for the throne, the provinces have received their cue that the capital’s power is not all-encompassing.

Tenzen steps out from underneath the stall cover, rain immediately pattering onto his shoulders. Despite his better judgment, he does follow the path toward the village center, climbing the steps uphill. A bite of the pear. Then another. He has finished it by the time the stone fountain comes into view. The village center is the nicest part of Kelitu. Its fountain is built into a marble circle, surrounded by red and yellow tiles to depict a king’s crowning. These grounds near the yamen are well-kept, beautiful and warm when the sun is out and reflecting against the tiles.

The sun hasn’t been out in some time, so the tiles are slippery instead. Tenzen finds a place to watch, making an effort not to step on any of the renderings underfoot. He doesn’t recognize whose face has been depicted. When he counts back the years, he’s never quite sure if he’s recalling the cycle of Talin’s history in the correct order. These palaces have always been fighting each other. On every turn of the wheel, once those alive forget what happened in the last generation, it begins again: three children, wanting to hold court. Two against one. The wretched, the wicked, and the beloved.

A sweet breeze wafts under his nose. Reanne’s nearby. She must have come too, sick of being cooped up in that house. It has been nice staying with her, even if she’s a poor host. He turns, following the smell of peaches, and there—she’s off to the other side.

The crowd has grown significantly. He’s muttering his apologies as he pushes through, keeping his cold hands tucked closely to his chest. Reanne does not acknowledge his presence when he arrives beside her, staring at the fountain. A smatter of clapping from the back. Then, cheering. The water inside the fountain bursts skyward, creating a funnel into the clouds, and the crowd gasps in awe. Tenzen would write it off as a mere parlor trick if it weren’t for the sudden appearance of the young man on the fountain ledge when the water splashes back down. The man hops to the ground, waving cheerily to the crowd.

“Is he real?” Reanne asks. Tenzen can barely hear her over the applause.

“I think so,” he replies. “Only one of us would be capable of something like that.”

“Hmm.” Reanne is silent a moment. “Who is he?”

“I don’t know. I met the god of water a few decades ago. It’s not her.”

“Could have jumped.”

“Wrong eye color. It’s not her.”

Tenzen traveled across the very kingdom to see the only friend he trusted. The only friend he kept from his time in the heavens. And when he arrived, he confirmed what he’d hoped was only a fluke. Just as Tenzen could suddenly wield his qi again, so could Reanne.

So could every other member of their pantheon who fled the rot and came down to earth to accept an everlasting mortal life. The gods who determined the elements. The godlings who determined the dispositions. Their elevated qi. Their specialties. The pantheon has been recast on a new plane, and now the whispers travel far and wide, village to village, spreading fervor. The old gods have returned. They walk the earth again.

They do not understand what has happened.

“I think it is becoming very hard to deny,” Reanne says. “Heavenly qi has returned to the kingdom.”

Tenzen sighs. He’d been enjoying his time in the trees. He didn’t want it to change. But that is the opinion of a minority, given this young man before them. A cluster of his audience has gone as far as to fall onto their knees, prostrating themselves before him. And he’s loving it. The wind whips fiercely, streaming through the young man’s hair to give him a theatric pose, and Tenzen will not step in to steer it the other way, because then he would be exposing himself.

“It wasn’t on purpose, I gather,” he says.

“Of course not,” Reanne mutters. “Could have given us a warning first.”

Another cheer erupts. The young man is speaking about freeing their province from palace control. He will lead the charge. He will pull apart their barracks, and he only asks for the people’s support. The pantheon has always craved worship. In their bygone days, there was separation.

“This is absurd,” Reanne mutters. “We cannot go back.”

Her age does not show in her face. The years have passed with no change. It is only when she angers that her disposition shifts, and then the whites of her eyes take on an anachronistic stillness.

“No.” Tenzen pulls her elbow, hurrying them away from the crowd. They do not want to be spotted. They do not want anything to do with this. “I suppose this was the inevitable outcome. She decided to play the fool when she broke the heavens. Now she’s brought the heavens down to earth—and she doesn’t even remember who she is.”





CHAPTER 9

Panic, that squirming sensation in her gut, that lightheadedness clouding into tunnel vision, used to be a rare feeling. It made an appearance here and there, of course—Calla is not so arrogant as to refute its existence at all. But she certainly preferred enduring her panic as a confined experience, braced by a start point and an end point. When she realized August was interfering with Kasa’s games, intent on forcing Calla and Anton to go head-to-head in the final battle. When she put her blade in Anton’s back, knowing she had won and would be brought into the palace within the next few minutes. Start and end.

Since she put the divine crown on her head and its qi made itself a tenant in her throat, she has not stopped feeling this constant hiss of panic. She’s having trouble looking ahead, envisioning how triumph will appear following this war. Defeating August is one thing. Snuff out the only other person in this kingdom who could issue a formal claim to the power that Calla seized with both hands.

But after…?

Lightning flashes over the twin cities. Its ensuing roar of thunder interrupts all conversation around the westernmost section of the wall. Calla cups a hand over her forehead to slow the rain entering her eyes. A faint green light colors the encroaching night, shining from the bulbs installed halfway up the wall. When Anton expanded the boundary of San-Er, he refused to gather new materials, opting only to push the original wall out. It was an effort to diminish August’s reputation, but Calla doesn’t know if a well-meaning expansion would have performed a cut above either. She grazes the red bricks. Her palm comes back gritty. This has been San-Er’s method of operation for decades. Uproot everything that was already built in the provinces and then repot upon this peninsula in the southeast—pull and pluck and, if there is damage during reconstruction, put those faults where there is less likely to be scrutiny, between butchers and fishmongers, between brothels and substance dens.

The rain suddenly stops. Calla looks up. It isn’t her doing. It’s the umbrella Anton is holding above her.

“This is a very small group,” he says in lieu of a greeting.

“Even a hundred would have been small,” Calla replies. “We take what we can get.”

The king’s games had been eighty-eight, the number of fortune and prosperity. Calla and Anton had killed almost half of that cohort on their own.

“A statement about the heretics has been sent out,” Anton reports. “Venus is locked inside a vacant set of rooms in the east wing. I have Bibi watching her personally—no Crescents allowed.”

Panic. A new rush, and then its receding fizzle on Calla’s tongue, as though she’s ingested something carbonated. After Tsosia arrived at the palace, accompanied by her temple’s members, the group of Crescents who had been playing Calla’s sentries scattered reluctantly. Calla and Tsosia made the pretense of having a meeting while Anton stepped out to handle their miscellaneous affairs, which meant he was rummaging through the palace vaults.

“And the weapons?”

“Yes, I brought the weapons. Are you sure these few will know how to use them?”

Calla turns, peering over Anton’s shoulder, past the cover of his umbrella. The cleric Tsosia is dressed all in black, save for her gray hair gathered in a topknot. When she smiles to acknowledge a point, the crow’s feet beside her red eyes deepen like razor-sharp cosmetics. She ushered her temple aside to discuss formation and approach, and Calla has been hovering out of earshot, mystified. The Crescent Societies have always operated more like criminals than soldiers. Suddenly, after one takeover, they want to put up this facade? Who are they fooling?

They’re currently plundering through the wagon that Anton dragged from the palace. Stacked with firearms that have not been used for a hundred years, buried away in the vaults when the palaces made them illegal.

“I haven’t a clue,” Calla answers. “Did you want one?”

Anton gives her a look. “I daresay I’m better at hand-to-hand.”

“I’m surprised you don’t want to leave your body behind in the capital.”

“I don’t trust Bibi not to draw a mustache on it.”

Calla has to resist rolling her eyes, which makes Anton grin. She’s skirted her true question, which is to ask whether Anton wearing his birth body is a show of trust or a sign of coming catastrophe. Either he thinks they will be in and out quickly enough that his body is not in danger, or this is a suicide mission, and he may as well go with his body so that it can’t be used by someone else afterward.

“I will stay close to you,” Anton decides. “I presume we send in the Crescents for the first wave.”

“Yes. The grounds are flat and open. If August tries to slip away in that initial attack, we’ll catch up with him before long.”

Anton nods. Across the mud-soaked field, the Crescents have cleared out the wagon, arming themselves with every sort of weaponry. The rain may affect gunpowder. Better to have swords on backup too.

“Are you going to kill him?”

Calla considers the question. She considers lying.

“No,” she says.

She should have taken his head during the coup. But she didn’t, for the sake of whatever sentimentality she possesses for her cousin. If she wanted to justify her actions, she could say she knew sending August back to his base meant the nobles would flock to him and evacuate San-Er, expediting the bumps in her occupation. She could even say she expected all his Weisannas and a portion of the palace guards to flee too, abandoning their posts in San-Er and hurrying into Eigi. Better to have her opposition expelled before launching an attack, or else the Weisannas in San-Er might be left in a prime position to launch an insurrection.

The truth is, Calla was not thinking about any of that. She was thinking that August was not an unfair ruler, even if he is conniving and underhanded. He wanted power, and he got in Calla’s way. She is no less indictable, so why should she sacrifice him to the earth and taint the qi that fuels Talin?

“Best not to have a martyr,” Calla says evenly.

“I’ll keep an eye on the Crescents, then,” Anton replies.

Calla nods. “Besides,” she adds. “I doubt it would be that easy to kill August. Not if Otta has anything to do with it.”

“I’ll keep an eye on her too.”

“Thank you most graciously.”

Anton collapses the umbrella and rests it against the wall. Tsosia is waving at them. Her Crescents have concluded their discussion. They begin to move, taking their exits through the narrow opening in the wall, out into the provinces.

“You’re welcome, Your Majesty,” Anton says. He offers a scabbard that he’s been holding in his other hand. It’s her sword. She left it in the coliseum. “For you.”

Calla takes it. “I didn’t ask for this.”

“I figured you may want it anyway. When the crown gets tiring.”

She loves him—in the way where it flips to resenting him every now and again, and she can’t control what stirs the difference. She loves him because she is known, and she hates him because she is known, and that has only proved dangerous when she does not know herself at all. A princess of the Tuoleimi line, an orphan from Rincun.

Another flash of lightning strikes directly outside the wall. Goose bumps prickle down the back of her neck, responding to the storm brewing from the heavens.

“Ready?” Anton asks.

“Ready,” Calla replies.



They begin their march into the provinces without any fanfare. An hour and some passes while they keep continual speed on the Apian Routes. There is no need to track direction. They’ll reach August’s camp long before they reach the point where the Apian Routes diverge in Eigi. With such a small troop, there are few instructions to call while traveling under the cover of night, short of following the natural rise and dip of the land.

It’s too dark to navigate using the stars. The clouds are impenetrable. Two Crescents at the front hold flashlights to direct the way. The moment they are within view of August’s camp, they will snap the beams off to retain some element of surprise.

Despite the soundness of their plan, Calla developed a restless itch as soon as they left San-Er. A prickling around her collar, then an irritation in her eyes. She scratches quickly, pressing into her tear duct. The sensation persists. She keeps scratching. Only when she senses a presence beside her does she lower her hand, trying to control herself before she can veer off course from scrubbing too vigorously.

“I wondered if I could offer some thoughts.”

Calla stifles a sigh. Anton is overseeing the front half of the troop. He’s walking too far ahead to catch her silent bid for rescue.

“I assume you are going to offer whether I accept or not,” Calla says wryly.

Tsosia, with her watchful red gaze, has been keeping up with her Crescents better than Calla expected. Initially, Calla wondered whether there might be any relation to another Crescent—the woman with the red eyes who had tried to carve Calla’s heart out—or whether it might be the very same person, having slipped into a new body upon death, as some are known to do in San-Er. But the shade of red isn’t the same, and besides, their temperaments are entirely different. Pampi was imperious. Hubristic without any backing and, like Calla, was half fueled into believing she could drag a new path through San-Er purely because she was young.

Tsosia’s spine has a faint bow to it. Her right leg is favored over her left, though only subtly, as though decades have passed since the injury and it’s worn into her very psyche. By the sight of her face alone, Calla would not put the cleric’s age at her life’s end, but this may not be her birth body. This may only be another skin that she has slipped into, even while her qi ages toward its breaking point.

“The new generations of San-Er have long forgotten about it,” Tsosia says, “but I was raised on stories about the war that tore the kingdom apart. The battles and the flaws of its rulers.”

“How old are you?” Calla asks.

Tsosia ignores the question.

“My elders spoke about the divine crown as a curse before it was a gift. Indeed, it opens a connection to the heavens, but channeling such power to the earth requires great sacrifice. The crown takes from the wearer. Where does the wearer take from? What is the cost of negotiating with a force as unfathomable as the heavens?”

Their marching army has grown drenched in the rain. Calla hardly notices new droplets landing in her hair, squirming down the metal of her crown.

“It would be rather ironic for a Crescent Society cleric to lecture me about the sacrifice of qi.”

Tsosia tuts. “I did not agree with the Hollow Temple’s methods when they experimented with their qi. The Shard Temple was warned about the consequences. We steered clear.”

“But you didn’t do anything to stop the other temples?”

“That is not how we operate. Members following other branches have the freedom to make their own mistakes and taint their own souls.”

Calla barely resists a scoff. All this nonsense about the crown as a curse and the morality of power, but Tsosia would sit back on her hands because other Crescents should have the right to kill and take hearts.

“I don’t want to hear it,” Calla says. “I almost died from their experiments.”

The Hollow Temple creeps back into her dreams sometimes. The pile of bodies left like fodder in the basement—Yilas among them, her head lolled at an awkward angle, her limbs awry under the red light. She had feared that she was too late, that her friend had already been sacrificed.

“Then you have seen what accompanies a great surge of heavenly qi,” Tsosia says. “The crown operates off the very same rationale, only it is not optional. What do you exchange for its power?”

“I am failing to see your point.” Calla’s voice has taken an edge. It isn’t enough that they are preparing to meet August in battle. She has to be confronted by a furtive old bat too. “I’m not killing innocent subjects and inhaling their hearts.”

“The crown forces sacrifice. For as long as you keep asking the heavens for more, the heavens collect dues from you, and when you run out, they move to collect from all which orbits you.”

The earth tremors. It is an unexpected sensation, and the Crescents exclaim in surprise, calling to one another over the rain. Calla casts Tsosia an annoyed look, then pivots away, making for Anton.

“What was that?” Calla asks when she draws up beside him.

“I have to assume it came from the direction of August’s camp,” he answers. He shouts, “Lights off!” and the Crescents kill their flashlights. The night drops into complete darkness. Dense cloud cover has locked away the stars, revealing nothing of the aforesaid heavens that Calla ought to pay.

“Anton,” Calla whispers.

“Right here.”

She doesn’t say anything more. For a long minute, it is only the friction of the path beneath Calla’s feet keeping her straight. Only the momentum of Eigi Province flowing on even ground—forward, forward…

The path under their feet suddenly crests downhill. The security base appears. First, the flickers of lamplight inside its thin towers and its connective sky bridges. Then Calla’s eyes adjust, and she sights the Weisannas around the perimeter.

She takes in a breath.

“Move, move!” a Crescent hisses.

Element of surprise. The Weisannas are yet to react. There’s one line within the premises and another outside. A loud bang to the left. The Crescents break onto the scene with a projectile weapon, colliding with the perimeter accompanied by a shriek of flames. The troop splits in two, and the Weisannas begin to shout among themselves, delivering quick orders.

“Stay low,” Anton reminds.

“There’s an opening there,” Calla returns, nodding to the east side of the perimeter. “Let’s go.”

They slip into the havoc. The Weisannas are jumping, their blinding light flashing rapidly, and the maneuver works in Calla’s favor. In the dark, she and Anton are indiscernible, fluid shapes slinking without notice. She fills her lungs, and her vision sharpens, focusing on the portion of the perimeter that the guards have abandoned.

The weather barrels down. Calla ignores the sounds and the sparks, the cries of battle, the swords meeting bone. At the perimeter, she doesn’t need to give the instruction to Anton: he’s getting into position instinctively to boost her up and over the railheads of the thin fence. The moment Calla has wedged her foot onto the top rail, she throws her hand back and pulls Anton up.

The Crescents are outnumbered, certainly, but not as much as Calla expected, and that strikes a new, incomprehensible wave of panic down her throat when she lands with a thud inside the camp.

“Go,” Anton says. Two flashes of light. He’s jumping, rapid quick, returning to his body in that split second before a combatant scarcely understands the invasion. This is what Anton is good at.

Calla has been noticed. Her restrained lope turns into a run, then a dead sprint. These buildings were the site of her imprisonment only a few days ago. When more guards stream from the doors, meaning to surround the premises, she swipes her arm. A pulse knocks them to the ground. Whole bodies lifting with the wind like flotsam, then slamming as heavily as stone.

Before Calla can move onward, one of the guards is faster than the others to hurtle to her feet again. Seiqi Weisanna raises her sword. The entryway behind her has triggered a screaming red alarm.

“You’ll have to stop there, Highness,” Seiqi calls.

Calla can feel each point of contact the crown makes with her head. The throbbing metal, the rushing blood. The band of gold is tightening, responding to the threat. Her eyes flicker up.

She’s not imagining it: qi tremors from inside the building. It shivers into the soil, darting beneath her feet.

“Surrender and stand down,” Calla says. “I’m giving you the chance to walk away.”

When was the last time Calla saw Seiqi? When Anton was still pretending to be August, no doubt. Somewhere in the Palace of Union, before the delegation started. Seiqi must have left San-Er as soon as the Crescents opened the wall and allowed travelers to come and go.

Seiqi pulls her arm back. Her two tight plaits shift, one over her shoulder, one curled around her neck, and Calla finds herself studying the image. Seiqi throws a punch at nothing, merely an action mimed, and Calla skids back, fighting the hurtling wind rushing past her ears.

Calla looses a breath, her knees locking. Rain glances down her forehead. Trickles under her clothes, off her fingertips.

The Weisannas have spent a very long time believing themselves invincible. Add in a sigil like the one Seiqi must be wearing, and they become an impenetrable army.

So Calla needs to get this over with as quickly as possible.

When she returns fire, it is not a mere push that strikes Seiqi. It is a burst of white, hurtling from her fingers. For a flash of a moment, it freezes the entire camp in silver. A photograph captured upon freeze-frame—wide eyes and an open mouth, hands held out in silent signal, a final plea to say, No! Stop!

Seiqi lands on her side, her chest singed black, and she does not move again. Calla, drenched in rain, continues forward. She strides uninterrupted toward the building, and when she flings open the door, the one standing inside to greet her isn’t August.

It’s Otta Avia.

A flash of lightning strikes directly onto the base. It might have been mistaken for the flare of a Weisanna jumping if it weren’t for the tremendous sound rocking the foundation of the building.

“Hello,” Otta chirps. “Made quite an entrance, didn’t you? We could have opened the gate nicely.”

Otta is covered in sigils. Though her sleeves hide a great portion, Calla catches dried blood all over Otta’s wrists when she gestures with her arm. Telltale flecks of red have dusted her shoulders too, coming from sigils that must be drawn around her collar.

“Where is August?” Calla asks.

“Occupied.”

The wind picks up behind her, rushing into the mouth of the vestibule. It roars in symphony with the qi pulsing from her crown, asking to fill the space, to sift through the rubble when she’s torn these walls down and left nowhere for August to hide.

She hurls forward.

Otta drops her smug expression. She clenches her fist, seizing onto Calla’s attack midair. Calla wasn’t entirely certain what she was gearing up to do, only that her hands were clasping raw power, ready to release.

But then Otta flings it back at her, and Calla goes flying.

Her shoulder smashes into the ground, skidding over the threshold of the door and returning out into the rain. The impact robs the air from her lungs. Her throat constricts. She can’t open her eyes fast enough. When Calla lifts onto an elbow, the qi she held steady in her hands seconds prior has turned slippery, avoiding her grasp as she makes a frantic grab for it.

“When the people ask,” Otta calls, striding slowly across the vestibule, “remember to tell them that you started the war. You decided to bring suffering to the kingdom for your own gain.”

“Calla!” Anton’s voice, at a distance behind her.

Stay back, she wants to tell him. She can handle Otta Avia. One by one, she has felled those who upset her—why would Otta think she is any different?

But Calla can barely sit up. Her sword hangs from her belt, and she has no opportunity to reach for it. With every scrap of stamina, she turns herself over, slamming into the hard dirt. She drags onto her knees. Teeters to her feet, fighting against the inordinate force that wants to keep her pinned. How is Otta doing this? How many sigils must she be calling upon, all working in tandem?

Calla leans against the doorway. She draws a desperate breath. Otta stands only a few paces away.

“Calla!”

While Calla doesn’t have the energy to turn and look, Otta does. Her gaze focuses somewhere over Calla’s shoulder, locating Anton.

“How nice,” Otta remarks. “It would have been nicer if that weren’t my name first.”

Calla’s vision teeters violently. The images warp.

“What?” she rasps. She can’t be understanding correctly. Her hand spasms. Her sword is on her hip. Within grasp. She only needs to hold it.

“What?” Otta mocks. “Don’t act all innocent. It wasn’t enough that you led me astray and lost me my throne and my war. Then you took my body too. You have taken everything from me.”

A prickly sensation slams to the forefront of Calla’s mind. A somatic familiarity, trying to assign a memory to these words. Palace tiles on her knees, the mountain cold misting her breath.

Kneeling before Otta Avia in another time, in another body that wasn’t born mortal.

“Stop.” Calla staggers forward, her hand finally closing on her sword handle. “You—”

Otta scrunches her fist.

But because Calla is mortal this time around, her world goes black.





CHAPTER 10

Anton returns to his body right in time to see Calla fall.

He is stuck, unexpectedly. He is behind the furniture in Kelitu again, hiding while his parents scream. He is a child, unable to jump, unable to wield his qi. The slash from that first attacker has replayed in his mind too many times over the course of his life. Bright, ugly red, splashing onto the white walls. Maybe his father could have jumped on that first cut, but he’d locked eyes with Anton. He did not leave; he took that second cut in his throat, and then it was too late, there was too much qi leaking to attempt escape. It was over in a matter of seconds. The rural dwellers fanned out in the house, calling instructions to find the children and discard them. Anton didn’t move. He didn’t move for hours. Not until the palace guards came.

Otta steps forward. Whatever she did to overwhelm Calla, she is assured. Her shoulders sit relaxed. Her hands are steady. Calla does not get up. Even her crown has lost its luster.

Rain pours from the skies. Otta’s going to kill her. That is the only way the divine crown comes off.

The realization finally spurs Anton to move. He is no longer a child. His arm swoops on a discarded weapon as he cuts across the battlefield. There’s melee on every side.

Anton aims as soon as he’s close enough. When the trigger releases, the bullet fires wrong, ammunition flying astray and studding into the walls, but a partial fragment still hits Otta in the shoulder. She hisses, her eyes snapping up and locking on Anton.

A horrible burning smell wafts from the firearm. He hasn’t a clue how to reload the weapon, but he keeps holding it all the same.

“Step back,” he demands.

“Anton,” Otta says. Her hand clutches her shoulder, keeping pressure on the bleeding. She greets him as though he has come home after a grueling day at work. As though they have only spent hours apart, not years and years since the moment they decided to run away together, bookended with her coma and his bullet. “How nice of you to join the party too.”

Some of the Crescents have realized that Calla is down. They’re calling the news. Tsosia is going to pull back her forces when she hears. Without Calla, there is only surrender and retreat.

“Where’s August?” Anton asks.

“Wrong question,” Otta retorts. “What’s this about, Anton? I thought we had an agreement.”

Anton doesn’t dare move. He is—depending on how quickly he could run—at least ten paces away from Calla’s unconscious body, and that’s if he throws himself forward without bracing for an attack.

“You were a pain in my ass every second I was on the throne,” Anton snaps. “I don’t know if that qualifies as an understanding.”

“The understanding was that you could be good for me. You only had to be patient.”

“What are you—”

Otta lifts her foot. She sets it on Calla’s ankle. Anton freezes, his finger locking on the trigger.

“I will tell you now, because she won’t,” Otta says, smiling until her eyes curve. The shape of half-moons, the glint of sunsets over the horizon. She was always like this—in the palace, in the smoky parlors, in their hidden corners. “You are unbelievably powerful, Anton. That’s why I kept you around. That’s why she keeps you around.”

Blood from her wound flows steadily over her fingers. Otta will have to get help soon, and the question is whether Anton can pull Calla out from beneath her first.

“I am aware that I am good at jumping, Otta,” he says evenly. The bodies left on the battlefield behind them is an indication alone. “That’s hardly a unique skill.”

Otta’s smile drops. This was usual too. Her moods changing with the flip of a switch.

“You’re being dense on purpose,” she snaps. “You already know who I am, and you won’t face it. You know what that means for this”—she kicks Calla in the leg, and Anton suppresses a sharp breath—“trickster of yours, but that would mean asking questions of her. And, oh, you are already on such thin ice. You asked for so much. You have triggered total war to avoid your fate at August’s hand.”

“Otta,” Anton says again, because he knows when she’s reaching the end of her fuse. He learned well and early exactly what it took for Otta Avia to blow.

“Don’t be pathetic, Anton,” Otta yells, and a wave of qi ripples from her body to the ground, shaking the earth. “San-Er killed your father while he was still mortal, but it didn’t kill you. The old gods have healed their heavenly qi. Take from it!”

A projectile flies across the battlefield. It strikes Otta in the chest with a brief white flash, and she slams back into the vestibule, half the entryway catching aflame alongside her. She was distracted; she didn’t have time to pull her qi and block the hit. But she is already getting up, barely affected despite her bleeding shoulder, her charred silk blouse. Anton tosses the firearm aside and lunges for Calla, pulling her into his arms in one sweep.

“We’re going,” he says to her, as if she might be able to hear him. Then, louder, to the Crescents, “We’re going! Retreat!”





CHAPTER 11

In the aftermath of the attack, August Shenzhi surveys the base without any sense of accomplishment. He took the advice to stay put, and this is the outcome. Three dead guards and half his elite forces injured. It’s the first critical step of the battle plan you are drawing, his sister assured him.

Seiqi Weisanna is dead. She joined the defensive line in spite of August’s warning. It was understood that there would be casualties, but some guards are more expendable than others; he didn’t want Weisannas marching into the attack. He would have pulled back all of them if that hadn’t been suspicious. Just as he has put spies inside San-Er, the opposition will have planted people in August’s camp to report back.

August closes the door to the war room. His guards have been murmuring about him these past few days. He hears it, even if he says nothing in response. They do not understand why he would consult Otta Avia for battle strategy. They do not understand why he hears reports about San-Er preparing an attack, about the provinces revolting against palace guards—and he does not move, does not act further than a wave of his hand in dismissal.

A slight throbbing has started in August’s head. Not enough water. Not enough air. He has not left his office, sleeping in the corner during the night and pacing during the day. The exception he made was filching a bottle of bleach from the supplies volleyed out of San-Er, finding it tucked inside the medical supplies that went to the infirmary. Anton’s idiotic work was easy to erase. He would have used the cheapest vegetable coloring from the kitchens. While Seiqi took it upon herself to call into the infirmary and send reports on how Galipei was faring, August was busy burning his scalp, reverting his hair to a harsh white blond. He wears no divine crown, so he is forced to settle for a metal circlet and these abrasions he scalded into his temples.

Galipei still hasn’t woken, but there’s hope…

He kicks the wall abruptly. He can’t think about it. Otherwise he’ll end up like Seiqi Weisanna. If she weren’t dead, perhaps August could have elevated her stature after Galipei made a healthy recovery, thanked her with a higher position. Instead, she decided to go out of her way caring for him, causing a disturbance everywhere she went asking about his health. She hurried to the front line as soon as there was news about an attack, and August knows that Seiqi had it in her head that Calla needed to answer for how she hurt Galipei. Of course he knows. He feels it a thousand times fiercer than Seiqi Weisanna did.

“Fuck,” August whispers under his breath. He places his palms flat on the table, letting his head drop forward.

Since Otta arrived at the camp, August has felt the razor spool winding tighter and tighter around him. The blade long broke skin, gliding through every part of his exterior left soft. They are biding their time to enact a battle plan, yet August is right within distance of San-Er. The throne he earned, the kingdom that he fought for. All of it, taken from underneath his nose, and for what? Not better governance, certainly. Rural dwellers have been passing the base in hundreds each day, heading for the cities. The capital will overload. The kingdom will break from the center.

All to avoid him? The son of a rubber-factory owner? They will tolerate three generations of Shenzhis and Tuoleimis, but August is where they want to draw the line, after these years he spent planning to save them?

A knock. Before he’s turned to face the door, it’s already opening, bringing Otta inside. Her blouse is bloodied. She’s undone the top three buttons to make room for the enormous bandage wrapped around her shoulder.

“What happened to you?” August asks.

“I’m fine. Thank you for your concern, brother,” Otta returns. She’s picked up a gossamer sash for her uninjured shoulder, trailing a path after her. “I thought I told you to stay put.”

August is aware that this arrangement will not work for long. Otta treats him like her subject—Otta, his half sister, has always held some level of disdain for him, starting from when they were both mere palace residents who entered aristocracy only by their aunt’s marriage. At least the truth, finally, casts some sense onto this attitude.

“I was staying put,” August returns dryly. “I went outside only after the battle ended.”

Given how early she was invaded, the true Otta Avia was gone before anything mattered. He doesn’t know when it happened: the day of the royal wedding when August was eight and Otta was ten and the palaces gathered together to allow an interaction between Otta and Calla Tuoleimi, or earlier, during one of those invitations when August and Otta were invited to visit their aunt in the Palace of Earth and Calla, too, was wandering the halls by happenstance, newly returned from Rincun with an age-old queen tamped under her qi. August doesn’t know which recourse is harder to believe. Whether Sinoa was so perceptive as to target Otta Avia long before August had started his crusade for the throne, or she waited for years in an occupied body she couldn’t control, surviving until she could slip out unnoticed.

Because it is convenient, is it not? As far as August’s sense of familial loyalty is concerned, Sinoa Tuoleimi has always been his sister. Otta was the face she wore until she could resume her fight, her second chance for her throne.

And here she is now.

“I would count this a success,” Otta remarks. “Wouldn’t you?”

“I don’t know,” August says. “There was a moment where it seemed you wanted to take the body back.”

Otta stiffens. She tosses a portion of the sash over her injured shoulder, covering the blood.

“I said I wouldn’t.”

This is why she didn’t want him watching. Just in case the opportunity arose, and she couldn’t resist.

“You spoke with Anton for quite some time too. What was that about?”

“If he is acting as their general, then he is the one who should be most afraid of me. When he feels threatened, the Crescents pick up on it accordingly.” Otta drops into a chair. The plastic hinges creak in protest. “They surrendered and fled. There’s our goal achieved. And I counted fewer than twenty, which is one temple acting alone. After this, no temple will care to support her.”

Because Calla took the throne in alliance with the Crescent Societies, August has to be very careful. The smarter way to wage war isn’t to fight them both, but to drive them apart first. Wield Otta’s power as a shock, frighten the religious lunatics so that they are no help to Calla any further than a formality. Proceed into the provinces, concentrate his effort and his forces there. Secure each yamen and halt resources into San-Er. Starve the twin cities until they revolt against the Crescents.

Then haul Calla in.

That is the path Otta has sketched for him.

“With our first operation complete,” Otta says, “you should coronate me as a ruler alongside you. Haven’t there always been two thrones in Talin?”

August looks away. This, too, was coming sooner or later. He only didn’t know whether she’d be patient enough to wait until after the war was won. What she wants, she gets. What she doesn’t want, she discards. His sister has always been like this. Why would she be any different just because August knows the truth about her now?

“Funny.” He leans back on the table. “I assumed there were only two thrones after Her Majesty Sinoa Tuoleimi was defeated.”

“This era of Talin remembers two thrones as status quo,” Otta counters. “I have not spoken false. It would serve you well to restore the structure of the kingdom, back to the way it was before the Palace of Heavens fell. Offer your people a sense of safety.”

August scoffs. “I’d like to wait until Talin has settled before enacting any restoration.”

“The panic is exactly what you ought to take advantage of. They need a savior.” Though she nods her chin toward August, it’s clear that she’s talking about herself. “They need a god.”

“You are not a god.”

“I am close enough.”

August resists the urge to massage his temples. Mere months ago, he barely believed the whispers about their natural qi extending and changing. He thought the Crescent Society experiments were a con, that the suppression of light while jumping was surely a trick.

Now, if Otta is to be believed, he must comprehend that the old gods are not myths. That, a hundred years ago, Talin’s pantheon possessed qi directly from the heavens, and they walked the earth wielding such power.

August still doesn’t buy it. Perhaps the kingdom witnessed great feats at one point in their history, but a man with more qi does not make them a god. It makes them powerful. He has seen this line crossed before too. He was once dear friends with Anton Makusa.

“Tell me something,” August says. His sister’s eyes are still black: the color they inherited from their father, who took his final breath with only August at his side and Otta nowhere to be found. “What is your goal at the end of this war?”

“You know the answer to that. I have one chance to take the body back.”

“Ah,” August says. “That’s right.”

His sister’s eyes are black, not yellow, because her unnatural escape was not without cost. A considerable amount of her power remains in her reborn body, and when the imposter—the one that August knows as his cousin—took over, the body became doubled. Otta feigned indifference when she told him this. She cannot meld herself back in unless the body is significantly weakened or the imposter leaves. And Otta will not admit it, but she must fear the likelihood that she cannot best the imposter. She must fear that she has one chance, and either it works… or she fades into the ether, as she should have when she was invaded in Rincun the first time.

The imposter has been Calla far longer than she has. It does not give her a promising chance.

“We can discuss your coronation at that point,” August decides. “Better once you’re wearing Calla’s body.”

“My body,” Otta corrects in a snap. “Don’t forget that I was born Calla Tuoleimi.”

August has not forgotten. He cannot forget, so long as she is a real Tuoleimi and he is not a Shenzhi by blood. So long as there’s the possibility that the divine crown could strike him dead when he puts it on, and then there would be only Sinoa Tuoleimi left to the rule the kingdom, as she wanted a hundred years ago.

“In conclusion,” August says calmly, “we wait until the war is won. It is far less confusing for the kingdom to accept that Calla Tuoleimi and I are on the same side again. No need to get Otta Avia involved.”

Otta’s jaw tightens. Her expression darkens, then clears for an exaggerated simper instead. She’s deciding to play nice. Just as he cannot be rid of her, she cannot afford to lose him.

“I understand,” Otta says. “Excuse me. I will go oversee cleanup. The Weisannas want to speak to you about moving camp soon.”

August nods. He watches her stand. Her silk-smooth sash trails after her. When she reaches the door, her hand coming down on the handle, he calls, “Wait.”

Otta halts. She turns, only slightly, showing him half her face.

“Who is wearing Calla?” August asks. “Do you know?”

The air turns charged. Otta, for a second, seems unwilling to answer. She has delivered August a successful stratagem today, and he has yet to reward her. He hasn’t fallen to his knees promising a bounty in return; rather, he is asking for more. In their youth, he struggled to tolerate her company precisely because of this—any favor was a mark struck on the scoreboard, and then Otta would rush to remind him that he owed her, again and again until it drove him mad. He remembered thinking that she would grow out of it with age. Who could have known she was decades old and still too petty to possess subtlety?

Otta shakes her head.

“It doesn’t matter who it is. She’s nothing more than a false god now.”

When Otta pulls the door open, it is in perfect timing to a Weisanna arriving outside. She sidles out without another word, ignoring the guard, who is heaving for breath. They must have run through the building.

“What’s going on?” August asks the guard.

Otta’s footsteps echo away. The guard is still trying to control their breath. It isn’t good decorum to be panting while delivering a message. August considers, briefly, that Seiqi Weisanna would not behave like this, and then he must push it out of his mind, because she made her decision, and she was sacrificed in battle.

“Your Majesty,” the guard finally declares. “Galipei is waking up.”





CHAPTER 12

It is late in the night, the half-eaten moon hanging low under the raining clouds, when Galipei opens his eyes.

A slow flutter, at first. He doesn’t realize he has finally breached consciousness until it happens. For an endless stretch of time, he was straining to cut to the surface of his mental prison, butting up against the underside of ice. His arms and legs are stone weights. He tries to move, and only succeeds in emitting a soundless exhale.

“You scared me.”

Slowly, his world takes on clearer shape. Galipei blinks. The ceilings are low. The light is coming from an electric bulb over the door.

In a snap, Galipei recalls his surroundings. He is not in the palace—they took momentary shelter at the security base in Eigi. There was a delegation into the provinces. The recovery of the divine crown. August, in trouble.

Ah. And Galipei dived before him.

“August,” he whispers. Like a summoning, his charge takes shape in the room. Blots of color crystallize to show August at the foot of the cot, his hands behind his back, his face slanted away. Immediately, it feels wrong to be the one lying down while August stands. They’re occupying some sort of storage space, repurposed into Galipei’s private recovery corner. It is empty save for his cot and a mop on the floor.

“How are you?” August asks.

His voice is wan. Not from lethargy, but intentional effort. He is restraining himself. Eavesdroppers at the door, Galipei presumes. Something has happened at the camp.

“I’m fine,” Galipei replies.

August whirls around.

“You are not fine,” he snaps, and Galipei flinches. Galipei can’t quite recall the last time August was angry at him. What is there to be angry about? Galipei’s job is to protect him from bodily harm. It’s to be a forceful shadow, divorced from his own wants and entirely attuned to his prince’s. Galipei has disagreed with August in the past, but always for his own good, and so it was never anger that rose to meet him—it was practical calculation, it was logical reconsideration.

Anger, suddenly, makes August appear too… human.

“What do you mean?” Galipei asks. “I’m alive, aren’t I?”

“You almost weren’t!” August takes a beat. Collects himself. “You almost weren’t.”

Galipei tries to sit upright. His shoulders ache. He sees no external wounds, but there is a persistent throbbing moving through his limbs, springing from his torso exactly where he was struck.

“I am getting the sense that you didn’t want me saving your life.”

“Yes, you shouldn’t have done that,” August says. “You are my security detail. That doesn’t include throwing yourself in my harm’s way.”

This is unfamiliar terrain. August Shenzhi’s concern burns cold. It is an untrained thing that has been wandering the harsh elements, about as delicate as singeing metal. Galipei could reach out to seek it, to attempt to hold it, but when his hands return shredded and mutilated, he’d have no one to blame but himself.

“I apologize for my directness,” Galipei says, “but the very point of being your personal guard is that I guard your life.”

“No.”

“No?” Galipei echoes, flabbergasted.

August finally comes forward. He rounds the foot of the cot, approaching Galipei’s side. When he halts, he is within reaching distance. Galipei would only have to extend his arm. Place his palm out.

“I appreciate all you’ve done,” August says. “But going forward, you’re dismissed from duty. I don’t need you anymore.”

Galipei isn’t hearing this correctly. He’s newly woken. He’s confused. August is not saying what he thinks he is saying. Galipei makes an effort to adjust himself higher onto his pillow, but his elbow fails to find enough traction.

August looks away. It would be out of line for him to help Galipei, so he does not.

“Show me your eyes,” Galipei demands.

August scoffs. “I am not invaded, Galipei. You have had a rather poor track record at noticing, but this is purely my decision.”

“What is this supposed to be, then? A punishment?” Galipei was assigned to protect him. From the moment he was given any responsibility in the palace, Galipei Weisanna trained day and night to protect him. This is what he does. This is who he is. “I figured it out, August. I caught Calla. I forced Anton Makusa to jump—”

“It’s not a punishment. I am restructuring. We are at war. My needs here are vastly different from my needs in a palace. We have suffered too many gratuitous losses already. Seiqi is dead.”

What? Seiqi hadn’t traveled with the delegation. Seiqi shouldn’t be at the base. Galipei glances over to the window, his face furrowed in recollection, and he hears her like some wisp of a long-forgotten dream: Let me help you. She must have come into the infirmary. She must have been caring for him.

“I’m sorry.”

Galipei’s attention snaps back at once. What is this? Such condolences are unusual for August too. Sympathy does not suit him; it colors his cheeks and pulls at his spine. When August turns to go, both his hands have tightened into fists. Galipei notices it, even if August himself doesn’t. August’s sleeves are rough and harried where they’ve been rolled up to his elbows. The cords of his forearms are tight.

When August is nervous, he worries with the cuffs of his sleeves, creasing the neat lines. The last time Galipei saw his prince like this, he was putting loyal Weisannas on the task to hunt for Calla Tuoleimi. Keep it quiet, he warned them. Don’t let the word spread. Those palace guards eagerly praised August for rising above his duties and pursuing justice against the royal fugitive. Only Galipei knew about August’s plan to get rid of Kasa. Even if August had not told him, he would have understood it all the same.

“August,” Galipei says. “I know you don’t mean it.”

Galipei Weisanna is the only person in this kingdom who understands August. Nobody else sees what he sees. Nobody else has had the time to parse the language of his shrugs and sighs.

August shakes his head. He pauses by the door.

“Sometimes, people overstay their posts.” His voice is already faint, as though he has long put swaths of distance between them. “I need a new guard detail when we’re going to war, Galipei. You’re dismissed. End of story.”

August walks out.





CHAPTER 13

Calla wakes with a gasp. Her adrenaline is still racing as though she remains in the middle of battle. Her arm lurches, frantic to block a weapon coming right at her, but it’s only Anton. It’s only his hand, trying to touch her face, not a sword on track to pierce her heart.

“You’re okay,” he says. “You’re safe.”

His eyes. They’re burning yellow. Calla heaves a stuttering breath. There’s wet topsoil beneath her head. Wind howls into the clearing. She’s unable to help herself. She takes the hand that Anton offers, and she pulls. The light in his eyes weakens. When Calla sits up, her ribs have already stopped throbbing.

“Where are we?” Calla rasps.

They have taken shelter under a brush of trees that block the rainfall. The branches scratch and screech. Low murmuring floats from across the way. Crescents, some standing, others groaning on the grass.

“East of the base,” Anton replies. “I grabbed you when you went down. The Crescents called a retreat and started to flee toward San-Er, but the Weisannas were on our tail. We lost them in the trees.”

And Calla had been deadweight. Even worse, because she’d needed Anton to initiate a rescue and get her out of there, like some unarmed civilian in a burning building. This is a disaster. Tsosia’s temple is going to return to San-Er having to answer to the rest of the Crescent Societies what they were doing out beyond the wall, and then they will hear about the casualties. They will hear about Calla Tuoleimi knocked clean off her feet by Otta’s one little gesture.

“Fuck.” Calla tries to turn, and pain whips down the back of her head. She reaches to touch her hair. There’s blood.

“You shouldn’t move too much,” Anton warns. “It only stopped bleeding shortly before you woke.”

“How long have I been out?”

“Not long. We might have been on the move for half an hour.”

Calla wipes her hand off on her trouser leg. If there is tree cover, then they likely veered farther north than Anton thought. Eigi grows very little greenery in its center. Too much bedrock.

“We weren’t followed?”

“I haven’t seen any sign of scouts yet.”

August isn’t going to send scouts. He’s going to play his next maneuver, regardless of where Calla is situated. This is not the same situation it was when she made a hit on the Palace of Heavens and fled as the bodies were cooling. She has no incentive to hide in the provinces indefinitely, so August is under no duress to flush her out. She is the one on a ticking time bomb, trying to hold on to her coup.

Seizing the crown marked the start of the war. Marching on August’s camp marked the first battle.

And now the rest of the kingdom is going to hear that Calla’s performance suffered tremendously. Why follow her if she is on course toward losing? Why fight for her if she is powerless despite wearing the divine crown?

Calla exhales, rising to her feet. Her head stings. She’s not sure if it’s her bleeding wound or if it’s strain from the crown, worsening the pressure on her skull. Anton grabs her elbow to help her, and without thinking, Calla tugs from him again.

Anton gasps. He felt it this time.

“Are you all right?” Calla asks quickly.

“Yes,” Anton replies, frowning. He is puzzled for a moment. Then, visibly, he brushes off the sensation, unable to place it. “Yes, of course. I should be asking you that question.”

“I’m fine.” Calla pulls away. She already feels better. Her head wound lighter, less persistent in its throbbing. “We need to move. Return to San-Er and regroup.”

Anton watches her. She thinks, perhaps, he will confront her about what she’s been doing, how she’s been sapping away his qi every time it strengthens.

Instead, he asks:

“Do you… feel like yourself?”

“I wasn’t invaded,” Calla says wryly, “if that’s what you’re asking.”

Double qi can’t be invaded. Anton should know better—Anton knows the truth. But he folds his arms, his expression shrouded in the shadows, and she feels his doubt, his wavering.

“I had to ask.”

“It may be your first trick, but it doesn’t work on me.”

“Would you take a moment before getting defensive?” Anton lowers his voice, glancing over at the Crescents to ensure they’re not listening. “Every time I blink, the rules have changed again on our qi. Maybe Otta can—”

“She cannot,” Calla interrupts in a low, violent hiss, “invade me. She is not capable.”

Being in the provinces does, inevitably, bring back remnants of her early dread: her first year in the Palace of Heavens, when she was constantly paranoid that either someone would realize she was an intruder, or the princess would gather enough strength beneath her to boot her into oblivion. As time passed, the dread hardened into something existential. She started to comprehend the feat she achieved. She decided that she would die before she gave up this bodily conquest. Anton does not understand, because he was born into aristocracy, and this power has always been promised to him.

“You’re not invaded,” Anton states, “but you dropped like you were dead, Calla. What did Otta do to you?”

What hasn’t Otta done since she woke, that’s the better question. These slow embers of fury have been burning in Calla’s stomach since the day Otta was brought into the Palace of Union, but upon retching, there’s molten resentment and embarrassment alike on her teeth now. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Calla wields the divine crown. She’s supposed to emerge victorious against anyone she goes up against.

“I don’t know.” She hates that it is an honest answer. She hides no agenda up her sleeve while admitting to her shortcomings. “It doesn’t make any fucking sense, does it? She overpowered me in the palace in the mountains, fine. But with the crown? In what world—”

And, suddenly, Calla remembers what Otta said. She’s implied it before too. Back when they regarded a mere replica as the divine crown. When Anton was the one walking around in August’s body, trying to stop Otta from revealing the truth to the kingdom. Otta had warned Calla. It was only that Calla did not want to see it.

You have taken everything from me.

Her stomach drops out from underneath her. She must still be weak from the battle, because Calla’s knees buckle, and she staggers in response.

Anton rushes to catch her. “Calla?”

The air is drier in Rincun—it’s the mountains, looming like sleeping giants. She is eight years old. She is starving. She sights the princess from San-Er walking toward her, surrounded by nothing but empty fields and deep troughs of mud, and she wants to be her. Wants it more than anything in the world, wants it enough to break herself apart.

“Yes, Calla,” she says emphatically. She lowers her voice. “It’s her.”

Anton is not understanding. He couldn’t. Even after he’s walked away from her, there is no world in which he imagines Otta Avia as anyone other than the girl who fell through the Palace of Earth by chance.

“What—”

Calla takes his shoulders, shaking him once. “It’s always been her. The real Tuoleimi princess. Sinoa.”



In the aftermath of revelation, while marching through the night at the head of their army containing bruised and beaten Crescent Society members, Anton is left alone to trawl through his memories. Every incident with Otta where she spoke or acted in a manner too strange for their circumstances. Where does he draw the line? What was real—what was rehearsed? Were they ever going to run away together, or was it one additional step in the grand recovery of her body?

Her behavior never struck him as odd. It’s this that he turns over, chewing on every encounter until they’re barely intelligible. He always thought Otta Avia fit the image of the person she was supposed to be. During her first few years in the palace, before he had truly entered her orbit, he heard from August that she was a hypocrite: she told him off when he jumped because putting his qi in a common body was unsuitable for their new stature. Anton remembers coming across Otta in one of the sitting rooms and daring her to jump into one of the attendants—you won’t do it, he goaded—and she did it and returned in a flash, one brow quirked to say, I’m hardly afraid of you.

In retrospect, she had done it quickly because the real Otta Avia would have come back otherwise. This was before Sinoa Tuoleimi quashed the girl who was born Otta into utter nothingness.

Before Anton started to watch her at the formal dinners. Before he saw something kindred in her behavior, in the way her gaze drifted to the head of the table and stayed there, longing for the seat.

“Calla,” he calls over his shoulder, squinting through the rain.

Seven years. He kept Otta alive for seven years, because she was arrogant enough to wield her mortal qi beyond her control and burned herself on it. Anton could have let her die, could have pulled the plug at any moment. Instead, he twiddled his thumbs around her sleeping body, made her his only purpose in San-Er, and all the while he was incubating a weapon for August to wake.

Calla throws her gaze wide, trying to find his voice up ahead. She’s walking with Tsosia, the two of them embroiled in contentious discussion. A somber mood smothers their march back toward the capital. They’re trying to decide where this went wrong. Trying to pin blame elsewhere in an effort to preserve their alliance. The Crescents had two casualties. Three, if they were only counting bodies, but one managed to jump into a regular guard at the camp, taking over and then leaving with haste.

“There’s someone heading toward us,” Anton warns.

Though daybreak presses close, it’s still too dark to travel without assistance. The small dot of a flashlight is unmistakable in the distance. Getting closer and closer.

Calla excuses herself from Tsosia’s side, pulling forward to join Anton. Her hand moves to her sword.

“A messenger?” she suggests.

“Bibi could have sent someone,” Anton says, “but be on your guard.”

Calla nods, then shouts for the Crescents to halt and stay back, kill their lights. She gestures for Anton to follow her. They will greet the traveler.

“Don’t mention anything about Otta,” Calla warns as they walk. “Even if it’s Bibi.”

“Of course,” Anton says. They cannot try to explain Otta.

It already seems like an impossible matter. The pieces that had fallen into place, the role that they each played to get where they are today. Anton would have a hard enough time explaining to his sister that he hadn’t realized the truth. How can he go a step further to explain that it really is a coincidence he found himself eventually choosing a side between Calla Tuoleimi… and Calla Tuoleimi?

His breath catches, his gaze swiveling quickly.

If the old gods were around, this throw from the godling of unlikely destiny would be too preposterous to prevail. Sinoa Tuoleimi was reborn and renamed Calla Tuoleimi. Calla Tuoleimi was invaded by a child in the provinces. Calla Tuoleimi resented the takeover attempt but was only strong enough to slip into Otta Avia. Where did the kingdom’s fissures warp and bend? Shouldn’t Anton be able to feel a cosmic collision of this level? He casts his mind back to their first encounter during the games. A freezing-cold meat locker, the blood of his kill still fresh on his hands. Playing for the sake of his lover, languishing away on that hospital bed. The clash of blades. Falling and falling and falling.

“I can feel you staring at me,” Calla says, and her voice shocks Anton out of his reverie. He can’t help but jolt.

“Sorry,” he says. He clears his throat. “Still processing.”

At the end of everything, there is one question which Calla has not brought up herself, which Anton keeps circling around yet dares not ask in the open: How does an orphan child from Rincun push aside a reincarnated queen?

Who is the Calla who took over?

“Hello!” the traveler bellows from a distance. They’ve seen Anton and Calla walking toward them on the path. The storm muffles their voice. “Buira Makusa sent me!”

Calla stops walking. She considers the pronouncement for a beat before shouting, “Approach.”

The voice is familiar. Anton can’t place it until the traveler hurries forward, and then he recognizes him for one of the Crescents—the boy who Calla had been sparring with in the coliseum. Anton straightens, his hand twitching toward his pocket where his weapons wait, but Calla does not react.

“I’m glad to have made it in time,” Levi exclaims, slightly out of breath. “Buira would like you to turn back.”

Anton narrows his eyes. While Levi’s flashlight stays pointed on Calla, her expression is impassive. Her head tilts. A lock of hair unfurls from behind her ear, and there’s blood soaked into it, sealing the end into a spearpoint.

“Why would she say that?” Calla asks.

“There’s been an astonishing increase in San-Er’s… heretic activity over the past night,” Levi reports. He starts, like he’s remembered something. “I have her note. Here.”

His hand plunges inside his jacket. Anton tenses once more, but indeed, Levi is only bringing out a folded note. He passes it to Calla.

“Buira recommends that you hold base in Eigi,” Levi reports. “As a temporary measure until the Crescent Societies have finished rounding up the heretics.”

“You’re rounding them up?” Calla asks, not looking up from the note.

“It is blasphemous that city dwellers would pretend to be gods,” Levi says, clearly parroting what he’s heard. “The pantheon is a sacred designation belonging to the heavens. The Crescent Societies do not acknowledge anyone earthbound as an old god. They are opportunists.”

That was the exact phrasing that Anton used in his missive to San-Er’s networks. Either his script worked even better than he expected, or the Crescent Societies are going above and beyond supporting the message. He supposes he isn’t surprised. The Crescent Societies do not truly believe, or else they would need to face the possibility of relinquishing the mutinous power they’ve fought so hard to obtain. The Crescent Societies claim to worship the gods, but that has always been an excuse in a world devoid of divinity.

“After the initial emergence,” Levi goes on, “there are more heretics than the palace cells can hold. They’re expanding into the servants’ quarters too.”

“That’s impossible,” Anton says, finally interjecting. “It’s been one night, and there are hundreds of cells beneath the palace.”

“There are hundreds of heretics,” Levi replies.

The distance between the provinces and San-Er has never felt so stark. How much could have changed in the mere hours they were away? Anton nudges his foot out, pressing against the side of Calla’s to ask, Is this a trick from August’s spy? and Calla turns toward him, shaking her head an infinitesimal amount. I doubt it.

“Thank you for running this message,” Calla says. “It is kind of you, at this hour.”

“Oh, no,” Levi hurries to correct. He adjusts his flashlight, and Anton can’t see the boy’s face anymore. “I would be patrolling the perimeter anyway. I often take the late shift and Buira approached me right as I was leaving the wall. It is no trouble.”

Ah. He knows too much, and he would have proceeded straight to August’s camp had Bibi not assigned him this task, pretending that she needed his help. The information is not false. But the messenger was intentional.

Silently, Calla turns the note and shows Anton what Bibi wrote. The rain, in its incessant volley, has started to blur the ink.


Qi threatened in San-Er. Would be best for you to station at camp and stay put if you are to continue war effort.

And do as Anton said.



“How nice of her,” Anton remarks. “She assumed we won the battle.”

Calla sighs, crinkling up the note. “Yes, we are not quite in a position to take over the camp and fight from there.” She turns over her shoulder. “We’re clear! Keep forward.”

The waiting Crescents activate their flashlights once more. Though Anton cannot see her, he can feel Tsosia bristling along the path, somehow.

“If you don’t mind,” Levi says, “I will continue scouting the Apian Routes to ensure there are no waiting threats.”

“Levi,” Calla says, “I’m afraid I do mind.”

His flashlight jerks. “Excuse me?”

“You are a skilled soldier,” she says. “I am sorry about this.”

Anton lunges forward to catch him before he falls. In the dark, the only tell that Calla has cut his throat is the gurgling sound that Levi makes while blood gushes down his chest. Seconds later, he is silent, only a faint metallic smell drenching their surroundings.

Do as Anton said.

Kill him.

“I’ll pull him off the path.”

“Don’t bother,” Calla says evenly. “Let August’s scouts find him. Maybe it will frighten him into withdrawing his other spies in the capital.”

It is a futile sentiment, but they must play pretend. It warrants the loss, the sacrifice. It is no different from Calla trading her kills during the games for the promise of Kasa dead, Kasa gone, and she has already come this far—perhaps it’s time to admit she cannot care for the sanctity of one life so long as it’s in her way.

Anton steps over the body. He takes the flashlight, leading the way ahead, into the black abyss. The sky lightens another imperceptible fraction. The rain strengthens.

They proceed.





CHAPTER 14

Early-morning customers are the worst customers.

Matiyu hates having this shift. No one is sitting down to eat; they’re only buying a fresh catch so they can prepare their own lunches later. No one is coming for good service; they only want to haggle over the best price possible.

“I’m sorry, sir,” he says. “You already paid for the second tier, so that one is too big.”

Matiyu has held more jobs than the ordinary civilian in San-Er. Crescent Society bookkeeper. Palace of Union surveillance worker. And, within the span of a few months, after groveling around the cities and speaking to anyone who might be hiring: fish scooper at seafood restaurant.

“They’re practically the same,” the man says. “I just want the red one. It’s lucky.”

“The red one has a significantly larger body,” Matiyu insists, tapping the glass so that the fish swims toward them, wobbling its large gut. “It’ll tip the weight into the next tier.”

“I come every morning!” the customer continues arguing. “Bringing you all this business, and you’re trying to give me cheap goods?”

Matiyu is very close to sticking his head into the tank.

“I don’t own the restaurant,” he says. “If there was anything I could do for you, I would. Truly. But…” Rather than stand there arguing further, Matiyu scoops one of the smaller fishes and puts it in the bag. “Next!”

The man is forced to leave the line, grumbling under his breath about wanting to speak to a supervisor. Twin Scales is a chain across Er with multiple locations near the water, so the loss of one customer isn’t high among a supervisor’s priorities. Business has been booming anyway. While San-Er starts to run scarce on other commodities, fish remains constant. The carrots and the cabbages falter depending on which wagons are still being pushed down from the provinces, but nothing impedes the boats setting off from Er’s docks.

“You have too much patience.”

Matiyu’s head whips up, his net splashing.

“Yilas!” he bellows. He’s thrilled. His sister showing up gives him the excuse to take a break from morning scooping. Somehow, the line has stretched into the next alley. “Can I get you anything? Hey, take over.”

He passes the net to the kid on cleaning duty. Kid’s going to do a terrible job, but maybe then these customers will appreciate Matiyu’s deft hand more.

“I don’t think she reaches the top of the tank,” Yilas says while he steers them toward the tables. It’s too early for lunch service, so there aren’t any patrons around. His sister grimaces as she sits, wiping off the moisture that has collected on her shoulders. Matiyu doesn’t notice the rainfall in San-Er anymore because his skin is so shriveled from swishing around the tank all day.

“She’ll be fine,” he replies. “Tea?”

“Sure.”

Matiyu hurries into the back. He finds a teapot. Places it under the hot water dispenser. It takes a second for the water to flow from the pipes, and then it almost burns Matiyu with a sudden gush. No matter. He’s tough. When he returns to the table, he chooses the seat next to Yilas rather than the opposite side.

He pours two helpings of tea for them both, then laces his numb fingers together.

“So what’s going on?”

“Nothing is going on,” Yilas replies. “I’m poking my head in. Checking on your well-being.”

“Our father didn’t put you up to this?”

“Our father is actually more worried about me and my former association with Her Majesty, the wearer of the divine crown.”

Matiyu leans on the table. When it groans in warning, he immediately retracts his weight. The white tablecloth is on its last legs too. Three large holes, fraying through the edge and eating into the flower pattern.

“Aren’t you still friends with Calla?”

“Beyond the point,” Yilas says breezily. “How are you? No… unusual interactions with customers?”

The man demanding the bigger fish has left the line, so Matiyu can’t imagine he’s going to be a problem anymore, at least not today. For lunch and dinner service, the restaurant caters to clientele from the financial district—the families and the bankers wanting a meal after a long day managing the wealthy’s accounts. It’s not the same riffraff he got used to with the Crescent Societies.

“Plenty of people yelling at me about their fish,” Matiyu says.

Yilas taps her fingers on the table. Her eyes drop to her lap.

“I wondered if you might consider leaving with me and going to the provinces.”

“What?” Matiyu exclaims. Yilas would hate the provinces. She doesn’t even like washing the vegetables at the diner she runs. “Is this Chami’s idea?”

“I haven’t asked Chami yet. I thought it might do her some good, actually. Get away from the rain.”

Matiyu blinks. “There’s rain across the provinces.”

“It’s better in some places. And besides—the wall is open now. We could come back if it doesn’t work out.”

There has not been a moment where Matiyu considered leaving the twin cities. Some mornings he walks along San’s wall to clear his head, and since the coup, he has seen plenty of rural dwellers coming in, moving with a quickness that—funnily enough—reminds him of the larger fish he handles. Out from the tank, in through the wall, what’s the difference? They will be sure-footed at first. The larger fish never fight him because they think they’re being moved somewhere better. Then they gasp. They realize they are far from water, going farther still.

Entering San-Er is the same. The rural dwellers show up and realize they were not built to breathe here. They will try in earnest. They have spent a very long time believing the capital will possess what they need, that there is no lacking. A few quick thefts, a few stolen bowls of rice—these will temporarily stave off some hunger. Then they realize they cannot stay in the alleys; they realize that every apartment in these buildings has already been stuffed full to the brim.

Soon, they discover that the only options left are the temples. Newcomers duck underneath an awning, rest on the steps until they are welcomed in. The Crescent Societies offer a meal; the cleric asks for loyalty. Ordinary civilians in San-Er keep expecting the Crescents to realize they have made a mistake keeping the wall open, but they do not understand the Crescents as Matiyu did, and they do not see what Matiyu sees every morning at the wall.

“I don’t care for the provinces,” Matiyu answers honestly. “We won’t find better conditions than what we already have. The bare minimum in San-Er is a privilege out there.”

“Yes, but, Matiyu—” His sister leans in. Lowers her voice, though they are the only people seated at the tables. “Have you seen the news? They’re fucking multiplying in the capital overnight.”

He did see the news. He saw it in the shop windows while walking to his shift. Heretics. Civilians who are making use of this uncertain time by claiming they were original members of the pantheon, old gods who descended from the heavens to live an earthly life… until now.

“I have to get back to scooping fish,” Matiyu says, “but you can stay if you’d like.”

“I’m trying to keep you safe.”

“I am safe,” Matiyu assures her. The Crescent Societies have painted their crescent moons over most of San, marking their presence. It isn’t as common in Er, in the financial district. “This will pass. The capital will settle. It always does.”

Glass smashes across the restaurant. Matiyu and Yilas both jolt, whipping around. The sound came from the shopfront, from the main fish tank. Water pours frenetically onto the street, and the kid on scooping duty scambles to block the large hole that’s been blown into the tank. There’s no use. The fish are slithering through. Matiyu rises from the table, baffled, only to see the man he’d been arguing with hurry up the shop steps, diving to snag the red fish and clutch its slimy scales against his chest.

“Hey!” Matiyu bellows. “What’s your problem?”

The man looks up. His eyes flash. And when Matiyu takes a step toward him, some invisible force pummels him in the chest, sending him flying across the tables and chairs.

“Matiyu!” Yilas screeches.

Matiyu strikes the wall with a crunch. His vision is spinning. Slowly, he registers his sister patting his face, his shoulder. A deep, nauseating pain spreads from his elbow. It doesn’t feel like any of his bones are where they’re supposed to be.

“Matiyu?” Yilas demands. Her face focuses in front of him. “Are you okay?”

“No,” Matiyu wheezes. “Take me to the hospital.”





CHAPTER 15

If August counts back the years, chances are high that he and Anton were friends longer than they were adversaries.

Some parts along the timeline are unclear. Some incidents hover strangely between friendly fire and outright hostility. It all gets blurry at a certain point—that’s what it means to have an equal in anything, isn’t it?

It’s their schoolyard days that come to him most vividly. Back then, he and Anton were only responsible for what they studied, how they behaved themselves. Anton Makusa was older than him, but it was a small school, and the years between them didn’t matter as much as their quick friendship. The nobles all sent their children to an academy two streets away from the palace, which meant it was only another extension of the palace’s private tutors and etiquette lessons. In attendance with August and Anton were children of councilmembers and silver-eyed Weisannas-in-training. A few of the more ambitious commoners put their kids at this school, too, if they wanted them rubbing shoulders with nobles, but proximity provided little use in San-Er. One either had control over the matters moving in and out of its wall or didn’t.

August was always more focused on which adults he could befriend rather than fellow students. The grappling among adolescents served no purpose to him, so he never made an effort proving his worth to his classmates. Anton was the same. Anton let people come to him. Many were intrigued by the sole living Makusa, the one who’d survived a massacre… but rarely did acolytes stick around. There was a recklessness to Anton’s manner that he exhibited on purpose. Well-behaved in the classroom and prone to throwing fits after hours if he wasn’t getting his way. It made him volatile, and their peers didn’t like that.

August didn’t mind, though.

He and Anton often stayed behind when class ended. Their academy was a four-story brick-and-metal building, evacuation stairs running down one side and a garden on the rooftop to take lunch. Sometimes the sun would emerge from the clouds, and they got a taste of natural light that San’s alleys absorbed before it hit the ground. Sometimes they’d sit there in each other’s company, nothing particular to talk about, nothing to work on. During those early academy days, both of August’s parents were still alive. He only needed to get back to the palace before dinner so his mother wasn’t searching for him. Meanwhile, Anton Makusa had no one checking on him. He was allowed a room and a seat at a dining table, because his father had been important. If Anton asked King Kasa for a favor, noble propriety said that King Kasa needed to try.

Having Anton as a friend was the last time August beheld an equal in some manner. Leida came later. Leida existed in August’s periphery until he was nearing his confirmation as Kasa’s heir, and then she decided she quite liked August. That has always rubbed him the wrong way, even before the blood she spilled in his capital.

Nothing was the same after August was adopted by King Kasa. After Anton was exiled. After August was gifted Galipei as his most loyal bodyguard. August reached a point where he understood he could have anything so long as he wanted it enough. The kingdom. The throne. They were all plans to draw, game pieces to move. They were all within reach.

Anton wasn’t.

An equal. A friend.

“August. I know you can hear me.”

They’re packing up the camp. While they occupied this temporary base in Eigi, they have collected an amalgamation of volunteer soldiers and nobles who fled looking for safety. Now they must diverge: one camp who is continuing the fight with August and another to be stored elsewhere, simply to not bother August.

“August,” the voice comes again.

He tips his head back, pressing into the hard edge of his plastic chair. Resists the urge to groan, because this is one piece he has never fully accounted for.

“Enter,” he relents.

Galipei shoves the door aside. He looms at the threshold, dressed in borrowed cottons, a plain blue color outfitted around his shoulders, matched to gray slacks. Through all the years August has known Galipei Weisanna, he’s worn training gear. Palace-approved uniform in its varying states, as black as the crown prince’s gaze.

“I’m glad to see you embracing your entrance into civilian life,” August remarks, tapping his fingers on his makeshift desk.

Galipei frowns. He sniffs once at the remark, and a second time when he turns to inspect the door latch, still swinging from the disturbance of his entrance. His brow furrows, as though it is an offense that August dared keep the door closed to him. What a peculiar concept it is—August Shenzhi stationed amid the mess in the war room, but his closest guard left outside.

“They burned my clothes,” Galipei says dully.

“Most of it was singed already,” August returns.

Galipei steps into the room properly, sliding the door closed after himself. He takes inventory of the war room. The maps pinned to the board, the papers stacked in the corner, barely keeping track of which nobles pledged which assets. This is a far cry from August’s office in the turret. Beyond the light raindrops splattering on the window, the only view is the sloping plains of Eigi, and the busy guards outside.

“Can I offer a word?” Galipei asks. “Or are you going to threaten my job again?”

August stops tapping his fingers. A nerve twitches in the center of his palm.

“I thought,” he says softly, “I was very clear yesterday.”

“I’m sorry, August.” Galipei props his hands on the other side of the desk. He nudges it forward a small fraction. The room shrinks. “But your ask was nonsensical.”

“My ask is not voluntary.”

“Neither is my devotion. I swore into this job. You can’t release me from it with the snap of a finger.”

August doesn’t quite understand this resistance. Or—he does. He wishes not to. His palm twitches again, and he has half a mind to lance a dagger through his hand, kill the muscle and eliminate whichever signal has gone awry in his body. He can’t help but wonder if this is some byproduct of being invaded, as though Anton Makusa left behind a pathogen festering in August’s bloodstream. He imagines silent buboes opening in his chest, threatening to burst, and what develops in their wake is beyond illness. It’s Anton’s wildness. Anton’s obsessions.

“I can,” August says. “I am your king, am I not?”

“If you’re asking San-Er and Talin at large,” Galipei sneers, pressing harder on the desk, “they may answer you are not.”

This menacing act does not suit him. Neither does civilian gear, so at least Galipei is departing from convention across the board.

“Decry me, then.” August does not let his tone change. “You are allowed.”

Galipei’s jaw tightens. “You will not win your war like this.”

“I didn’t ask for your take.”

“What has Otta been suggesting, then?” Galipei demands. “Bide your time? Await the capital?”

The rest of their camp do not know who Otta Avia is, but they suspect there is something amiss. They see the sigils she’s drawing over herself. August senses their judgment, then their irritation after Otta issues instructions. Who is she to tell us what to do? She will not disclose her identity because that will press into August’s authority, and she is still trying to play nice. This, he knows. August is familiar with what it looks like when his sister has decided she won’t play nice anymore.

“Those suggestions are from me, actually,” August says.

Galipei drops his head, letting it hang past the line of his wide shoulders. This conversation tires him, but he will not show it. Just as he has never shown August any bruise or ache, feigning flawless condition until he can manage it no longer. He would incinerate himself while insisting August needed to stay warm.

“I heard what Naov was saying when he took the telephone,” Galipei says. “If the councilmember of Pashe is stumbling over his own words, I suspect you have very little support behind you.”

“It doesn’t matter whether my councilmembers support me or not,” August returns. “They fled to my camp. They listen.”

When Galipei looks up, his silver eyes lift behind August. He’s glaring at someone who is not there, invisible and intangible.

“Does she have something on you?” he whispers.

“No.”

“Then I cannot understand what this is. August, you do not have the provinces right now. You cannot take this waffling tactic circling San-Er until something changes. The other guards are talking about old gods emerging.”

“I have heard about these alleged gods,” August says. “Powerful individuals in the provinces are not my concern. They are still individuals.”

“The provinces are on the brink of revolt,” Galipei snaps. “The rural dwellers will rush to follow the gods popping up left and right. Your soldiers will be flattened in seconds if Calla waves an arm.”

“I’m not sure I agree.”

Galipei’s jaw slackens. “Did you see what Calla could do?”

“I saw the battle that unfolded on this base,” August says. “Why do you think you were allowed to continue resting undisturbed? We did not so much as attempt evacuation.”

“You did not spend extended time with your adversaries,” Galipei says. “I did. I have seen them operate firsthand.”

August sets his hands in his lap. Lest he slash his palm along the sharpest edge of his desk, quench this itch by running his blood into the open. “Yes, you know them well.”

“Stop it.” Galipei’s voice is rising. “It’s unfair to be bitter at me for not seeing through their ploy—if anything, it only further supports my point. August, you will lose. You cannot meet them out in the provinces. Make a brute force attack now and get San-Er back from the Crescent Societies. Kill Anton. Condemn Calla.”

August has tired of this. “Galipei, enough.”

“I know you—”

“I don’t need you,” August interrupts. “I have advisors. Ten of them, in fact, ready on call.”

Galipei takes a breath. It quavers upon entry. He whispers, “What is wrong with you?”

“I asked you to step back, and I meant it,” August answers. The itch in his palm is spreading. It slithers up his arm, then pervades his chest. “Is that all?”

“Do you think I don’t know you well enough after all these years?” Galipei returns. “Yell at me if you have to. If you are angry that it took me too long to see through Makusa’s charade, then say so. Say something beyond these false pleasantries that I can see through a mile away.”

“I am not angry,” August intones. “Aren’t I speaking outright? I have a war effort that has been thoroughly planned at every juncture. You must join the nobles once we move on from Eigi. You’re injured.”

Galipei’s jaw clenches. “I am your personal guard.”

“You are not up to performance.”

“Then I am your friend.”

August knows what he wants the end of this war to look like. Total control. Peace from one end of the kingdom to the other, a hold secured without any room for argument. Being king is not enough. He must become a god too, because that is how he builds a legacy.

“Don’t be sentimental,” August says. “I suppose you’ll tell me you love me next.”

Galipei is unreadable in that moment. The light is too dim; the morning is too dull.

“And would that be so terrible?” Galipei asks.

August has planned his climb to the top for years. When he imagines the end, he sees himself alone.

“I am not a man, Galipei. I am your king. Kings cannot be loved as men can.”

For a moment, Galipei only stares at him. His features are stone. At last, he does not argue back. He pushes off the desk and turns to go.

“The first cohort of nobles are being transferred to Gaiyu for safeguarding,” August calls as Galipei reaches the door. “Join them. It’s for your own good.”

This is all he advises. He has nothing further to add.

Galipei pauses at the threshold. His hand lingers at the entryway, one finger balancing where the latch protrudes. His head turns imperceptibly. Most of his face remains shielded.

“Fuck you, August.”

Galipei slams the door after himself.

The silence is all-consuming in his wake. August tilts back into the chair. Exhales. He feels nothing. He will feel nothing.

He will win the war, and then he will have everything.





CHAPTER 16

This is what it has come to.

Galipei sits at the end of the orderly line, exposed to the rain. The camp is almost packed up, which has nothing to do with him. It is not as though they need his help anyway. Scouts wander out. Carriages and wagons are brought in, borrowed from nobles and councilmembers, piled with belongings and installed with seats to be used for transport. Galipei does not shift with the moving line, does not scoot forward each time it sends off another cluster of nobles seeking asylum.

Quiet, serene Gaiyu, where hardly anyone lives, so hardly anyone can get into trouble. There will be no war in Gaiyu. No legion would bother to march in, to light fires in the fields. If any of the southern provinces around it fall, then Gaiyu goes with it. Assuming the nobility can withstand the lack of running water and choke down the gruel, they will certainly survive until some semblance of order is restored in the capital.

Galipei rips out a chunk of grass beneath him. Sprinkles it on his knee. What is he supposed to do when he goes? Pretend to be an aristocrat, change his name, and start anew when the war ends? He still has silver eyes. Those do not go away. He could wash his veins clear with water and he would remain a Weisanna.

“Next group of five,” one of his distant cousins is calling. He hasn’t a clue who she is. They may have the eyes in common, but if he cannot name a relative they share, they are as faintly tethered as he is with the mailman or the cobbler. Talin is at war, so Galipei has no further responsibility upon being booted from the royal guard. Under normal circumstances, his next use would have been procreation. Keep it within the family, produce another Weisanna to be put to work. Child-rearing in Talin is not a matter of love. It is a process of laying claim to the earth, leaving behind a part of yourself. The nobles want to continue their lineage; the common people want to prove their time alive meant something.

“How dour you are.”

Galipei’s fingers sink into the soil. Dirt cleaves under his nails. It will be difficult to clean that out.

“You don’t want to depart with this group?” Otta goes on, gesturing to the wagon. “It looks like they have a seat.”

“No,” Galipei says shortly. “I prefer more room.”

“Fair enough.”

Without waiting for any invitation, Otta drops down beside him. Her skirts will pick up the mud. Her sleeves too, trailing onto the grass as she holds out her palm, cupping it to catch the rain. Galipei has already gotten drenched. Otta’s shoulders darken slowly, each droplet darkening the fabric from light blue to midnight.

“Don’t feel too bad about yourself, Galipei,” Otta says, and Galipei imagines tearing out her pretty eyes, robbing her of all capacity to pick and choose who she’ll manipulate next. “Every orbit around power has to end at some point.”

“I’m not sure if I know what you mean,” Galipei replies.

Otta laces her fingers together. Turns to watch the wagon push off and rumble onto the Apian Routes, heading westward.

“They didn’t want to teach us about the pantheon in San-Er,” Otta says, “but I suppose they didn’t hide it either. It’s all on the murals. There was such an effort to preserve the palaces tile by tile from the provinces that they couldn’t worry about what the artwork would communicate to the generations thereafter.”

Galipei can’t fathom what Otta is going on about. She must read the expression on his face, because her head tilts, a smile quirking at her lips.

“Then again, it doesn’t seem you succeeded in reading the stories out of the murals.”

“No,” Galipei says. “I can’t say I’ve paid much attention to the murals.”

“You’ve missed out. One of my favorites is the one about the brides of balance. You know that one?”

Before Galipei can answer, Otta is already forging ahead.

“The king of the heavens had three wives. The first, his most beloved, was the godling of qi. She was full of life and exuberantly vivacious, but she was also uncontrollable. She went where she pleased and she communed with mortals however often she wished. No matter how dearly he beheld her, she tired him, and he took a second bride. The godling of control. He wielded her presence with glee, rising to the height of his reign with her at his side. But, as her very nature dictated, she wanted more and more of him. The godling of qi felt it was unfair and called for balance in the heavenly sphere. The gods care very much about balance, you know. It is the very core of their essence.

“So then there was the godling of greed, the third and final bride. She took on the appearance of a child, because she made a habit out of playing mortals for fools. You had to be desperate to trust her.” Otta’s expression thunders. She recounts this as though it is a personal slight. “Yet with these three brides, the king of the heavens had secured all he needed to rule over the pantheon. His power was untouchable.”

“Thank you for the story,” Galipei deadpans. “And this is relevant because…?”

Otta passes him a slip of paper. “An offer, Galipei Weisanna.”

He looks down. It’s a sigil. Two horizontal lines, one vertical stemming off the lower line, and two symmetrical flares at the sides.

[image: A bold black symbol with a thick vertical stroke, two horizontal bars, and two shorter curved strokes on either side, set against a white background.]
“That can be used to call upon the godling of control. It is not to be used lightly.” Otta gets up, her skirts still clean. “Do with it what you wish.”





CHAPTER 17

The outline of San-Er materializes beyond the torrent of rain, and Calla releases an exhale, finally taking her hand off the hilt of her sword. An hours-long march after defeat is very different from slinking through the night preparing a surprise attack. At every moment, Calla braces for August to send Weisannas after them. Finish the job, or at the very least, hit harder while they’re weak. But the path has been quiet. Just Calla and Anton and the Crescent Society troops, moving silently through the mist.

Of course it’s quiet, Calla thinks, her teeth gritted. August doesn’t want to waste forces killing her while San-Er remains occupied by the rest of the Crescents. It’s the very same logic she used to spare him while he was separated from his Weisannas.

The wall is clearer in daylight. Brick and metal, wrapping around the edges of San.

“It looks good,” Anton remarks, raising his voice to be heard over the storm. He almost sounds proud. The image is imposing—more than it used to be.

“Don’t make it seem like you actually wanted the expansion,” Calla mutters. “You approved anything that made August appear a maniac.”

Most memories of her early years in San-Er have faded with time: the minutiae while Calla adjusted to the palace, the conversations she fumbled through with her royal parents. But she remembers the carriage ride. The trees as soon as they left Rincun. The Jinzi River rushing underneath their wheels. Then San-Er, its incomprehensible, hulking buildings.

She would come to realize later the apartment blocks in San-Er really weren’t so tall. They couldn’t be, if the twin cities wanted to preserve the structural integrity in the levels below. Knowing something wasn’t quite the same thing as believing it, though, because even now, when Calla gazes on the capital, all she can think is that it is a different world from the provinces entirely—a realm that shouldn’t have been allowed to exist, a forsaken sector of the heavens discarded and hauled down to rule the earth.

They pick up their pace. On open terrain, the wind is relentless, the storm threatening to blow them flat before they reach the wall. Tsosia has opted to pull ahead, leading the charge while keeping her Crescents back. She waves her arms. The Crescents standing guard around the wall sight her and hurry down from the top walkway. There’s visible confusion. The rest of the Crescent Societies weren’t aware that Tsosia’s temple had even left. Tsosia, with no patience for wasting further time in the provinces, strides ahead and through the entrance.

Anton draws close, offering his arm to Calla upon entry. The footpath into San-Er is wet and slippery from overuse. As soon as Calla takes hold of his elbow, he leans in.

“I think,” Anton mutters against her ear, “we are reaching the end of this short-lived alliance.”

“Perhaps,” Calla replies. She keeps her stare ahead, preventing suspicion from the watchful Crescents. “But they will need to maintain a front until the twin cities are calm. And I smell smoke.”

“One at a time!” a Crescent bellows by the gate.

The entrance is narrow, so Calla lets go of Anton’s arm to step through first. To her surprise, Bibi is waiting near the buildings, a cigarette dangling from her fingers. She drops it upon sighting Calla, then stamps the butt into the yellowing grass. Her shoulders relax when Anton comes in next. She gestures frenetically for the two to hurry up and join her.

The Crescents don’t seem very happy to be back when they come through the wall. They toss their weapons onto the ground, the firearms weathered from battle. A few of the barrels still appear to be smoking.

“I assume it wasn’t possible to stay put,” Bibi says when Calla stops before her.

“No,” Calla replies.

Across the field, Tsosia has pulled aside another cleric to talk. Their heads are bent together, Tsosia’s posture tense while she—heavens willing—relays what Calla urged regarding their next move.

Of course, Tsosia may return to Calla and say that her hands are tied, even while she agreed that August must be quashed. The numbers of the Shard Temple are lower than they had been when they left—after such a catastrophe, their members are not subtle about glancing over, their brow furrowed with ire. Not merely in Calla’s direction… but Bibi’s too. Bibi doesn’t pay them any mind, grabbing Anton’s wrist to inspect a cut bleeding down his arm. Anton assures her that it is fine, and he will put some disinfectant on it. Bibi tells him that he better, or his arm is going to rot and fall off.

Calla continues to observe the Crescents all the while. The thunder in their eyes, the thunder rumbling overhead. While Bibi shakes her head at Anton, the Crescents frown, turning away to whisper. One of them mimes a gesture, and Calla wonders if she’s misunderstanding or if, indeed, they meant to do an impression of a lapdog.

“Let’s get out of sight,” she says. “I don’t want the Crescents siccing another crew of guards on us.”

She steps into the alley. The exterior walls on either side are damp, misting with condensation. Piles of bricks litter the space too, some buildings still under construction after the expansion, and Calla takes the lead as they drop into single file. All the ground-level windows they pass are shuttered. The front stoops are silent.

“We lost,” Anton explains to Bibi when it seems none of the Crescents are making chase behind them. “August still holds his camp.”

“What?” Bibi demands. Though Calla walks ahead, she feels Bibi’s eyes on the back of her neck. “But—”

“Otta was on the scene. She’s…” Anton hesitates. “There’s something unusual about her qi.”

The smoky odor that Calla caught outside the wall is stronger as they proceed deeper into San. She feared explosives again, but there’s no appearance of plumes wafting over the city. Calla grabs an abandoned wet rag off someone’s rusting laundry line and ties it around her head, hoping it might hide her crown. The people of the capital do not care to look too closely at their neighbors; the people of the capital do not wish to make someone else’s business into their problem. It’s how Calla survived on the run for so long, and it’s how Calla has no problem now walking through a busy makeshift market selling trinkets and treats without anyone calling out that Her Majesty has arrived.

“What are you saying?” Bibi asks, waiting to continue the conversation only after they’ve left the market behind. “Is she using different sigils?”

“I did see many sigils on her,” Calla calls over her shoulder.

They make a new turn, onto the main thoroughfare. Calla shifts to avoid a man pushing his stall. Then she falls back to allow a cluster of schoolchildren to pass, each of their wrists tied to one another so their teacher won’t lose a charge.

“I don’t understand,” Bibi says. She hurries forward, walking at Calla’s side. “The divine crown—”

“You warned us about qi being threatened in San-Er,” Calla interrupts. “What’s happening?”

Bibi’s jacket is too large for her. When she tugs at the zipper tape to wrap the two sides around her torso, they go all the way around, like the clerics’ robes.

“City dwellers are rising against the Crescents, what else?” Bibi mutters. Her eyes narrow for a moment, signaling that she’s observed the timing of Calla’s interruption, but she will let it slide. “It’s been an eventful night in San-Er. Five of the temples formed a syndicate and stormed the financial district. They’ve shut down the banks.”

“Ah,” Calla says immediately. “Er would not like that.”

“They did not. Not one bit.”

The city of Er was considered Calla’s people back when the Palace of Heavens stood. She knows the sort: the men who fancy themselves the next class after palace nobility, the families who send their children into the academies to rub shoulders with Weisannas and councilmember offspring.

“You didn’t stop them?” Calla asks.

Though she didn’t intend for the remark to be cutting, Bibi throws her a glare. “I would love to hear how you wanted me in the ears of five clerics at once. My seduction prowess only goes so far.”

“Ew,” Anton contributes from behind.

“I was under the impression you had more sway,” Calla replies, as sincerely as she is capable of sounding. Which isn’t easy. “You led the attack on the palace.”

“There were others who had infiltrated the palace too. Any one of us could have put the pieces in place,” Bibi counters. “I gave them the blueprints that my mother had drawn, yes, but I was under Tsosia’s wing facilitating the Shard Temple’s part. At best, I’m a prodigy who rose quickly through Crescent Society ranks. At worst, most Crescents see me as an aristocrat predestined to suffer my father’s fate the moment I tangle myself back with palace affairs.”

Calla grimaces. Suddenly the image of the Crescents eyeing Bibi at the gate seems less unusual. Each time she is spotted alongside Anton will worsen such an association, revising her from Dovetail insurgent into Calla’s enlisted foot soldier.

“My apologies,” Calla says.

Bibi shrugs. “Whatever. I didn’t intend to stay long in San-Er anyway after I got my fill. Even if the Crescents have primed the capital perfectly for people like me. They deleted every record of civilian identity numbers last night too.”

Calla stops dead in her step. “Heavens.”

Smoothly, Anton slides his arm around her shoulders when he catches up to her, keeping her moving.

“The riots around the wall only scattered about an hour ago,” Bibi continues, her voice low. “Many in San-Er do not care about these new changes. Their coins are kept under their mattresses. Their apartments are rentals. But there are also many who do. Many who lost their life savings overnight. Crescents are offering cash rewards to offset the fury. Trying to convince the financial district that this is for their own good. It’s only working for some of them.”

Bibi steps off the main thoroughfare and onto a narrow street, leading the way toward the Palace of Union. She chooses this route on purpose. There are several closer entrances to the palace, but it is along this street alley that Calla sights her first glimpse of what damage she missed, what chaos must have taken place as the Crescent Societies played their hand. One half of the building on the corner is… gone. Its walls are charred, its debris blocking pedestrian access. The building’s very innards are exposed, the lining between its four floors, the armchairs, the tables, the rugs that have been blighted in each apartment.

Slowly, Calla pulls the rag off her head, getting a better look without her vision obscured. A spark from one of the electric wires jolts and flies into the air, fizzling quickly from the trickling rain. Upon first glance, it is only overwhelming damage. Then Calla spots a hand. A foot, underneath a fallen television console.

“I’m afraid we have greatly underestimated how many heretics are hiding in the twin cities,” Bibi says.

“This is absurd,” Anton exclaims. “Even qi does not do this.”

“It does.” Bibi puts her hand over her forehead. She’s not blocking her eyes from the rain, but from flecks of ash, floating loose in the alley air. “I witnessed this myself.”

“God of fire,” Calla mutters under her breath.

Anton, hearing this, gives Calla an apprehensive look, but he doesn’t tell her she’s being ridiculous. He’s shaken too, despite the conviction they put behind their statement for the news, decrying each and every one of these heretics to be charlatans.

“I wasn’t warning you about the heretics in my note,” Bibi says. “I was warning you about the Crescent Societies. They want to block qi from the capital. There are sigils to do so. It’ll mean no more jumping, but also no more of these attacks. San-Er can’t tolerate any more. We’re going to reach utter collapse if the Crescents piss off another heretic who’s made their living bootlicking the palace.”

Calla’s gaze snaps up. She almost finds it hard to believe. Will the Crescent Societies block their own greatest weapon—the qi that helped them take the city, the sigils that grew their members into mighty weapons?

While she’s inspecting their surroundings, she doesn’t notice Bibi’s pause, but Anton does. He prompts, “What is it?”

“What?” Bibi returns.

“What’s the face? You’re wincing like you got caught shitting in the bed.”

Calla turns slowly.

“That’s disgusting,” Bibi replies. Slowly, she unfolds her arms, letting her jacket hang loose. “Look, I handed over our father’s letters as my entry into the twin cities. Chief among them were the blueprints that our mother initially drew for the Dovetail—”

“That’s not true,” Anton interrupts. “It’s palace propaganda.”

Bibi blinks. “No, it’s not.”

“Our parents were not secret insurgents.”

“Yes, they were. Why do you think King Kasa orchestrated that attack?”

Calla wishes she had thought to wander off a minute ago. Then she wouldn’t have to bear witness to this uncomfortable family squabble.

“I don’t know, Bibi, because he killed people whenever he liked? Why would Father want to incite a coup—”

“I can’t claim to know why, because he didn’t write a journal explaining his every consideration for his children to read in the event of his death,” Bibi says, her voice edging into mocking. “But he was communicating with the Dovetail for some time, and it got him killed. When I was recruited, the first thing the elders did was show me his letters. They hoped I could follow in his footsteps. I was a Makusa, and I had big shoes to fill.”

“That’s—”

“Why would the Dovetail follow a noble?” Calla asks.

With the way both Anton and Bibi jolt, they might have forgotten she was standing there quietly. The scorched building groans, its beds of cinders lifting with each gust of wind spinning into the alley.

Bibi scrubs her eyes. “If Anton would let me finish,” she mutters, “I was going to say that I brought in blueprints, but they weren’t the most valuable intelligence among Father’s letters. He was offering the Dovetail an inventory of sigils too. In exchange for their loyalty, he provided a lost language. Of course they would follow him.”

Something still seems peculiar. The Dovetail are rural dwellers; they are different from the Crescents of the capital. Calla cannot claim to be particularly familiar with the Dovetail, but she is familiar with the provinces. She has read the reports detailing how many temples remain standing, how many shrines burn steady. Just these last few days, she has witnessed Bibi praying beneath her breath, her rural accent changing the shape of her lips in a manner utterly foreign to San-Er.

Out there, at the mercy of the natural world, the Dovetail consider the old gods to reign supreme. The kingdom in its current state, with its councilmembers and provinces and taxes, is an abomination. It removes the natural order between the heavens and earth. So why would the Dovetail take sigils from some noble? Why would they care to wield qi and risk distancing themselves from their precious gods?

“You’re trying to say that you’re responsible for the Crescents having access to new sigils,” Calla says.

Bibi nods. Anton studies his sister closely. He folds his arms.

“Are you, though?” he asks. Hard to tell whether he’s only playing the contrarian or if he really is this stubborn. “Were the letters Father’s, or were they planted with the Dovetail preceding the attack at the manor?”

“Anton,” Bibi says, annoyed. “King Kasa never went public with the claim that Father was a rebel launching a coup against the royals. Why would he plant evidence?”

“You don’t know—”

When Calla swivels abruptly, Anton reacts in an instant, pulling a knife. A part of her is pleased that he is attuned to her reaction before anything else, before he, too, registers not an enemy she’s sighted, but the smell. Something sharp and bitter, heightening across San-Er. Spreading an intangible toxin.

The light behind Anton’s eyes snaps out.

When Calla tries to reach for her qi, her access is blocked, leaving her powerless.



It lasts only a second.

Calla gasps, fighting to fill her lungs when the smell disappears in a snap. Her qi is within reach again. She detects her reserves restoring from the inside out, an acute sloshing returning to her bones, her muscles, her veins.

Where her reaction is fought internally, Anton lurches and throws both arms against the brick wall behind him. He behaves no differently to Calla’s cat, overwhelmed enough with the situation to warrant lashing out. There’s a vivid flash. Anton, proving to himself that he can control his qi again.

“For heavens’ sake, Anton,” Calla hisses. “Get out of your sister.”

Wearing Bibi, his eyes flicker around the alley warily. He has brought the yellow backlight with him, hueing his black irises despite the change in body. Before Calla has the time to study the switch—or dare pulling from his qi—Anton complies with her instruction, and another flash takes him back to his own slumped body. He’s sheepish when he lifts onto his elbow, picking himself off the concrete ground. Bibi blinks, making sense of her lapse in time.

“Did you just invade me?” she demands.

“What the fuck was that?” he asks in return.

No one answers, because the answer is obvious, and Anton himself knows too. The Crescents are uncovering a lost language.

Bibi scowls. Without further remark, she turns, marching in the direction of the palace. Calla gestures for Anton to hurry and follow, and Anton frowns, waving his hand for Calla to go first. She stays put.

Anton relents, brushing by. Calla inhales. The wound at the back of her head has almost healed over entirely.

She picks up the pace behind Anton and Bibi, trekking through an emptied San. Perhaps as a result of the riots, the industrial alleys have emptied—the factories dead silent, as they would be at three in the morning while the neighboring casino’s lights are bright. The coliseum appears within view, but Bibi does not proceed toward it. She keeps walking directly ahead, and Calla knows they must be heading for the hidden door: the one she used during the takeover to avoid being seen.

Only when they turn the corner, there’s a group of Crescents already waiting.

Bibi halts first. She holds out her hand, indicating Calla and Anton should let her handle this.

“Woya,” she greets. “What’s going on?”

“We’d like the princess to come with us,” the man remarks. He’s dressed in the black robes of a cleric, though the edges are worn and tattered. At the side of his neck, his crescent tattoo is lined with red. Whether it is a design choice or an infection, Calla can’t quite tell. “It’s for her safety.”

“She will be perfectly safe under my eye in the palace,” Bibi replies. “Please, excuse us.”

Woya tucks his hands into his pockets. “I like you a lot, Bibi. But I don’t like you enough to ignore cross-temple agreements. It’s only until we have the barrier in place.”

“You are not to shut off San-Er’s access to qi,” Calla interjects. “I forbid it.”

Bibi sighs. She’s tried her best to prevent an altercation, but there is only so much she can do.

“You are not in a position to forbid it,” Woya replies. “The heretics are beyond powerful. This is the only way to stop them.”

Calla frowns. She exchanges a quick glance with Anton, who has caught the same oddity. He asks, “Why are you using that term?”

A pause. Perhaps the Crescent Societies were not aware that Anton Makusa fed this into their news stations. Old gods, new heretics.

“I know why we condemn the heretics,” Calla adds lightly. “We can’t have them threatening my rule here. But why are you questioning a potential god’s power? You are believers, are you not?”

“There is no such potential. The earthly realm is for mortals. The heavens are for gods.” Woya waves his hand. His Crescents—three on either side of the door—start to move forward. “We do not worship pretenders wanting to muddle the designation.”

“Ah,” Anton says. “I see. You are like us too.”

“We are nothing—”

When Woya steps forward, Calla takes the opportunity. She lets power pour forth from her, from the divine crown. She identifies the qi that the cleric occupies in the physical world, then his Crescents too, and she shoves them all to one side of the alleyway, pressed against the wall. They make no sound. They are not capable of making a sound. Calla says, “Let’s go,” and Anton strides through, Bibi following a second later with a wince.

Anton pulls the door, and they slip inside. When Calla releases the Crescents outside, she turns her attention to the door, shoving at the latch hard. The metal distorts, holding the door in place.

“If the Crescents want you under their care,” Anton says, “that’s not going to hold them off for long.”

It’s dark in the passageway. A smell wafts around the walls, different from the stench of the qi block, but unpleasant all the same. How long until the Crescents manage to put that into effect properly? Calla expected that the Crescents would turn on her, but she thought they would at least have the foresight to wait until August was gone. Until August was no longer a threat and could not decimate the capital with his superior resources. Instead, they have taken a whole new route, one she hadn’t even considered as a possibility. Block the qi in San-Er; equalize everyone before the clerics can be taken off guard. All who march into San-Er will be as powerful as a regular shopkeeper. Their adversaries must fight with blades or gunpowder, and the Crescent Societies have that battle secured.

“No, this won’t hold them off,” Calla agrees. “But I have the divine crown. Harming me is akin to closing the banks in San-Er ten times over. I only need to keep evading capture until I can detangle myself.”

Bibi blanches at the thought, but she does not protest. Her eyes only flicker quickly, up to the crown. A reminder, perhaps, that though she aided the Crescent Societies in taking the capital, she swore to serve Calla’s war upon her reentry. And when those elements are no longer one and the same…

The world inside the wall and the world beyond it are not so different after all. Those in the provinces pray to the heavens for guidance; those in San-Er kneel to the crown’s heavenly mandate. How did the palace ever think it could erase its gods when its very throne was built on divine selection?

“We should set up in the war room,” Anton decides. “Bibi, who’s watching Venus Hailira?”

“An attendant. I’m connected to a camera in her quarters.” She brings out a remote device, glancing at the blurry screen. “Did you want her released?”

“Why don’t you check on her?” Calla suggests. “Anton will send word shortly on how to proceed.”

Bibi nods. She seems relieved to be excused. Her steps are soft along the passage, echoing until she hits the door at the end, and then a loud slam takes her through, into the palace proper.

In her absence, Calla and Anton stay put. Their eyes meet. One bulb on the wall ripples blue-white, casting their faces in a pallor. There is something about their conversation with Bibi that has left Calla unsettled. She can’t put her finger on it.

The first thing the elders did was show me his letters. They hoped I could follow in his footsteps.

“What are you thinking?” Anton asks.

Calla snaps out of her reverie. There will be time to unravel this later.

“That we need to plan fast,” she says. “We’re losing San-Er.”





CHAPTER 18

The Crescents stand sentry in pouring rain.

They’re not guarding the twin cities. They are protecting it. There’s a difference. The temples must work together to mark the wall before the rain can ruin their work. It is difficult to distribute their numbers well when there are still attacks emerging in different parts of the capital.

The cleric, unfortunately, can smell the blood from where she stands, at the top of the wall. She hoped that the rain would blow away the metallic stench, but it has caused the opposite effect. Humidity has built a greenhouse around the wall. It reeks.

“You’ve been caught up?”

The voice comes from behind the cleric. She turns, calmly, resisting the urge to scan her surroundings in the same motion. The Crescent Societies have spent so long hiding from the establishment. It is strange indeed to be at the top.

“I have,” the cleric replies.

Their earlier attempt had momentary success. It didn’t last long. If they are to take power from San-Er—take it, and take it truly—they will need more than one sigil.

The second cleric nods. Looks over his shoulder. They are all like this. Too many years fearing the Weisannas banging on the doors of their temples. Too many hurried evacuations from whatever meeting they had organized when the palace guard was on their front step.

How the tides have turned. Once qi is blocked in San-Er and its civilians lose the ability to jump, then they are each and all identical to Weisannas. Order is redefined. Power will be held in the hands of those possessing blades and gunpowder instead. And the Crescent Societies have everyone else bested on that count.

“It was a foolish move, you know.”

The cleric is aware. But she had wanted a look at August Shenzhi’s camp. At the Weisannas gathered there, in case there was some final opportunity for absolution. There wasn’t: she isn’t really sure what she expected. No more silver-eyed guards remain in San-Er, nor were any of them retainable in the Palace of Union. After the coup, the Weisannas chose to join August Shenzhi en masse. The Weisannas are indoctrinated to be docile to their royals, castrated of selfish instincts at birth. What better proof than their continued loyalty, even after an insurgency released them from noble hostage? How easy it would have been for any of them to slink into the twin cities with a stolen chain of gold to start their lives. To this day, the cleric has met merely one Weisanna in San-Er outside royal employment. Running an apothecary—and hiding her silver eyes as though there is something shameful about her abandonment.

“I suppose I trusted the princess more than any of you,” the cleric says.

“Casualties?”

Her breath is visible on her exhale. “Two. Their fight will be honored.”

“That is good of you. It would have been better had they never left San-Er. This is the jurisdiction we care about.”

“Yes,” she says. “You are correct.”

The Crescent Societies are concerned with ruling San-Er. Indeed, her temple should not have volunteered to partake in the fight beyond it.

It’s only that she loved a Weisanna, a long time ago. Back when she lived an ordinary life, or whatever could constitute as one in San. Schooled for enough years to secure a job in a newsroom when she was sixteen, do well enough for herself that she moved her mother into a better apartment. But with comfort comes new hunger. Her head craning when she shopped in San’s coliseum market, eyeing the Palace of Earth. Most in San-Er never had the opportunity to hunger. The palace did that on purpose.

For two years and five days, she existed in orbit to the Palace of Earth, meeting her lover at the gates and slipping off into the city. In dark bars, in busy diners, in hazy lounges. At the cliffs looking out into the sea, near this very wall watching the stars. Again and again, they ran the labyrinth of the capital, never tiring of what else there was to encounter, never going to the same place twice.

Two years and five days. That was how long they had together before he was killed on duty. The Palace of Earth didn’t care to tell her what happened, who he had been guarding, or what incident occurred. They didn’t respond to her phone calls. The surveillance room rotated through a list of councilmembers they directed her toward, all of whom were indifferent to her complaint. It was the nature of the palace. Those within its walls could not fathom the suffering of one woman outside.

Six months later, she was proved wrong when her son was born with silver eyes. Within an hour of his birth, he was taken away. He was a Weisanna, like his father, and so long as his bloodline determined him the property of the palace, then the palace could swoop in and take him for service. She cried and she cried outside one of the gates, until finally, the captain of the guard stepped out and barked at her for the incessant noise. Enough already, she said. You’re giving everyone a headache. Go home and sleep it off. If you’re still depressed, take it to the cliffs. Anywhere but the palace, all right?

What else could she do? If she didn’t move, they would haul her into a prison cell instead. They did understand her suffering—but they still didn’t care. As the decades passed, the cleric never gleaned any further information about her child, whether he was still alive, how he was named, what he was told. He may have died in childhood. He may have been killed during some meaningless riot in adulthood. Or he could have survived longer than expected, only to be attacked by the Crescents marching on the palace, his life given in sacrifice during the takeover. Maybe she walked past his cooling corpse when she went to inspect the damage. After she joined the Crescent Societies, she stopped tracking the days since he was taken.

The other cleric says, “We are meeting soon to discuss the heretics. Are you coming?”

She steps away from the edge of the wall. Beyond the horizon, the provinces are a riled gray mist. She’s bided her time in the temples, made her prayers to the heavens, and heard nothing back. After all, the gods are nothing but another class of palace dwellers in the clouds.

“Of course,” she says.

The cleric steps onto the ladder. She descends from the wall with utmost caution. If she were to kill her own son in combat unknowingly, she can justify it. If it means the next child born outside the palace with silver eyes will be free, then she will do it.

The palace, and all inside it, will fall.





CHAPTER 19

He’ll want to cut us off at the river.”

Anton stares at the map on the board, his head lolled into his fist. The war room has been cleaned since he last rummaged through it. Neat filing cabinets. Orderly seats circling the sturdy table.

He has taken the largest chair at the end, the one that would have been reserved for Kasa when he convened with his council. It’s not as though Calla minds. She’s sitting directly atop the table instead, one leg propped up and her elbow resting upon it while she stares at the board too. They had an employee—one of the elderly attendants who remained after the takeover, not a Crescent—pull some pins, some markers, and a map that shows Talin and its twenty-eight provinces. Some of the color ink stopped working on the printer when it got to the northern end of the kingdom, leaving patches of the green land blue instead, but that’s no matter.

“He only needs to take Leysa and Janton, and then San-Er will be separated from the north,” Anton says. “Even with their councilmembers dead, suppliers in the northern provinces can continue fulfilling orders from the capital for the right price. But the moment August occupies the provinces under the Jinzi River, those supplies stop by force. San-Er starves.”

“We still have the waters,” Calla muses.

“Er has the waters,” Anton counters. “San can afford a rice bowl per day, and when those grains run short, the city is going to riot.”

Calla kicks her feet off the table, letting them dangle. Her boots have started to tatter from wear and tear. They’re the very same pair that she had on during the games, probably purchased from some ramshackle shop. She has not traded them for anything in the palace wardrobes.

“So in conclusion,” she says, “a siege is going to kill the twin cities. By the time San-Er is relying on the southern provinces alone, there will be enough shortages to warrant mass evacuation.”

The very thought of civilians evacuating San-Er seems foreign. For so long, any movement in Talin has been persistently downward. The rural dwellers, running out of opportunity among farmlands and coming to the metropolis secreted in the southeast. So long as enough people stayed out there, San-Er could be fed. San-Er could generate the money to spit back to the provinces—to purchase rice, purchase greens, purchase whatever the cold metal and hard soil of the capital repelled. San-Er could be a paradise of freedom, no matter how crowded, no matter how miserable.

“Not to mention,” Calla adds after a beat, “the uproar if the Crescents succeed in blocking qi and people are trapped in their vessels by force. Evacuations will start even before cupboards have run dry. Bad climate. Bad morale.”

Great for the Crescents, all the same. The ordinary civilians will leave. The megalomaniacs will thrive, picking up their swords and patrolling the streets, lunging into any shop for a free meal, bursting into the brothels screaming for service. Anton met many of them during his time in exile. Most find their kindred spirits within the Crescent Societies, even if it isn’t all Crescent Society members who behave this way.

“Okay.” Anton laces his hands atop the table. “Then August can’t be allowed to take Leysa and Janton. Or any combination of the northern provinces to that same effect.”

They fall silent.

The problem is that they do not have the faintest clue what August is intending. Which provinces he intends to target, whether he can take them in one swoop with Otta’s power, or if he will ratify his reign slowly and surely, by way of yamen officials and handshakes and paperwork.

“Knowing August,” Calla says slowly, “he will value formality over efficiency. He won’t care to risk the possibility that we slip in while he’s working on Leysa and Janton.”

She slides off the table. Picks up one of the markers and draws two question marks on Leysa, in the center of the south, and Janton, which hems the end of the Jinzi River. Her hand wanders back down to Eigi, directly outside the twin cities, where she draws a large circle.

“He’s going to target the north.”

Anton’s declaration comes suddenly. He isn’t sure what spurred it, but the moment he says it, he is certain he’s correct. August hates shortcuts. In school, August triple-checked his answers before turning in his worksheets.

Anton gets out of his chair, its legs scraping against the hardwood floor. Calla tosses the marker with the lid already removed, and Anton catches it smoothly. He draws a line from Eigi into Pashe, then through the center of the north, cutting into Lankil, Laho, Actia.

It’s also the very same route they took when the palace delegation set out to seek the crown.

“I didn’t see Councilmember Naov among the dead,” Calla says. “You think he’s joined August’s camp?”

It seems likely. But Anton doesn’t want to make false assurances, so he replies, “Maybe. Having Naov to secure Pashe would form the best route.”

Calla props her hands on her hips. There’s still some rainwater gathered on her clothing. When her scabbard adjusts, it releases a short series of droplets on the floor.

“Our focus needs to be meeting August in combat… and relatedly, facing Otta,” Calla says. She keeps her voice even, but Anton hears the resentment. “We’re getting distracted trying to predict their battle march. August wants the throne. Otta wants the throne. They’re in alliance waging a war across the provinces to win back the capital, but we just need to find them and kill them.”

Anton doesn’t expect the jolt. The whole-body shock to hear Calla declare this end goal. Before they marched on August’s camp in Eigi, they hoped that it would be a quick battle, one final loose end looped away and tied after a violent coup. They hoped there would be a way to keep August imprisoned, in exile, removed from power, and then that would slow the response from the Crescent Societies too.

But that is out of the question for as long as Sinoa Tuoleimi is capable of dying and reviving herself a hundred years later. She will steer August Shenzhi until the end of the line.

And as long as August Shenzhi has sway, Anton is not safe.

“Hard to focus on the killing,” Anton says, “when there’s the impending starving.”

Calla’s hair unfurls over her shoulder when she glances at him. It comes again: that sudden tightness in the throat. He’s choked on the sensation several times across the past few days, and he hasn’t been able to work out what it is. For a brief flicker of a second, Calla is very far away, and Anton is surrounded by mist. He is fighting his way out of it. He is without hands, without feet, without sight.

Then he blinks, and everything is normal again.

Back in the alley with Bibi, he worried that the affliction was finally coming to a head and taking his qi away from him… only to realize he was experiencing the work of the Crescents and their block. Could this be the same thing? If it is, why would he alone be sensing it?

“Our problem,” Anton continues, shaking his head to rid himself of the sensation, “is that, in the provinces, August has an army of Weisannas and guards to do his bidding for him, but we do not have the Crescent Societies.”

“Perhaps we could recruit the Dovetail to meet August’s forces. They’d follow the crown.”

“Even if the Dovetail follow the divinely selected,” Anton says, “they have… a few hundred?”

“They’d be more powerful with sigils.”

“As would the Weisannas, who will still outnumber them. The Dovetail are the largest insurgent group in the provinces, but acts of insurgency remain few and far between. We cannot pull an army out of thin air.”

Calla tips her head back. Her crown catches the chandelier overhead, its angry ridges glinting. Her crown is supposed to be an army in and of itself, and it would be—if it weren’t for Otta. Once more, Anton feels somewhat responsible.

Calla’s posture straightens, as though she can hear Anton’s thoughts.

“What is it?” Anton demands.

“If we give Rincun independence, Youlia will also follow suit immediately.”

This again. Anton’s already bristling. “Calla—”

“No, listen to me.” She picks up the marker and draws a slash over Rincun, the line extending long enough to cross into the borderlands. Another slash over Youlia, in the northeast, this line shorter. “Removing Rincun and Youlia from Talin takes out two major trade routes for Actia’s villages, and Actia is always short on supply because desert land doesn’t grow produce. Deprive it now, put those pieces in place, and August will, unexpectedly, find immense trouble securing it. He will meet hungry villagers. Riots for his soldiers to resist. A whole host of problems that scatters his army, because our army is the province itself.”

Anton considers the gamble. His hackles lower. He understands the disparate parts Calla has set out on the assembly line.

“Deprive Actia Province, and we meet August there to clash at his weakest,” he concludes. Before he voices any approval, he eyes Calla carefully. It bothers him that northern independence was already on her mind before they set out for the attack, and she is only refiguring it again and again until there seems to be a way it works. She is too attached to Rincun, perhaps to her own detriment. The correct move for Rincun may not be the correct move for Talin.

But…

“This doesn’t solve the problem of San-Er being blocked from the north.”

“It can,” Calla says. “We’ll send a representative to take the edict of freedom to Rincun directly. Negotiate its independence in exchange for keeping the trade routes open to San-Er. Only to San-Er, at least until the war is over.”

Anton leans back. “August will hear about this and switch gears.”

“Not if we send Venus Hailira,” Calla counters, “under the guise of our last loyal councilmember clearing the palace in the mountains. The news stations will spread the word: it is a critical mission during this time, while heretics are claiming to be old gods, wanting a piece of the kingdom. We cannot have someone taking a base there.” She breathes out slowly. “Meanwhile, we make our way to Actia. Only us. We prepare our ambush.”

Anton tries to envision where August is, what August must be doing, how August will perceive the false news when it reaches him. His mind wanders, naturally, to the idea of Otta standing over his shoulder, whispering in his ear. What was it that she said at the base? San-Er killed your father while he was still mortal, but it didn’t kill you.

A cold sensation, dancing along his jaw. Anton blinks, and Calla has leaned close to him, her finger gliding to his chin, lifting his face toward her. At such proximity, he has trouble focusing on his lover. Her features grow murky. Though her irises are a caustic yellow—same as they always are—his vision dances, and for a second, he can only see her eye whites. His pulse jolts. He panics, assuming someone has invaded her. When Anton jerks away, pulling himself out of reach, the chair behind him overturns with a loud clatter.

“Anton!”

His vision clears. It’s only Calla in front of him. Calla, appearing baffled at his behavior.

“What’s wrong with you?” she asks. Her eyes are yellow.

“Nothing,” Anton says quickly. He can’t shake the image. What’s wrong with you? he wants to ask in return. “Nothing. I saw a fly.”

Calla looks around, finding no buzzing insect in the vicinity. Rather than exasperation, which he expected to see, concern flashes across her expression, her dark brows knitting together. He must have been subjected to a trick of the light, dancing off her crown’s golden ridges.

“Are you feeling well?” Calla asks, and her voice turns soft. It worries him at once. He senses that he is being handled delicately. Otta used to take such a sweet tone with him if he was concerned about staying out too late. She would be smiling when she threatened to wander off and enjoy herself alone if he couldn’t suck it up.

“Of course I’m well,” Anton says. His heart is still pounding.

“If you are ill—”

“I’m not,” he snarls.

Calla tilts her head. Her gaze sharpens in warning. And terribly, it is that which finally puts Anton at ease, because if Calla can get angry with him, then she will not leave him.

“I apologize for the commotion,” he says, his tone level again. “Let’s proceed with your plan.”





CHAPTER 20

In the palace, Yilas learned to wake on the faintest creak of disturbance.

The attendants shared their rooms five to one. Not everyone could be trusted, especially not the newer girls who had been brought in on the lottery. It wasn’t their fault that they were hungry for material goods, that they spent their first few months stashing extra blouses under their bed mats and stealing silver utensils to barter with in case they were fired from their jobs. The palace required a certain type of mettle to survive, so attendants often cycled in and out. There was always someone snooping about the quarters once the snores started, digging around for anything valuable to take.

Yilas got good at bolting dead upright from her sleep. That’s how she scared a few of the new attendants into behaving.

That was how she met Chami, when she first started at the palace. Yilas had been there for two years already, and Chami—despite being from San-Er—had all the scrimmaging rodent tendencies of a new entrant. Her hand had snuck around Yilas’s pillow, wanting to grab her bracelet, and Yilas closed her fingers over Chami’s wrist instead, scaring her into a scream. Chami would claim that she was only trying to admire it, not steal it.

A month later, Yilas gifted that bracelet to Chami. She wears it often now.

She was wearing it when she snuck out the back door of the diner, triggering the faintest toll of its little bell. And Yilas, despite having gone down for her midday nap only seconds prior, lifted out from the bed immediately to hurry after her girlfriend.

Nothing feels right anymore. The rumors of old gods waking up in San-Er. Matiyu getting his broken elbow patched at the hospital. The twin cities are as gray as ever, roiling dark clouds fat with the rainfall. Yilas slinks low in the alleyway. She catches a glimpse of Chami ahead, steering west. Chami has been acting beyond strange. If she isn’t zoning out, she is hissing into the diner phone, and when Yilas asks who she’s talking to, she claims it is only their suppliers. Some light housekeeping, for the diner.

Yilas has half a mind to simply call out. Ask Chami to stop, wait, she’s awake, she’s coming too. But then Chami might clam up again; Chami might keep pretending there is nothing wrong, as she has been doing since the Crescent Societies took over the capital. Why wait until Yilas was sleeping before leaving? They had been talking about Matiyu only earlier when Yilas returned home, how frightening that he had been targeted, how fortunate that Yilas was there when it happened, or else he was alone in San-Er, with no one to look after him.

Yilas continues behind Chami, creeping as close as she can without being caught. They spent a significant amount of their time together as attendants working side by side. Yilas knows how to mimic Chami’s steps, how to prevent an echo from reaching Chami’s ear. She pauses when Chami does, takes another alley when she’s pretty sure that Chami is proceeding directly straight for some time.

Yilas’s foot catches on a piece of discarded metal, causing a loud clang. She scrambles to duck out of sight. There is enough of a peripheral hubbub—chatter inside the apartment buildings, basement-level mahjong tiles rattling—that the sound might not have stirred Chami’s suspicion. After a few seconds, Yilas pokes her head forward again. No sign of Chami. Yilas hurries to catch up. They have trekked farther and farther north. If they keep going, there is nothing here save for San’s wall. Is Chami trying to let someone in from the provinces? There would be no need—the wall is open.

Yilas emerges from the alley, taking inventory of the scene before her. San-Er is high above sea level at its north, then drops lower and lower approaching the south. She can already hear the water crashing against the cliffs. The northern residential buildings overlook swirling dark waves, their windows sealed tight to prevent spindrift from salting their belongings.

“Chami?” Yilas finally calls, squeezing between two large flowerpots.

The wall materializes ahead of her like a magician’s trick, sloping at an odd angle. When they expanded the capital, they fucked up the westernmost segment. This messy swath of red bricks, a watchtower at the end. It is the only part of San’s wall that leads into Dacia instead of Eigi.

There are no Crescents standing guard this far west. Their job is with the main gate, where any invasion force from Eigi would be marching in. It is only Yilas and the rain. Yilas, at the other end of the field surveying the wall for movement, for any hint that this is where Chami must have come.

She’s certain she must be the sole witness when there is a rumble, then a deep fracture shooting down the middle of the red bricks. She freezes where she stands. A gasp lodges in her throat.

The watchtower crumbles first.

Yilas splutters for breath, already scrambling back when a hole blows through the base of the wall. A man walks through. His eyes are wholly white, scanning the field while debris flies wide from the impact. He calls out, and then a second figure enters through the broken wall behind him. It takes Yilas a beat to understand that she recognizes the newcomer. Another beat to recall his name.

Galipei Weisanna.

“Shit,” Yilas whispers beneath her breath.

She reverses one step into the alley. Another. The moment she is out of sight from the wall, she pivots and breaks into a sprint. Yilas ducks through the first door she sees. Slams into a vestibule, gasping for breath, then thumps her fist on the nearest apartment door.

“Help!” she screams. “Call the palace!”





CHAPTER 21

Calla takes the servants’ passages through the Palace of Union, avoiding prying eyes. After their encounter with the cleric, she doesn’t want to risk running into any other Crescents who have been given the same task. It would be a waste of her time handling them.

What a far cry this is from the Crescent Societies shortly after the takeover, greeting her by kneeling across the devastated palace. She’s glad that there is no more pretense, at least. No guards trailing her around. No play-pretend in palace silks while she picks her way through these dark corridors. She’s returned to her city leathers. The weight of her sword at her hip.

Anton took the task of delivering their instructions to Venus Hailira. Bibi went off to test whether she still has enough sway with the Crescents to borrow a carriage. That has left Calla unaccompanied while she emerges from the servants’ passages and into the north wing. She hastens up the grand staircase, then rounds the corner, seeking her former quarters when she was the palace advisor. Right-hand collaborator to King August, who was not August at all.

“Hello,” she greets when she walks in.

Joselie looks up, a curl of white hair falling loose from her chignon. She holds a mop in her hands, working on a stubborn area around the baseboard.

“Your Majesty,” she says plainly. She doesn’t seem surprised at Calla’s appearance, nor does she make any fuss about switching Calla’s title, though they have not seen each other since the coup that melded this crown to her head. Joselie returned to the twin cities when the delegation sent back their attendants and nonessential forces. There hasn’t been any reason for Calla to hunt her down since then, and Joselie has maintained a safe distance. “Don’t step here. It’s wet.”

Calla pauses. Her toes skid against the line of the puddle.

“Did you want me to jump over it?”

Joselie immediately makes a hand sign over her stomach—fingers pinched together, her wrist pushing a circle. Calla recognizes it, in that distant way she remembers how to speak Rincun’s dialect. It’s a gesture from the provinces. A way to ward off evil qi from invading your body.

She’s forgotten that the old woman has a sense of humor.

“I might be too evil to ward off. But I respect the attempt.”

“Don’t talk nonsense.” Joselie starts to push the mop again. “Our King-Killer needs a bit of darkness to get the job done.”

Calla leans up against the wall. “How opportune. I wanted to talk to you about that.”

The mop slides left. Right. “About killing?”

“Yes.” It’s close enough, at least. “The first time I met you, you were explaining another alias the palace used for me. Do you remember?”

Calla waits, seeing if Joselie recalls her words, but the woman stares blankly.

“Let the nobles believe that I was some minor god that the servants prayed to,” Calla echoes, trying to paraphrase Joselie’s words. “Let King Kasa shrug it off as a harmless, rural practice. Glory of Her Father.”

The conversation is coming back to Joselie. Calla sees the gleam appear in the woman’s eyes. Prior to the Crescents’ growing influence a decade ago, there hadn’t yet been a crackdown in San-Er over prayer to the gods. The palace allowed San-Er to build their home shrines, because the twin cities would never relinquish their kings.

“I remember.”

“Did you come up with it?”

“No, of course not.” Joselie snorts, amused by the very thought. “Other servants did.”

“Why?” Calla asks. “I understand the meaning. The glory to Talin. But Kasa would have believed any moniker, supposing it sounded like it originated from the pantheon. Why those words particularly?”

Joselie sets the mop in the bucket again, letting it soak.

“I believe it came from a rural dialect. A transliteration of your name.”

“You believe it was? Or it was?”

“I believe.” She shoots Calla a sharp look. “We rarely discussed the matter explicitly in fear of being found out. I could be mistaken.”

“Joselie…”

“While I was born in San-Er,” Joselie goes on, riled up now, “many servants were not. Those who won entry through the wall often applied for palace work as their first role in the twin cities. It was the safest option. Familiar and reliably paid, even if it wasn’t much. We picked up a lot from each other. I could understand the dialects around the Jinzi River, even if I myself cannot converse in it, so I do believe—”

“Cal-ah. Father’s glory. Right?”

It likely wasn’t Rincun’s dialect, but Calla approximates the sounds, flattening them to get closer to the tone of the southern provinces. There is enough overlap that the words do not change too much.

“Hmm,” Joselie says, mollified. “That sounds correct.”

Calla had hoped she was wrong. Her stomach drops. She scrubs her forehead. All this time, she was merely riding off a reputation the rest of the kingdom had prescribed her, before she had even raised her sword against the Palace of Heavens. Talin knew. They all knew.

“Joselie,” Calla says. She may as well ask it outright. “Have there always been rumors that I am reborn from a different time?”

Cal-ah. Glory of Her Father.

San-o-ah. Third Spear of Her Father. Those who speak a provincial dialect may brush it off as mere coincidence. The palace has done everything in its power to wipe away its civil war. It has invented a foreign enemy by the name of Sica. It has enforced its language and its rule, suppressed worship and destroyed prayer. But if the story of Sinoa Tuoleimi was preserved at all, then Calla’s birth and naming might seem like a sign.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” Joselie says. “If such a tale ever existed, it would be forbidden from being repeated.”

“Hypothetically,” Calla pushes, “could such a tale spread under the palace’s nose as a mere story of backward rural folk?”

“Hypothetically, the Crescent Societies were allowed to maintain their religiosity as a front precisely because they observe the gods as an abstract concept.” Joselie is very good at matching Calla’s exact tone. “They do not believe in true divination. They seek proximity to power. How can one talk about rebirth without divination, Your Majesty? The kings would not tolerate any chatter about their impending deposition. Repeating it means death.”

“It didn’t have to guarantee their deposition.”

Joselie gives her a weighty look. She considers her words carefully.

“A queen reborn uses vengeance as sustenance. A queen reborn expects to burn the complete bloodline of those who once killed her. Of course it guarantees their end.”

Calla’s ears have started to ring. The servants did not believe her some minor god. They were familiar with the pantheon; they knew which gods were assigned to the physical world and which godlings were assigned to intangible ideas. The servants believed her to be something else entirely instead—they assigned motivation to her violence that did not exist.

They still think she is Sinoa. That she has returned to ruin the royal line, when Calla has only obstructed Sinoa Tuoleimi every step of the way. She is no King-Killer.

She’s just another king.

Before her lightheadedness can crumple her, Calla leans against the wall. She breathes, “Thank you for answering my questions.”

Joselie, being no stranger to bizarre behavior from palace residents, goes back to cleaning.

“Of course,” she replies. “You needn’t worry yourself with rumors emerging from San-Er’s innards. Continue doing what you must.”

Even Joselie believes Calla has been channeling the reborn queen this entire time. The sentiment has been present all along, but Calla finally hears it for the first time—this devotion, this unflappable conviction. Joselie assumes that Calla remembers nothing of the past life. Joselie assumes that every move, from the massacre in the Palace of Heavens to Kasa’s death, is the work of century-old vengeance.

Slowly, Calla raises her hand, touching her crown. It is warm. Since she stole this body at eight years old, she has been a part of San-Er’s nobility, interacting little with anyone outside that world. But there are two sides of Talin: one entirely ignorant about the civil war that once ravaged the kingdom, and another that whispered excitedly about a princess named Calla, resurrected inside the stronghold she once failed to conquer.

The gold shifts underneath her fingertips. As though the crown asks whether she is trying to remove it, bracing to suck every last bit of her qi if she dares. She thought this was what gave her power among the masses in San-Er. But is it divine selection they kneel to, or is it Sinoa Tuoleimi?

A long wail rings outside the palace. Calla jolts at the sound, but Joselie is unconcerned when she glances to the windows. It’s the flood alarms.

“Probably another incident,” she says. “They were ringing all of last night every time someone blew up a building.”

“I’ll be on my way.” Calla wipes off her sleeve. No dust on her jacket, because Joselie has kept these quarters spotless. “Lovely to see you.”

Her pulse is hammering when she trails through the north wing. Despite Joselie’s composure while waving goodbye, Calla has only heard the flood alarms ring at terrible times, and if it isn’t disaster, then it is once again the Crescents up to no good. Calla turns a corner, then backtracks quickly, avoiding a group of them running by, yelling about the wall.

The wall?

“Calla.”

She whirls around, discerning Anton’s voice above the din. His chest heaves, as though he had been running in his haste to find her.

“What is it?” Calla demands.

“Your friend Yilas,” Anton says without prelude. “She was on the surveillance room’s phone line, asking for you, then for me.” He grimaces. “It was hard to parse what she was saying, to be honest, but Chami is in danger. Someone wielding incredible qi just broke through the wall at the westernmost end.”

Calla isn’t quite following. What is Chami doing at the wall? Who is trying to break in when the gates are open?

“She also saw Galipei Weisanna.”

A sharp spasm crosses Calla’s forehead. Fuck. Suddenly the screeching flood alarms make more sense.

“I’ll go,” Calla decides. Her sword is holstered. She’s dressed suitably. “Can you stay here and defend the palace?”

Anton nods. Just as Calla turns, he grabs her wrist. She stiffens. It would be rather ungracious to tug away, so she fights against instinct and keeps her arm still. She meets Anton’s gaze, silently asking what is wrong.

“Be careful,” he says.

Is that all?

“I always am.” Calla extricates her arm gently, and Anton’s lips part as though he might protest. Whatever he wants to say, he must think better of it, opting for a short nod instead. His eyes have yet to regain their yellow glow. They are only black when Calla hurries away, beelining for the nearest palace exit.

She would have assumed the alarms sent most Crescents out into the streets, but the north wing is teeming with them, convening at the doors. Discussing where the clerics are meeting, debating whether they are to act ahead of time. When Calla appears, the Crescents turn to stare.

No one is kneeling this time.

“Princess Calla,” one of them says. “There is nothing for you to worry about. We have forces heading to the wall already.”

“Please move aside,” she returns.

“You are to stay put,” another instructs. “Your jurisdiction in San-Er is purely symbolic.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

Calla plunges forward. When a Crescent reaches out, grabbing her shoulder, her crown pulses. It shoves him aside. It shoves every Crescent into the wall. Her exit from the palace is hardly subtle while the Crescents scream out, limbs and elbows crushing against one another. As soon as she hits the city’s alleys, San-Er’s inhabitants halt in their steps, staring at the yellow light she’s brought out into this rain.

“Your Majesty!” a little girl bellows excitedly. Her dress is a faded pink, patches of blue felt sewn over the fraying hems. She’s selling flowers by the palace, but the display box slung around her neck belongs to a shop in Er.

Calla considers stopping. Kneeling and taking the girl by the hand. Asking, What have you been taught? Who do you think I am?

The alarms screech louder. Calla grits her teeth and runs in the other direction.





CHAPTER 22

She decides to use the rooftops.

It’s what San-Er is good for. The densely packed buildings. The teeming twin cities. Despite the expansion of the wall, the structure of San has changed very little. Calla can still dart from one building to the other without trouble, bracing her knees against the shock. She doesn’t look down. If she falls, the awnings will catch her.

Unfortunately, the alarms are unbearably loud from above. She has half a mind to kick out some of these speakers, make some attempt at dampening the noise. But time is of the essence, and there is little value to destroying a few when the entirety of San-Er is screaming. Calla picks up the pace, gritting her teeth.

She arrives at the western edge of the city just in time to see the building ahead collapse in on itself.

It’s there one second, then gone the next. Calla, aghast, draws to a halt. Ten floors of concrete and wood, glass windows and sturdy furniture that residents pushed up the stairs when they first gained the keys to their place. She can only stare in horror as each floor eats the one above it, as the building loses its shape and becomes a mound of rubble. The sound is deafening, booming over the alarms. It has taken her too long to arrive. This section of San’s wall has already been decimated.

“Yilas!” Calla shouts into the rain. Her heart is pounding. “Yilas, are you here?”

No response. It was a long shot, thinking her voice would carry to her friend. Calla rushes for the entry hatch into the building and slips through, taking the stairs down with all possible haste. Who knows if these apartments will collapse suddenly too? When she bursts into an alley, she can barely see through the clouds of ash accompanying the various sites of rubble. Some buildings have their top halves missing. Others have been entirely uprooted from the ground.

Calla draws her sword. She doesn’t know what she’s going to find, so she should reserve her energy. Despite the effort to label them heretics, she will not deny the damage that these individuals have proved themselves capable of.

Movement, in the corner of Calla’s eye. She turns fast, squinting through the rainfall, but it’s only civilians running from the damage, sticking close to the cliffs and heading south to avoid the war zone. Yilas said it was only Galipei, not a group of Weisannas. But why come alone, why cause destruction for the sake of it?

Another flicker, up ahead. Calla wishes this incessant rain would stop. She can’t fucking see.

“Yilas!” Calla bellows. “Yilas, where are you?”

She races toward the destroyed building. There is noise from underneath the rubble: the foundation is made of metal, and one corner juts out beyond the chunks of rock and brick bestrewn into the alley. Calla, following a gut feeling, casts a nervous look toward San’s wall, then pulls at her qi. She shoves the largest piece of rubble aside.

A whole host of people are huddling in the gap, rushing for the light as soon as Calla clears the path. She searches through the faces as they scramble to exit, and then…

“Yilas!”

Yilas is gasping when she stumbles before Calla, losing her strength as soon as Calla grabs her arms.

“Calla, you’ve got to find her,” Yilas wheezes.

“Find Chami?” Calla demands. She struggles to keep Yilas upright, the sword in her hand held at an awry angle. “Why is she here?”

“I don’t know!” Yilas cries, and her voice cracks. “I followed her here, but then I lost her right as the man came in through the wall. I thought I should get help so I ran and borrowed the phone but then the whole building collapsed on us and I don’t know where Chami is, Calla. What if she’s hurt? What if—”

A colossal boom resounds nearby, and Yilas squeaks in fright. Its initial clap is followed by groaning metal. Another building, caving in on itself.

Calla grabs Yilas firmly, ushering her away from the rubble, toward the cliffs. “I’ll find Chami,” she promises. “First, I need you to get somewhere safe.”

“Galipei Weisanna came in too,” Yilas says, her words pitched high. “He went into the city. What if he has her?”

“Yilas,” Calla says firmly. “He doesn’t know Chami. He has no reason to take Chami.”

“But she came to the wall. What if…”

What if she came to meet him?

Yilas leaves the rest of the worry unspoken, but Calla hears it all the same. She puts Yilas’s hand in hers, guiding her over to the field. The residents are still evacuating, carrying bags and umbrellas.

“We can deal with that later,” Calla says. “Come with—”

A flat slab of debris collides with her back, sending her skidding across the wet grass. Calla’s rolling before she can stop her own momentum. She comes to an abrupt halt only when she hits a water pipe protruding from the devastation. Stars flash in her vision. The lip of the pipe has pierced through her shoulder.

“Calla!”

Her pain is barely the worst of it. Calla blinks hard, trying to gather her bearings. Yilas remains where she is. She doesn’t look like she’s capable of moving. Her arms are locked straight on both sides.

“Calla—”

Calla’s sword has scattered beyond her immediate reach. She finally wields her crown. A pulse of qi shudders through the air, all the little hairs at the back of her neck standing straight. It directly counters the attack that the man throws when he suddenly appears from over the top of the rubble.

The sensation is akin to a physical collision, as though Calla has launched herself against an opponent in a test of strength. Pressure smothers one side of her head. The exertion increases when her opponent steps toward her, drawing closer, then closer. It has never felt like this. It didn’t during the coup. It didn’t during the battle at August’s camp.

Anton, Calla thinks unwittingly. The only difference is that he is not here.

“Yilas,” Calla hisses. “I can’t hold this—”

The man strides forward. He has no color in his irises. There is a sigil painted on his forehead. Calla does not recognize it, but her body knows to fear it. When she hauls herself to her feet, her knees are weak, her head spinning.

The man lifts his arms. To Yilas’s left—where an apartment complex climbs seven floors tall, where the curtains have been pushed back to show frantic, small faces witnessing the scene outside—the structure starts to groan.

Calla wheezes for breath. It had almost been easy, before. Cutting through all those guards, those Weisannas. Now she can barely steady her aim trying to go up against this white-eyed man. Her mind feels as though she is trying to split steel. When she turns her attention, trying to pull the building away from him, his power is as slippery as water, slinking through the gaps of her fingers.

The divine crown has given Calla monumental power. It has given her qi that streams from the heavens. But it does not put her on equal ground to a god.

Her mouth hinges into a silent scream. The crown sears hot around her head, protesting its exertion. Sacrifice has not been fulfilled.

“Yilas, get down—”

Calla releases her qi, sparing herself before she can drain herself empty. Rather than trying to move the man, she redirects her power to shove the first bit of falling rubble. It lands next to Yilas with a dangerous crack.

She reaches inside her again, calling to the crown desperately. She’s weak. After all the stories and the promises surrounding the divine crown’s power, Calla forms only the image of a mortal in this moment, bound to the heaviness of the earth. Still, when the building begins to tip, threatening to crush Yilas where she stands, Calla has to try.

The building lurches. It stills. Calla gasps and crumples onto her knees, because she was not responsible for stopping it.

Chami is, bursting from the fallen awning she was hiding beneath.

Calla can’t comprehend what she is seeing. Her former attendant, her friend. Chami’s face is inscrutable when she restores the building into position, her right hand moving only at her wrist, the rest of her arm staying level. It only takes a second—a thunderous click of metal returning to its foundation—before she turns to the god standing over his massacre.

He frowns. He is slow to react. His white eyes keep him far-flung from the scene even while he stands amid it, and he is utterly monotonous when he asks, “Which one are you?”

“How dare you.”

Chami, sweet Chami, steps forward. For as long as Calla has known her, she has considered Chami the most softhearted person in the kingdom. Easy to agree to any favor, no matter her personal cost. When Calla needed to hide in San, she used Chami’s identity number. When Calla lacked anything in the years she was a known fugitive, Chami supplied it without hesitation.

Before the god can brace for the attack, the air around them clogs so thickly of qi that Calla cannot finish her inhale. Her breath gets stuck in her throat. Several paces away, Chami only scrunches her fingers into her palm.

As rain pours from the heavens, trickling into Calla’s eyes, she could almost think she imagined the gesture.

But the attack has landed. The god who came in from the provinces—his head… disappears in a shower of red mist. His body collapses where he stands.

And San-Er goes quiet.





CHAPTER 23

Anton makes a sharp right, his stride picking up through the north wing.

He has no doubt Calla can handle whatever is happening at the wall, but he gnashes his teeth all the same. In his mind, he envisions her slipping through the gate and walking out into the provinces. He sees her dark hair underneath her crown, writhing down her back like a cloak. Her figure growing smaller and smaller in the distance, never to return.

Anton shakes himself out of it. There is no world in which Calla is abandoning their fight in San-Er right now—what’s wrong with him? He forces himself to focus, barging into the hall containing the palace vaults. The Crescents are no longer guarding the space. They have taken what they need. Left to his own devices, he hurries to unlock the one marked Rehanou, pulling the heavy door aside.

Anton takes a beat, perusing what is within view. Short on time, he doesn’t linger gratuitously before taking a dagger hanging from the wall. This will do. He should have come digging the moment they launched their coup on the capital—reclaim what used to belong to the Makusa vault—but he supposes there were larger pieces worth moving first.

Anton steps out from the vault, tucking the dagger into his sleeve. He’s already heading toward the north atrium, meaning to take up a station overseeing the coliseum, when he stops, listening.

There—he’s not imagining it. Anton turns over his shoulder, concentrating on the sound.

Who is screaming?

Reluctantly, Anton backtracks for a short corridor. He wanted to guard the coliseum because he assumed a wide-scale attack would begin there, but the muffled screaming is coming from deeper within the palace. It isn’t long before he makes another turn and isolates its source. It’s coming from below. The cells—where the Crescents dragged in every heretic who displayed some unnatural feat of power.

Anton flings open the door. The steps descending underground are dark. He smells it before he feels its effects: the stench of blood, crawling up his nose and tightening his throat. When he takes his first step down, his qi splutters, and Anton spots the sigil marked on the floor. The Crescents have already activated their block in the cells. He can’t see anything past this initial stretch. Someone has smashed the lights.

“Help! He’s killing us!”

Anton doesn’t recognize who is yelling, but he’s quick to hurtle up the stairs and lunge into the nearest sitting room. He grabs one of the cordless lamps on the drinking table. Hefts its heavy base into his arm before returning to the cells and descending the steps once more.

This is a trap—that much, he’s aware of. He shouldn’t be able to hear screaming from the north exit: the door was left ajar to draw him over. So he is somewhat prepared when he raises the lacquered lamp and finds a body slumped in the aisle between the cells, a pool of blood spreading beneath it.

Anton swings the lamp fast, making contact with Galipei’s shoulder just before Galipei Weisanna can grab him. The heavy base snaps into two. The lamp drops to the floor, its sharp beam of light cutting diagonally up to the ceiling.

Galipei staggers back, hissing.

“Didn’t expect that, did you?” Anton asks. “I played in the king’s games, Galipei.” He snatches a loose shard of the lamp base. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

Galipei swerves the lamp shard Anton throws, avoiding the projectile. He narrows his eyes for a beat. Then Galipei leans low, drawing a knife from his boot.

“If I recall correctly, you lost those games.”

Fucker.

Anton pulls his own blade from his sleeve. When he armed himself mere minutes ago, he had been prepared to guard the palace, not have their intruder lure him into the cells. Did Galipei know that qi was blocked down here? Why would he care, if Anton isn’t able to invade him anyway?

Galipei charges forward. Anton’s eyes flicker fast when he ducks, running an eye over the other occupants, the prisoners who cower beside their cots in fear of being targeted next. He cannot see much with the lamp pointing up. The cell that the heretic had occupied is wide open. Galipei must have pulled them out, cut their throat, waited in the dark…

Galipei pounces, slashing backhanded. Though Anton blocks with his arm, the blade glancing off his jacket, he doesn’t take the opening to attack. He kicks hard instead, shoving Galipei into the bars of the open cell.

Clang! Anton raises his hands before him, blade held out. This would be an ideal opportunity to flee, but Galipei’s eyes snap to the body on the floor. A curious gesture. Anton stays put. Galipei dives toward the body, sinking one hand into the blood. Then he throws his blade.

It sinks into Anton’s thigh.

“Shit—”

As soon as Anton is distracted, bracing against the pain, Galipei grabs his ankle. Slick, metallic blood smears onto his skin, under his trouser leg. Galipei yanks hard. In slow motion, Anton feels himself begin to fall, his feet going out beneath him. He cannot land like that next to an opponent; he will be slashed to pieces. He reaches for the blade embedded into his leg, and before Galipei can adjust his grip, Anton tears the knife free, slicing across Galipei’s arm.

“Ah!”

Anton rolls. He braces onto his knees. Galipei is not trying to kill him. Galipei, taking another moment to touch the blood—the heretic’s blood—on the dirty floor again, rises and charges toward him.

Galipei is trying to mark him.

When Galipei swings, Anton only blocks, thinking fast. He holds both blades in his hands now. He could likely parry for longer. In the past, he has fought in far less desirable conditions. But Galipei did not plot his solo invasion into San-Er and a distraction at the wall merely to kill Anton. Right as Galipei throws a fist, meaning to take Anton off-balance, Anton throws one of his blades to the floor, beside the dead body.

Galipei, baffled, turns to look.

And Anton shoves him inside the open cell. Galipei smacks against the wall, his eyes rolling as his head strikes stone. Without affording a second of recovery, Anton dives for the cell door, throwing it back into place with a fervent click.

Galipei recovers. His expression creases with sudden rage. He has been trapped.

“Hey!”

“Stay there!” Anton barks. He leans down to pick up the fallen dagger. “Fuck!”





CHAPTER 24

August’s camp puts down its roots at the border between Leysa and Pashe, behind the cover of a mountain where the northern pass is the only way in and out.

He observes the effort from the path, his hands behind his back. Rain drenches his hair, welling where his circlet sits before sluicing down his neck, onto his shoulders. Without access to palace carriages, their movement across province lines was slower than usual—but anyway, even if they had access, it is not as though anyone marches into war using carriages. It’s far too conspicuous.

The horses served well enough. He’s lucky most of their animals had been left alone on the security base when Calla ran off with the crown.

“Your Majesty.”

August doesn’t respond to the call immediately. He stares at the sight of his half-made camp behind the mountain, searing the image into the back of his eyes. This is pathetic. For a gasp of a moment, he had possessed the entirety of San-Er.

August turns, nodding at Marra Weisanna. He’s put her in charge of the royal guards, or at least the collection who survived the coup and made it out here. In replacement of Galipei, who was as sullen as a toad when he was waved off with the nobles being escorted to Gaiyu.

“Your sister wishes to speak to you,” Marra says.

“I see,” August replies. “And how long has she been making a fuss to warrant your role as a personal messenger?”

Marra clears her throat. She appears to consider her words very carefully. There have been significant casualties among her extended family, these members of San-Er’s elite forces. August cannot afford to send off more Weisannas as he has sent off Galipei.

But if any of them resist him, he will.

“I thought to take the initiative before she could escalate her ask, Your Majesty,” Marra says. She’s more diplomatic than Galipei is, that’s for certain. “Miss Avia is in the central tent with the councilmembers. Laya has set up your maps there too.”

“All right.” August does not let his resentment show. He turns to follow Marra.

Among August’s advisors who fled San-Er, there was only one who August thought was logical enough to listen to. He also kept around two surviving councilmembers because they still held sway among their generals and made direct promises to support August’s war effort. Councilmember Naov of Pashe offered this former medical clinic as a facility to build around, hence the camp’s location. Councilmember Tishin of Ediso—who had his hand cut off by a Crescent during the first wave of attacks in San-Er—funnels food from his province in exchange for vigilant protection.

“—river for the focus. This should be straightforward provided we devastate Laho.”

Otta sets down a marker when August walks into the tent. Seated around her are Naov and Tishin, both looking exceedingly attentive. Which is absurd, given Otta Avia is not an advisor, nor has she any formal role in August’s war.

“And why,” August says, “would we want to devastate Laho?”

“August,” Otta says. “I was thinking you’d wandered off into the mountains and abandoned your camp.”

August gives her a dull look. In exchange for ridding a council that has always been a pain in his side, he has his new sister. And because he grew up with her, because he knows how impossible Otta Avia already was, it’s inevitable that Sinoa Tuoleimi promises to be a hundred times worse if he isn’t careful.

He nods to the map of Talin hanging from the board. It’s all wrong. Otta has marked arrows in directions he does not care to go.

“I thought,” he says, “I was very clear about our intentions.”

“It was a good plan,” Otta says. “An admirable one. But the Crescents have abandoned their princess earlier than we accounted for. They are holding tightly to the capital. It will be difficult to face them directly.”

August frowns. Are their spies reporting to Otta instead of him? Has there been some instruction lost along the chain of command—have the Weisannas forgotten to pass this sentiment along to him?

“Since when?”

“Since today. The Crescent Societies are blocking qi in the capital.” Otta picks up her red marker again. She draws a big X through San-Er, and August flinches. “We have to adjust. There are provinces that will provide useful resources to begin our reign.”

“I don’t care what resources the provinces are providing,” August says. “We want the capital.”

“Why stick to the same tactics that were only relevant during the war with Sica?” Otta asks airily. “Talin has grown into formidable shape. Taking the capital is not a surefire way to take the kingdom. Just look at how Princess Calla is floundering.”

August has had enough.

“I need the room.”

“Majesty—”

“Give us the room,” August interrupts, his gaze cutting over to Councilmember Naov. “I have to discuss a matter with my sister in private.”

After joining him at the security base, Otta confirmed what he long suspected. Their history never told the real story; the textbooks were oftentimes contradictory on purpose. The war with Sica did not exist; it was a make-believe kingdom the capital invented to explain why Talin looked the way it did, to hide a civil war between the Tuoleimis a hundred years ago.

The two councilmembers exit the tent. Otta waits for their footsteps to fade. Then she crosses her arms.

“Was that necessary?”

“In case you have forgotten,” August replies, “until you are coronated, you answer to me. You do not make the call.”

Otta narrows her eyes. Deep black, not a wisp of color.

“I am not your subject—”

“Yes. All who answer to a king are a subject.” August picks up her marker. He draws a vicious line through Otta’s map. Rejecting everything she has scribbled. “That includes you. Tuoleimi or not.”

His outburst doesn’t scare her. Otta inspects his handiwork. Reaches over to rub off some extra ink that bled onto the board.

“Where is Galipei Weisanna?” she asks. Her tone is casual, but the intent behind the query is anything but. “I didn’t see him on the journey here.”

“He has been relieved from his duties.” August puts the cap back on the marker and slides it into his pocket. Perhaps Otta had not noticed August watching from his window, but he observed her speaking to Galipei while the base waited to disperse. Why ask a question she knows the answer to? “We cannot afford to bring deadweight around with us.”

“I assumed he would have fought to stick around,” Otta muses. “Do anything in his power to convince you otherwise.”

“Galipei understood my wishes.”

“It seems to me that Galipei Weisanna is not the type of guard to sit obediently in Gaiyu.”

“I fail to see how that matters.”

Otta takes a lock of her hair, twirling it around her finger. “Such little time you have spent in power,” she says, “yet how quickly you take to it.”

“I have been preparing for this my whole life.” Long before he was named the crown prince. Perhaps long before he stepped foot in the palace, beginning from his childhood, when he was forced to bear witness to his father’s noble clients cheating and deceiving his business without consequence. Since the moment he could comprehend the life-blood of this kingdom, August has been ready to inject himself at its very top. “Do not provoke me into proving myself.”

“I would never. I understand. I understand more than anyone.”

Otta’s attention drifts off. Wherever she goes in her mind’s eye, she is somewhere August cannot fathom. Some bygone era of the kingdom.

“Otta,” he says, because he refuses to call his half sister Sinoa, regardless of accuracy. “You lost once already. Let’s not forget that.”

“I don’t forget.”

“And therefore”—he gestures to the map—“either I take the lead this time, or we will have a problem.”

“What happened to our alliance?”

“What will you do in lieu of an alliance with me, Otta? Will you join Calla instead?”

He has her cornered. Of course she will not.

“Perhaps—”

“Majesty!” Marra’s harried call booms into the tent before she puts her head through. She makes a quick scan, almost looking relieved to find August present. “There’s a woman approaching the base. Rural dweller.”

“Warn her that this is a private installation,” August says calmly, “and that she is to turn back.”

“We tried.” Marra can’t seem to catch her breath. “She… she pushed us back. With qi.”

Despite their existing friction, August and Otta exchange a glance. It cannot be an attack coming from Calla if it is only one individual. Otta seems to agree with the way her attention darts off, beyond the tent.

“Let me see,” she decides.

Otta strides out from the tent before August contributes a word of approval. He makes to follow.

“I would advise that you stay back, Your Majesty,” Marra urges.

“I’ll stay back,” August returns. He doesn’t need to wander far from the tent. He has a fine view of the path—as well as the woman walking forward, passing the five Weisannas she’s tossed aside, all groaning and rendered incapacitated.

This kingdom has transformed before August’s very nose. Despite his years and years of planning, he went out of commission for a few weeks, and suddenly Talin doesn’t recognize him anymore.

“Right there is fine, please,” Otta says from the end of the path. The woman has not tried to attack Otta yet. She is short, her hair cropped at her neck, her sallow appearance indicating middle age. An unfamiliar face. Nothing of her clothes or the color of her eyes speaks to her identity. But the sort of power necessary to attack Weisannas could not belong to an ordinary rural dweller. This tangible use of qi is not natural outside those who have been experimenting with sigils, and as far as August is aware, only insurgent groups have gotten their hands on such defenses.

He takes a step forward. Marra hisses under her breath and puts her arm out.

“Stand down,” August says.

“Your Majesty—”

“Stand down,” August repeats.

The Weisanna lets him go. It is possible he has taken Galipei for granted all these years. There is a fine line between being his protective detail and being domineering. Hard as it is to point out the minute shift between the two, Galipei never annoyed him like this.

August is not the only one moving toward the commotion. The Weisannas have not warned off the two councilmembers. From different directions, they inch closer on the path. The woman, meanwhile, has stopped where she is, her hands shrugged into her pockets.

“Wasn’t that easy?” Otta continues. “Would you like to identify yourself next?”

“If you were as powerful as you’d like to believe,” the woman bellows, and her voice is so loud that August is taken for genuine surprise, his stomach dropping from underneath him, “you’d already know.”

This does not sit well with Otta. The clouds darken overhead. Otta cannot control this rain—else she certainly would have put a stop to it rather than let her shoes squelch the entire journey up from Eigi—but she can add to it. August has noticed this. He has refrained from pointing it out, because he does not want her to try on purpose.

“Forgive me,” Otta trills. “There have been so many names to remember since I entered this new world.”

August’s eyes swivel quickly to the councilmembers. They can hear her. As can all the guards who are inching toward the scene, preparing for a fight. Watch it, he wants to warn Otta, but then the woman scoffs.

“I didn’t like you much in your last life either.”

The woman shoves Otta from the other end of the path. Despite Otta’s bravado, all that confidence built off the battle they won at the base, she goes flying. Otta gasps, landing on her back with a bone-shattering sound. She rolls herself over and recovers within seconds of the hit, unlike the prone Weisannas, but she is visibly pale.

August’s attention snaps back to the woman. She continues forward. His throat dries while merely watching her.

“That was a warning to prove I can answer to my threats. I am the god of abundant soil. I have taken over Pashe and won the people’s approval, and now you are encroaching on my territory. Take your leave or pay the price otherwise.”

The camp falls silent. August takes a step toward her. She must sense it instantly, because her steely-gray eyes whip to him.

“For a hundred years, we have had to live as pathetic mortals,” she says, and it’s to August, each word aimed in his direction. “Your palace erased our existence. The people were made afraid to worship. We could not prove ourselves while heavenly qi was sucked dry from the world, and so we took on lives incongruent to our very being.” The woman lifts her arms. Across the camp, the soil trembles: lightly, initially, as though there is an earthquake underfoot, before entire sectors detach and shoot up. August rears to his left, narrowly missing a chunk that would have taken off his arm.

“Wait,” August says.

“There is an army in Pashe under my command,” Councilmember Naov shouts, striding forward in interruption, “and you will—”

“SILENCE!”

The god maneuvers a shard of earth. It flattens Councilmember Naov where he stands. August jolts—his body reacts in fright before his mind has comprehended the quickness of the kill. Crimson blood spreads in the grass with slow, languid expansion.

August has killed countless people himself. He has cut throats, thrown bodies off buildings.

Never has he thought to pulverize someone, nor with such ease. The god lowers her hand. Otta gets back on her feet.

“Otta, wait,” August calls, and his voice feels horribly faraway even to his own ear. “Otta. Don’t—”

His sister seizes the qi floating along the path, taking over a section of the god’s weapons. She turns the shards of earth, pivoting their sharp ends to be facing the god instead, but quicker than she can launch them, the god is reverting them with a smile on her face, hardly bothering to raise her hand.

Otta fires forth what she can manage. Under normal circumstances, the attack would have been debilitating. It would have ripped through her opponent. At the very least, it would have broken a few bones, tossed a victim back by several fields.

Instead, the soil scatters before any of it can meet its target, showering at the god’s feet in an orderly line.

“In kindness, I offered a warning,” the god says, “but I must defend my land now.”

“Wait!” August shouts. It is here that he finally runs toward the battle. He cedes his dignity as the would-be king, relinquishes the sort of behavior he’s spent his whole life perfecting in an effort to appear superior among other nobles. When he reaches Otta, he skids onto his knees beside her, his arms splayed.

“I beg you: don’t,” he says. “I have a proposal. Please, wait.”

Slowly, the god looks down over her nose at him, her brow arching.

“Is that right?”

“I apologize for this… confusion,” August says. “Forgive us. We got started on the wrong foot.”

“August—”

August shoots Otta a dangerous glare, commanding that she stay quiet. He turns back to the god.

“How are we to address you?”

“Gods do not have names,” she says plainly. “But this mortal form came named Seefin. You may address me as such.”

“Seefin, thank you.” He ignores Otta’s scoff. “We can come to an agreement. My camp was not aware that we were intruding by setting up in Pashe.” Councilmember Naov is dead, in any case, so he’s lost the advantage of operating in a province where they might have had an army at their disposal. “I recognize your claim on the province. But Talin is struggling to hold itself up as a kingdom while Calla Tuoleimi occupies the capital. Spare us. When she is defeated and I return to San-Er, Pashe is yours.”

Otta does not like the proposal at all. She starts to rise, wanting to argue with August directly, and August, though he has never attempted this before, draws on the excess qi in the air. The pool of blood from Naov is growing larger and larger; August scoops from it, flicks it Otta’s way. He didn’t mean to do much. He has not enacted a sigil, has not concentrated his qi to achieve anything more than a light tap on her forehead. But Otta understands the warning. The way their father used to flick her temple if she was misbehaving, her last spoiled demand of the palace staff going too far.

“Interesting proposal,” Seefin says. “But I fail to see what I get out of it. Pashe is mine whether I kill you now, or spare you and am granted with it later.”

“Because after I take the throne, there will be nothing more in your way,” August replies evenly. “Else you kill us, then Calla Tuoleimi and Anton Makusa remain two mortal thorns in your side. Do you think they will respect your claim? They will challenge you until they have every piece of the kingdom.”

Seefin seems to be considering the matter. More than that—acknowledging it. She agrees with August’s evaluation of what would come following this minor victory.

“You know who she is,” August adds, to drive it all home. “Calla Tuoleimi. Who she used to be.”

It is a gamble. In truth, August has no clue who the fuck Calla is. But he pays attention—he has observed the discomfort in Otta’s eyes when she’s faced with this question. She’s nothing more than a false god now.

There are only so many options that warrant such a response.

“I will accept this agreement,” Seefin decides. “No need to find me. I can sense wherever you go on my soil.”

She turns to leave. August scrambles upright. His knees are caked with mud.

“If I may ask…,” he calls after her, “why?”

He should be weeping to the skies in gratitude that his camp was not obliterated. That he has reached an accord at all when, otherwise, this proof that the old gods are real, that the old gods walk the earth, should be such a world-shaking revelation that August ought to abandon his war and accept that there are greater powers who can take the kingdom from him as easily as candy from a child.

“Why?” Seefin echoes, halting in her step.

“You incapacitated us with ease. I imagine you can do the same across the kingdom. Why stop there?”

Seefin almost appears amused. “I have lived in Pashe for many years, so it is mine, and I shall defend it. I do not care to conquer the land beyond. I would have to fight with others of my kind. Do you think I am the only one from the heavens to regain my power?”

The cold sweat that had been gracing August’s back is prickling into ice. This is far greater in scope than he’d imagined.

“Why?” he asks again, quieter. “Forgive me for such ignorance. The rulers who came before me have wiped everything from us. Why does Pashe matter to you?”

“Why shouldn’t it? It is all I have left. Once, I was responsible for all abundant soil. I was the living, breathing soul of mortal society.” Her eyes flash when she looks skyward, into the dark clouds. “I rule it no longer. And so I take a fraction. I make my peace.”

“I offer my gratitude to you.” August takes a shallow breath. “But I don’t understand. If you returned to the heavens, there must be endless worship for you. Why choose to be a mortal ruler over an old god?”

This time, Seefin finds nothing amusing about his ask. She shakes her head. “So you don’t know who your Calla Tuoleimi is, after all.”

August’s heart lurches to his throat. He has misstepped. Given away his ploy.

“I do not.”

“Then you should ask your royal sister.” Seefin points, as though there might be any doubt who she is talking about. Not only Otta Avia, but the queen who almost ruled Talin. “Those two together tainted the heavens.”

Otta grits her teeth, rising. “Do not blame me for—”

“Your power returned,” August says, cutting in. “But you did not.”

“We cannot.” Even as Seefin walks away, her voice is loud, all-encompassing across the camp. “The heavens are empty. They have been empty since we left. And they will continue to sit empty, because our king died on earth as a mortal body. None of us can go back.”





CHAPTER 25

There’s a racket coming from elsewhere in the palace, but Calla’s focus is getting Chami to the infirmary.

“But what if—”

“She’ll be okay,” Calla interrupts, lest Yilas descends into a nervous attack for the fifth time. The moment Chami put her opponent out of action, she dropped into a dead faint too. Though Yilas wanted to wait until Chami roused, the Crescents started to arrive soon after, and Calla needed to get her friends out of there.

The Crescents had not seen what Chami did—they could only surmise that there had been a heretic who came in through the wall and tore these buildings, crushed the residents before they’d had a chance to realize their home was collapsing on them. They needed to keep it that way. Before any of them could begin to ask Calla for her recount, she’d looped her arms around Chami and picked her up, bidding Yilas to hurry up and follow.

San-Er had never appeared as empty as it was on their trek back to the Palace of Union. It possessed the first sign of desolation that Calla had seen in Lankil’s ghost city. The lights weak and the conversations muffled. The people, huddling scared, waiting for the alarms to turn off.

Calla and Yilas burst into the palace infirmary, scaring the medic on duty. Chami’s pulse is weak beneath her paper-thin skin. When Calla sets Chami on one of the beds, Chami stirs a fraction, though her eyes don’t open.

“I think it’s exhaustion,” Calla tells the palace medic. “But check her vitals. Just in case.”

Yilas pinches Calla’s arm silently, warning Calla to keep an eye on the medic while he works on Chami. Calla pinches her back without looking, conveying, Of course. They cannot speak about what happened. They cannot acknowledge it, or else—

Calla steers Yilas away, into a chair in the corner. The infirmary is kept dark. Its bulbs imitate candlelight, a soft glow cast up the plain walls. Calla almost can’t tell the difference between Yilas’s barely suppressed sniffles and her own frantic internal noise. The wet ground of her immeasurable secrets is starting to come loose.

“Why is this happening?” Yilas whispers while the medic works.

“I’m afraid the only one who can answer that is Chami,” Calla says, leaning against the wall. “And whatever it is, it happened long ago, unbeknownst to us. We’re just riding out the aftershocks.” Chami was not invaded when she saved Yilas—her eyes were as pink as they have always been. The old gods can only wake if they were put to sleep. They can only walk the mortal realm if they had already fallen upon it.

“She’s going to be fine, Yilas,” Calla promises. Reassurance does not come easily to her, but she tries. She has to try. “She’ll explain it all when she wakes. Whatever qi attack she managed, it was no small feat. She tired herself out, but she will recover.”

Yilas goes quiet. Her hands grasp her knees. Her shoulders hunch small.

The medic has stopped bustling around Chami. He’s crouched at her side, his finger on her pulse, counting the old-fashioned way. If his indifferent expression is anything to go by, Chami’s vitals are normal.

“You should have finished the job.”

Yilas isn’t looking at Calla when she says it. She’s staring at her hands, her fists opening and closing. At first, Calla isn’t even sure if Yilas is speaking to her.

But Calla knows exactly what Yilas is talking about. When did she start relying on her two former attendants, after all? When did she become an outlaw in the kingdom she was set to inherit?

“I couldn’t,” Calla whispers.

“It should have been that night,” Yilas returns. “The moment you committed your massacre in the Palace of Heavens, you should have gone into Earth and finished the job. Why didn’t you?”

It is a fair question. It is a decision that does not make sense to anyone other than Calla.

“They were looking for me already.”

“You could have jumped. And then we wouldn’t have any of this—the kingdom in turmoil, the heretics in San-Er. Matiyu is in the hospital, Calla. Someone attacked him. If it didn’t happen today, it would have happened the next day. Everything that is happening now is happening as a result of what you started. Why didn’t you finish it?”

One of the lights flickers, then dies. Somewhere nearby, footsteps echo into the wing.

“Yilas,” she says, “you know I don’t jump.”

But Yilas, clearly, cannot imagine why. Cannot fathom that this body isn’t hers. That she is an unknowable entity who sprang forth from Rincun. That Calla Tuoleimi, in those five years she’d been in hiding under King Kasa’s nose, had been more afraid of losing this body of hers than anything else.

“Look at what’s happening around us anyway,” Calla goes on. “If I had succeeded in killing Kasa that night, it would have sped us forward to this outcome. Would we have August inherit the throne?”

“Why not?” Yilas asks. “I mean it, Calla. I understand your war against him while it is you or him. Either he rules and you fall, or you rule and he falls.” She swallows hard. “But back then, how was he going to be any worse?”

The footsteps are coming closer. It isn’t just someone hurrying through the wing—they’re heading straight for the infirmary.

“Because I want better than not as bad for the kingdom,” Calla hisses. “I was wrong. I’ve been wrong every step of the way. I thought myself some savior, hand-selecting August as a replacement and giving him supreme power because he cares about keeping the people fed. That’s not enough. What about letting Rincun speak its own language?”

Yilas slumps in her seat.

Calla sighs. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.” She scrubs her brow. Clears her throat so that her voice is level again. “I know the side we’ve put up isn’t perfect. But we have one chance to pivot away from how things are, and that’s by defeating August. Otherwise, nothing changes in Talin. The provinces funnel everything toward San-Er, and San-Er stays shrouded in darkness. We will be miserable forever.”

Yilas looks up. Tears bead at her eyes, threatening to fall.

“Calla,” she says quietly, “we’re not so miserable.”

“I was.”

It slips out before she can help it. Perhaps Yilas will understand it superficially, that Calla could not spend a day longer in the twin cities. The capital where civilians live one on top of another, where shelters use cages instead of beds, where there was not one empty gap left in San until they expanded the wall.

Or perhaps, finally, Yilas is perceiving what Calla has kept secret. This body that belongs to a war from another time. This power, this bloodline, entirely stolen. The only ownership Calla can claim over anything is this crown, plucked from the cold, taken away from the borderlands before it could land in Otta Avia’s hands.

“Calla?” Yilas asks.

“I’ve felt it here my whole life.” Calla jabs a finger to her chest, right beneath her heart. “This endless longing. From one goal to the next. It brought me into this life. It fueled my days in the dark, plotting Kasa’s death. Now, it’s fixated on this war. On what we could do once August is out of the way. I don’t think I’d survive if I ignore what it calls for.”

Yilas’s mouth opens and closes. She does not know what to say. Neither does Calla, beyond that. She cannot define this sickness. But she’s always needed more.

“What’s wrong?”

Bibi’s voice booms into the infirmary suddenly. Yilas yelps out loud. Calla straightens off the wall, her eyes focusing on Anton’s sister hovering at the entryway.

“Nothing,” Calla says. “Chami fainted at home. I thought the palace had better facilities than the hospital.”

Bibi steps in. Observes the medic, who nods before returning to his task.

“You’d be right,” Bibi says. “The Crescents are scaring off the doctors at the hospitals. Major shortages.” She turns her gaze to Chami. “She doesn’t look so good.”

Yilas sniffs. “We’re aware.”

“No, I mean her qi is…” Bibi gestures with her hands. “Mangled.”

Calla tilts her head. There’s something about Bibi’s tone that gives her pause. The nobles in the palace have been known to make such remarks too—that jumping would water down their qi and weaken their energy—but this isn’t that. It is a surety, not a taunt.

“You can see her qi?” Calla asks outright.

“I can see everyone’s qi,” Bibi replies. “She’s got whole chunks taken out of her, but don’t worry. It looks like the holes are already closing. She’s healing.”

Calla blinks. Yilas shifts in the chair, hiding her frown. She clearly does not believe Bibi, taking the comment to be that of a rural dweller’s ravings, but Calla isn’t so sure.

“Bibi,” Calla says, “why can you see that?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Bibi asks.

“Other people cannot.”

“Other people should not.”

This conversation is going in circles. Calla turns to Yilas and says, “Can you stay put and keep an eye on Chami?”

“Of course,” Yilas replies.

Without giving Bibi the option to protest, Calla walks toward her and takes her arm, steering her out of the infirmary. Bibi makes a noise of surprise, but otherwise matches Calla’s pace, going where Calla takes her.

The cold window at the end of the hallway. Gray daylight, streaming through the glass welded to its pane. Calla deposits Bibi right in front of it, and only then does she demand, “What do you mean? Why are you unique in seeing qi?”

Bibi scratches her forehead. “We’re still talking about this? It’s because I’m a Makusa. Anton is good at jumping. I can see qi. Our father said our bloodline is special.”

“What was he capable of doing?” Calla asks.

Bibi considers the question. “Come to think of it, I’m not sure.”

Calla is beginning to understand.

“Bibi, look me in the eyes,” she says.

Bibi’s lip twitches. She’s confused, but she follows orders. Her black irises are steady. “Are we going to kiss?”

The light changes through the window, strengthening behind a thick storm cloud. A flicker of yellow, from behind Bibi’s eyes. Barely perceptible before it disappears. Calla tries to pull, and it is not the same as pulling from Anton, but it is there all the same.

“I have to go,” Calla says.

“Don’t tell Anton I just propositioned you!”

The palace is empty when Calla rushes through the north wing. No movement overhead, no voices below her feet. Peeling wallpaper adorned with bluebell flowers and birds with red beaks, the corners left contaminated with ash where the servants could not quite scrub it clean without taking down the wallpaper entirely. Cornices holding up the ceiling with angry black marks across their diagonal whorls. No matter how much Joselie mops the floorboards, the palace requires a proper renovation before it can be restored.

Calla stops in the north atrium. She tilts her head up. The mural of the pantheon has been here for as long as she can remember, since her first delegation visit to the Palace of Earth. When she needed an attendant holding her little hand to get around.

It is a beautiful mural. San-Er may have disowned its old gods, but it couldn’t yield up its treasures. Its rulers were prideful enough to unravel the Palace of Earth from the provinces and put it back together in their new epicenter.

“Calla, I was just coming to find you.”

Anton stops beside her. She pulls her gaze down from the mural. He has blood on his forehead. A rip torn through his jacket sleeve.

“The cells—”

“Wait,” Calla interrupts, grabbing his hand. “Not here.”

They’re already close to their designated quarters, and Calla guides Anton along quickly, glancing over her shoulder. She hurries them through the bedroom, shutting the door.

Anton swivels around. Heavens, his eyes.

All this talk about old gods and qi, and one of Calla’s only friends had been hiding the answers from her. This kingdom continues to layer lies upon lies, their history rewritten again and again until the original script cannot be understood by anyone save the scribes. Chami has the ability to grievously injure an opponent without a crown on her head. Chami possesses power delegated far past mortals. Has Chami always known about Calla, then? Sensed her imposter nature emanating off her from the moment she was assigned as her attendant—

“I locked Galipei in the cells,” Anton says in a rush. “He ambushed me.”

Calla cannot rid herself of this fog clinging to her thoughts. Confusion and conviction alike. “How did he get into the palace?”

“It’s not exactly well guarded at the moment, Princess. He still has the keys to every door.”

And the mayhem at the wall. What was the point—a mere distraction? Send in a god, devastate the civilians until the Crescents are drawn away, skirt into the palace to kill Anton?

Why was Chami there?

“You’re lucky you got away,” Calla says. “Galipei isn’t forgiving in a fight.”

Anton pulls up the leg of his trousers. There’s blood smeared around his ankle, forming the shape of a handprint.

“He wasn’t trying to kill me. He was trying to get a sigil onto me.”

Calla slinks closer. She grabs Anton’s leg, and a violent shudder seizes her lungs. Inhale. Exhale. A pulse starts in her palms.

“Calla?” Anton asks.

She wants to shove her hands beneath his clothes, dig underneath his skin. Root around his chest, pry open each rib. Peer behind his eyes, slot herself inside, take him hostage until she has understood what is going on here.

Anton shifts. He’s trying to draw away, bewildered by her reaction.

“Wait,” Calla commands. Her gaze snaps up, locking with Anton’s eyes, Anton’s qi. “I need you to do something for me.”

“This is rather concerning—”

Calla rises to her full height and presses up against him. Her whole body trembles with the absorption. The tips of her fingers to the innermost creases of her organs.

“Swap with me,” she breathes. “Come inside me. Let me come inside you.”

“Calla—”

She grabs the back of his head, pulling his lips onto hers. Unfettered qi bursts to fill the seams, as though they are the heavens and the earth, melding with perfect proximity before mortal life can breathe in between. Anton loosens after a moment, his resistance quieting and his hands rising to thread into her hair, pulling just below the metal band of her crown. His tongue swipes under hers: a question, an ask of entrance. Before Anton can make the first attempt, Calla plunges in. She doesn’t know how much of her qi changes with the crown, doesn’t perceive any flash of light through her half-lidded eyes. For a second, she hasn’t any clue what has changed. Except:

Power. So much power lurking in her core, swimming to the surface.

Calla gasps, hurtling back. Her return to her own body is abrupt. Vigorous enough that she stumbles two steps, the underside of her knees striking the bed frame. When her vision focuses again, Anton appears equally unsettled, his hands gripping the desk behind him. His eyes have lit aflame.

“Again,” Calla gasps.

Anton marches toward her this time. His hands grasp her shoulders, and she’s fallen back, her head on the bedsheets, her head humming with the light that has entered the room. His mouth lands on her throat; Calla shoves up. She is Calla; she’s looking at Calla. Her fingers rip into shirt buttons, press into skin. She moves in, she moves out, she follows whichever path of qi Anton leaves behind for her, tearing off her jacket, her trousers, consuming all that is before her, skin to skin to skin. Her teeth bite down on his shoulder—they swap once more. His head cranes back—no—wait. Fuck. That had been her. She can’t keep track of who she is, where she’s taking possession.

She knows for certain she’s the one in control when Anton enters. That the sight of her eyes widening, her lips parting in a gasp, does not match with her image of herself. It’s not him pushing; it is her. It’s not him dropping his forehead down on her shoulder; it is her, surging with power that begs to escape.

The kingdom keeps its rules for a reason. Though one may jump, it is only possible to invade occupants within eyesight and ten feet of distance. Anything more requires sacrifice. Though one may jump, it is dangerous to merge qi. Endless around and around and around causes two to forget they are not one. Hallucinations, hearing voices, losing their minds. That is what San-Er has always taught their children.

“Where are you?” Anton murmurs.

“Don’t resist,” Calla answers.

Light, in the room. She can’t identify where it’s coming from. Whether it is pressing up against the windows from outside, whether it is something inside scorching into visibility instead.

Anton does not resist. He must tire because it is no longer his path that she is following—Calla steers him where she wants, colliding with him when she enters. Slower, slower he becomes each time before he loses consciousness inside her invasion. His thoughts bleed over; his memories, his loyalty, his coveting. The house in Kelitu, and his parents laughing. Salt air blowing in through the window, the sun rising over the beach. Each color at its brightest green, red, yellow, blue…

Calla slams back into herself. Her body seizes—it has reached its limit, it cannot absorb any more. The air disappears from the room. Her eyes go dark. And Anton, his hands on her hips, thrums to his peak.

The air returns. They’re gasping in their own bodies when Anton collapses, his nose at her collarbone. Calla wraps her arms around him, gaining sensation slowly, gaining her sense of space and time and reality bit by bit by bit.

Her head continues spinning. But this is what she wanted confirmed. This is what she sought. Her crown rings with a faint tinny sound.

Anton shifts, lifting onto his elbow. He opens his eyes, and Calla can’t parse any light behind them anymore because everything she sees has a faint golden sheen. Their tryst was a harvest, and her body is full.

“What… was that?” Anton manages.

Calla rises slightly too. Her hand brushes his temple, where a lock of his dark hair has fallen into his face.

“Anton,” she says. “Your father was a god.”





CHAPTER 26

Venus is escorted from her rooms with little commotion.

With no commotion, as a matter of fact. She flinches at the overhead lights, her eyes stinging. Her rooms were left dark. Curtains pulled, the doors locked from inside until she could identify her visitor. It was at her request, in case the Crescents came looking for her again.

“Come on, girl,” Joselie urges. The servant grabs Venus’s arm. “It’s not like the palace is a good place to linger.”

“I don’t want to go,” Venus protests. When she sleeps, she sees the man. Wanting to carve out her heart. Wanting to sap her of qi. When she is awake, her memory reaches even further. The carriage, overturned. Councilmember Rehanou, his insides strewn out from the hole in his torso, a crescent moon carved into his chest.

Venus has run from one nightmare into another. Criminals and Crescents and every sin she has committed by proxy of inheriting this councilmember title. Being locked in the north wing of the palace was the first moment she had caught her breath since her father dropped dead. Really, this all goes back to him. Venus wishes she could speak to him. She would finally raise her voice in argument.

“There are no Crescents beyond the wall,” Joselie says. “I thought you would welcome the distance.”

In Venus’s silence, the old woman hastens her pace, walking them through the north wing. A group of attendants is waiting in the atrium, armed with luggage bags and hard cases that look as though they contain kitchenware. Venus scans through the faces in frantic search for the man who attacked her, but all five appear to be feminine bodies. Which doesn’t negate the possibility of undercover Crescents, but Venus sees no tattoos either. What is the likelihood that the man jumped in? Taking the first opportunity to ambush her again…

“I picked everyone myself,” Joselie says, reading her mind. “You are in respectable company.”

Venus manages a small nod. As soon as Joselie continues walking, the attendants collect their bags and fall into step. They proceed through the turnstiles at the main entrance, then into the hazy rain, the quiet city.

“You will leave through the east, where there is a carriage waiting and a volunteer driver,” Joselie says.

“Are they going to run after me if they see me?” Venus asks, her voice hoarse. She imagines being sighted by the guard force at the gate. Sprinting for her life, screaming until her throat is raw.

“The Crescents?” Joselie asks, scoffing. “They don’t care if you’re leaving the twin cities, Councilmember. They only care about the threat you pose within it.”

Venus’s breath is coming fast. She tips her head up, and her throat is tight. A yellow glow is dancing where she walks, where she looks, but it would appear that no one else can see it, unless the old woman and her attendants are ignoring it on purpose. When Venus was hiding in the corner of those quarters like some beaten stray animal and Joselie entered to set down food, she only introduced herself, saying that she was nearby if Venus needed her. Maybe it’s palace training. Unreasonable politeness, to the point of pretending not to see unnatural qi.

“We have weapons, by the way.” One of the attendants pats the hard case that Venus had assumed was kitchenware.

They skirt by a sleeping body at the mouth of the alley. The stores have closed. One of the doors has a sign hanging on it, reading CLOSED UNTIL THE BANKS REOPEN. I CAN’T DO BUSINESS WITHOUT MY MONEY!!!

“You’ll want to go to the palace in the mountains first,” Joselie instructs. “The path was marked when the Weisannas made their journey, so you only need to follow the yellow pins. Clear the place of valuables and take the excuse of delivering them to West Capital’s yamen. There, you may ask for a peace treaty. A free Rincun in exchange for their continued export into San-Er.”

Venus can barely open her eyes when they reach the wider thoroughfare. The attendants flank her sides. The people of San-Er stare quietly, pausing in their conversation, their business. It feels as though the whole of the twin cities is watching her, judging her for the light emitting from her body. She sees the crescents painted over the shop walls. The crescents drawn over the doors into restaurants and acupuncture studios. Venus wants to hide. She wants to return to her rooms.

“I can only escort you to the wall,” Joselie remarks. “Her Majesty’s cat needs feeding in the palace, and my bones are creaky. But I was told you have made the trip to Rincun multiple times, so it shouldn’t be a problem. Do you need a map?”

Venus flexes her hand. A spasm darts from her elbow to her fingertips. The last time she made the trip to Rincun, it was on horseback to shut down the province. They’re sending her out again, though she already proved incompetent in managing the world out there. Who would listen to Venus Hailira? Who is Venus Hailira—why has she been afforded this milk and honey?

Her foot snags on the path. One of the attendants hurries to grab her elbow, helping her forward and preventing a fall. San-Er whispers to her in apology. Though Venus tries to ignore it, she’s gotten the city started now, and it continues hissing, indecipherable like some rural dialect pressed right to her ear. Her neck itches. Her skin is molting right off. Venus makes up her mind.

“I know the way,” she says.



The rain in Pashe has stopped.

His scouts reported movement on the Apian Routes. One carriage, heading north, holding Rincun’s councilmember. August expected some response from San-Er in the form of Calla’s exit, so the news bemused him. No matter. Whatever Calla and Anton have up their sleeve, it won’t stay under wraps for long.

August focuses his attention on what they can get out of Pashe. He hoped there would be palace soldiers to recruit despite Councilmember Naov’s death, but the barracks before him sit empty. Empty beds, the stables cleared and the horses taken, each trough overfilling with rainwater.

August sighs. Palace soldiers require maintenance. They will not wait for vague promises of food arriving within the next week—maybe a fortnight if the couriers on their wooden wagons aren’t paid quickly enough. They will abandon their posts at the first sign of strife. He should have known Naov was talking out of his ass. Pashe is usually a stronghold for produce. With the rain, the crops wilted early, and they can’t make do with drinking rainwater for the wet months to come. Soldiers leave; villagers pack up and relocate to their hardier neighboring provinces.

August exits the barracks and lifts his palm to the skies. Now there’s not even a rogue droplet. He has to imagine this is Seefin’s work.

“It’s not so impressive,” Otta declares when he walks toward her, his hand still held out. She is the only one who dismounted—the Weisannas remain alert atop their horses, readying to leave. As soon as they approached the barracks, the lack of greeting made it evident the place was deserted, but August wanted to ensure he wasn’t missing anything.

“No?” August asks. He drops his hand. “Are you capable of stopping this rain with a thought?”

Otta frowns. She clambers back onto her horse. “I need to speak to you.”

“Later.”

August signals for his guards to go ahead. Clear the path back to their base, where they will continue their march up to the Jinzi River.

“Now,” Otta hisses. When August climbs astride his saddle, she does not take his hint. She hurries to steer to his side, her horse whinnying in protest. “You cannot negotiate with a god. You will lose.”

Two Weisannas glance over. Their arms tense, readying to step in. August signals that they can take some distance. Outside of hearing range.

“Otta,” August says, “did you see what she did to Naov?”

“She took us by surprise. You maneuvered correctly in that moment while we were at risk, I understand. But we must pivot once we have what we need—”

“We will march north,” August interrupts. “We will reach an agreement with each province along the way to close their routes south. We will set up a temporary capital in Actia to control the provinces, and then we will starve San-Er until we can take it back.”

Otta frowns. Her cheeks carve hollow, her jaw clenching. She still looks exactly as she did when she was sleeping. Porcelain-clear skin, a countenance that would lead one to believe she could shatter upon a light tap. No wonder Anton tried so hard to keep her alive. He must have thought he was preserving the kingdom’s salvation.

“You must understand,” Otta says after a beat, “that if you allow a god to have any piece of Talin, there will be nothing left for us at the end. Offer a piece, and they will bite your hand clean.”

“We have no choice.”

“We do. You didn’t let me try.” Otta clicks her fingers at one of the Weisannas. “You. Come here.”

“Are we leaving?” he calls back.

“I said, come here.”

The Weisanna dismounts. He strides toward Otta, then stops before her.

Otta pulls out a blade.

“Otta,” August warns.

“Relax.” She slices through her own palm. Blood blooms bright red down her fingers, dripping beads to the ground. The Weisanna does not want to step closer, does not want to come within reach. But he shuffles toward Otta when she gestures, because he will not refuse instructions. Otta takes his arm and begins to draw.

She makes two horizontal lines, then a longer, vertical line coming off the second. With a flourish, she adds two slanted lines to either side of the vertical axis.

“Otta…”

The Weisanna’s eyes roll back into his head. August braces, his grip tightening on his reins.

“Otta!”

“At attention.”

The Weisanna stands alert. His silver irises are gone, rolled all the way back inside his head. Angry red veins bulge against his eyeballs.

Otta says, “Walk to the left three paces.”

Exactly as instructed, the Weisanna turns, and walks three paces to the left.

August thought he wanted his sister woken. He thought he could bear the cost of her knowledge and her strangeness. But for the first time since he made such a decision, August wonders if he would have been better off leaving her for dead. Tracing it back a thousand steps, he should have had Anton Makusa killed years ago, and then Otta Avia would have disappeared with him.

“What is this?” he asks.

“The Avia bloodline is nothing special, August,” Otta says. “It’s stronger than most, which I’m sure you take pride in, but leading among mortals has its limits. Against the Weisannas, for example. I should have taken more qi before I tried anything back then.”

August narrows his eyes. She speaks about her attempt at robbing the vaults. Back when Otta and Anton were going to venture out into the provinces on their own, taking as much money as they could before the palace soldiers came after them. Back when they got caught, and Otta failed to invade the Weisannas.

“You are still an Avia,” he says. “What has changed?”

“There’s more qi surging through the earth. Enough to wake everyone. Enough to mess with our war.” Otta clicks her fingers, and the Weisanna jolts. His eyes snap back to normal, his silver color severe in the gray day. He splutters for breath.

The Weisanna has returned to himself, yet he dares not ask what happened. Otta takes her reins.

“No more agreements,” she says. “There are not enough pieces to go around.”

August gestures for the Weisanna to return to his horse. Rain from the previous hour is still caught in his sleeves, and it trickles onto his saddle with the motion. The Weisanna hurries off.

“We can try this your way,” August relents.

Otta whistles a long note. She’s grinning as she rides off. “So much to discuss.”





CHAPTER 27

A god?” Anton repeats. He doesn’t understand. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Exactly that,” Calla replies.

She moves briskly as she fetches her shirt and pulls it on, then tugs her long sleeves straight. Calla doesn’t much look like herself these days. It has taken Anton some time to put his finger on it, because her physical appearance remains the same. The way she walks, the way she tilts her head to prompt an answer. Her habit of biting her thumbnail if she doesn’t catch herself before raising her hand to her mouth. All that remains.

It is, Anton decides, something about the clarity in her eyes that has shifted. When she believed him responsible for plotting a hit on Eno, she’d stormed through his door, each step leaving the sear of a chemical burn. Her presence in the apartment plummeted the temperature. Her touch on the walls burned silver; her grip on his neck threatened to sink through muscle, through sinew, into bone.

“No, Calla, you need to explain further than that.” Anton hurries for his clothes too. He is off-kilter. His foot misses the leg of his trousers. “What did you see?”

He had caught flashes of her in return. Merging qi opens a two-way street, and if she went digging through his very sense of self, then he was left adrift in the wide expanse that makes up her distant memories. The fields of Rincun, the cold mountains. The borderlands—why would Calla have been in the borderlands as a child?

“It wasn’t just your memories,” she says, pulling on her shoes. “It was you. Your qi that is so much more potent than everyone else’s. Do you know that I can pull power from you, Anton?”

She looks over to him. He is rooted where he stands.

Since Calla took that crown, there has been distance in her gaze. A murkiness while she’s lost to her thoughts, never fully disappearing even when she blinks and pulls herself back into the moment.

There was a time before Anton’s exile when August got an eye infection that took him out of school for a week. The infirmary forbade him from walking around lest he infect others, but Anton slipped into August’s rooms nonetheless, bored once his work was done, wanting accompaniment. August, because he was August, showed no distress. It hadn’t even looked like he was sick, short of the way his left eye would film over lightly.

Either Calla is not as skilled at hiding her affliction, or hers runs too deep to try.

“Is that what this was?” Anton asks. He lifts his hand. Scrunches. Tries to envision jumping, and a low, leaden alarm bell knells from his chest.

“The crown demands sacrifice,” Calla says. She turns away and shrugs on her jacket. “In case you forgot, you were the one who told me to take it—”

“I was the one who asked you to consider that a coup was our last resort,” Anton corrects. “That there was no option in which August ruled and we quietly slithered off into exile. I didn’t offer myself up as a sacrifice to your crown. I didn’t put myself forth as—”

“You didn’t, yes.” Calla spins around. “You were born into my path. You were born put forth.”

Anton wants to claim he hardly recognizes Calla anymore. But that prompts a new fear: the question of whether he’s ever perceived her as she is, whether there has invariably been some veneer or another shielded over his eyes. The Calla before him now could be the same as she’s always been. Perhaps he has only never looked properly.

“Stop,” he breathes. “My father was not a god.”

“Anton.”

“He was an aristocrat born into the Palace of Earth,” Anton insists. “The Makusas are old. We can trace our family line back before the war.”

“The man you called your father was not the same man he was born as,” Calla snaps. “He was invaded. By the time you were conceived, your father possessed great qi that he could not fully access in mortal form. But you inherited some. And with the divine crown’s return, heavenly qi rushes to earth. The old gods awaken, and a part of you does too.”

A nerve twinges in Anton’s knee. He steps forward and almost collapses onto the rug. This war was his machination. He blew the first breath of life into the coup, knowing it would descend into madness, yet he never would have imagined these circumstances for their game board. He has never had his hand over the queen piece. He barely knows where the borders of their battle are anymore.

“You are pulling something out of a children’s storybook.”

“I witnessed a man detonate every building at San’s wall.” Calla gestures out. In the direction of the window and its gray clouds. “Then Chami, someone I have known since childhood, someone who spent years in the palace as the most ordinary attendant, killed him with a gesture. These are all storybook events. There are gods in our war, and there are gods in our kingdom. Long before I’d even left Rincun, this entire storybook had started, and it does us no good to deny it.”

Anton is lost for words. Where is any of this coming from? His memories? Over the roar in his ears, he can only stagger, and then he does drop fully onto the rug.

“Anton,” Calla says after a while. She does not come to him. She remains where she is, at a distance.

“You say I was born into your path,” he intones. “I was not. I chose this. I chose you.”

“But it makes sense now, does it not? First, Otta. Then, our…” Calla trails off.

“What? Our love?” He grips the bedpost at his side, his palm cutting into the grooves. “You can say the word, Calla. It is not poison.”

“I asked for your love before we fought in the arena. Forgive me if I cannot identify it, given you were willing to kill me for Otta at that moment.”

Anton can hardly breathe. It is his qi, he realizes. His lungs are tight and his throat is closing, and the reserve of his power inside him is empty.

“No,” Anton says. “That’s not how it was. You cannot dredge that back up—”

“It was me or her. And so it was her. Out in the provinces, as August’s prisoners, it was me or death. And so it was me.”

“Stop. Stop!”

His shout echoes harshly. Anton closes his eyes. He reaches in, tells his body that perhaps he is to jump, and there—a flicker. This emptiness is not permanent. It is only a matter of time until it fills to the brim again.

Anton forces himself to his feet.

“I promised myself as your general, Calla,” he says, gathering his composure. “It is too late to resist it. We are no longer mere allies in a tyrant king’s games. We stand on a grand battlefield. I don’t… I don’t…”

Calla’s stare stays on him. She must understand. Once he thought it a mighty ask if she wanted him to leave the king’s games so she could claim victory. He could not pull his wristband, and they fought to see it through to the end. Now Calla’s crown glints, and the walls warp toward her, each tendril of air bending to make sense of the pull she possesses. Her irises glare yellow, Tuoleimi yellow, capable of devastating the kingdom.

“You have my heart tied to your rudder,” Anton says. “Where you steer, I go. Where you crash, I burn first.”

Calla exhales. Her arms twine before her. He would have been content to let her take her leave then, but she steps toward him instead, closer, closer, until she tips her forehead into his collar. Surprised, Anton lifts his hands. Caresses the sides of her head, barely grazing against her crown.

“I do, though,” she whispers.

Anton stays very still. “What?”

“I love you. Even if the heavens decided it.”

Perhaps every event across the mortal plane was decided that way. What would be the difference? Whether he was always predestined to end up at Calla’s side, or whether it took a series of careful decisions. He is here all the same.

Calla’s arms unwind, wrapping around him. He can hear the thud, thud, thud beneath her ribs, thunderous at such proximity. He focuses on the rhythm pressing against his skin. The constancy, the infallibility behind such a sound. He doesn’t let himself wonder if she is lying.

“Do not take from my qi again,” he whispers. “Don’t make me beg.”

Calla nods. He cannot see her face, but he feels her movement.

“Okay.”

He counts a minute. A minute to hold her. A minute to pretend that the war is already won, that he has risen beyond the man who was subject to exile.

“We have a problem to handle,” Anton says. “Galipei is still in the cells.”





CHAPTER 28

The roads of the eastern provinces are miry, drowned by rain one minute, then savoring clear skies the next. It’s hard to travel without transport. Boots get stuck in the mud; luggage cases take forever to drag through the wet sludge. Still, the westward migration starts in earnest. News travels fast. Gaiyu doesn’t have unpredictable weather. Gaiyu doesn’t have palace guards clashing with old gods. To survive the shake-up in Talin, rural dwellers should go to Gaiyu. It’s an easy decision for anyone who has saved some coin from their last season of crabbing sales. Pack their bags, rent a new hovel in the trees, learn to capture birds to sell instead.

But many refuse to leave. Many believe in the old gods, in their return and their reckoning.

Reanne waits by the wagon, examining her nails. For sixty years, she has made a living as an acupuncturist in Kelitu, the only one that villagers travel across the province to see. She was by no means powerful when the heavens were full, or relevant unless it was the spring season and select trees along the south required an extra push during their harvest. Very few families made it their goal to adopt the god of peaches for their patron, because the god of agriculture would fare better, and anyway, if Reanne fizzled away, the peaches would still be fine. The pompous god of agriculture could look over their qi. Reanne only stuck around every season because she spent most of her time with mortals, absorbing enough qi to be of service.

When the heavens started to rot, Reanne was the first god to descend. She hadn’t hesitated as the others had. She hadn’t cried, mourned, sacrificed parts of herself in an effort to heal a small fraction of their realm. The message disseminated quickly: before long, the immortals would succumb to the damage. Flee to the mortal realm before it was too late. There would be no access to heavenly qi, but they would remain immortal, at least. Choose wisely upon that first invasion onto earth—they did not have mortal bodies, so they needed to be strong enough to take over the life they chose. Minor gods became minor mortals: rural dwellers, city workers. Prominent gods took over aristocrats, who had all gathered tightly in San-Er by then. If Reanne believes the whispers that have since traveled along her network, the king of the heavens did not come down until three decades ago. He held on, fighting for a fix, until he was finally out of options.

“Hey!”

Reanne looks up. Her shoulders loosen when she sees it is only Tenzen, approaching with an animal on a leash. They have hidden the wagon off the path, behind the greeting sign of an empty market. Otherwise, there would be plenty of opportunists stopping to talk, looking to hoist themselves onto traveling groups.

“They’re lending horses for absurd prices,” Tenzen calls. “I went for a donkey instead.”

Reanne frowns. “We can’t ride a donkey.”

“It can pull the wagon with our bags. We’ll walk. Easy.”

The rain could restart soon. It has been rather unpredictable. When Reanne stepped along the coast earlier, two of their people were grappling on the sand, light flaring bright with each strike. One of them did not get back up, so the rain poured again. Minutes later, as the victor gathered their bearings, the rain stuttered into a light mist, the well of the god’s power still low. Reanne has lived in Kelitu long enough that she has some sense who the two might have been. Godling of love from matchmaking and god of children’s teeth. Before heavenly power came down to earth, she thought they’d been friends.

Tenzen ties the wagon to the donkey. Pats the animal, urging it to move, but the donkey is slow, hungry.

“Tenzen,” she says. “I am grateful that you will have me join you in Gaiyu. I am. But we are not traveling to the kingdom’s farthermost west by walking.”

He checks his pocket watch. “Not if you keep dragging your feet like that. Come on. We could likely make it to Pashe before we collapse from sleep deprivation. Maybe even Leysa now that we have our qi.”

“That’s not funny,” Reanne says.

“I wasn’t trying to be funny. But we must depart. Daol has already entered utter subjugation, and I fear what will happen when these provinces erect blockades to mark conquered territory.”

A distant boom shakes through Kelitu, as though the land itself is responding to Tenzen’s claim. His power doesn’t quite extend that far, so Reanne knows that he didn’t do it on purpose to make a point. She glances southward, where Daol Province is, and she worries her lip.

“You didn’t want to take a horse while the trader was looking the other way?”

“I don’t think I’m fast enough for that,” Tenzen returns.

Of course he would be. They are gods. Their heavenly qi has returned. Even the most minor among the pantheon, god of peaches, has the ability to blast qi from her hands, shove aside a mortal with a blink.

“Alas,” Reanne says softly, “you sound like them now.”

Tenzen frowns. Despite her tone, there is something about her words that feels derogatory, and her friend must be deliberating between giving grace or picking a fight. The frustration goes beyond whether Tenzen should steal a horse. It is Reanne becoming increasingly troubled by the fact that she maintains every memory of her time as a god while everyone else has been losing them. Everyone else is phasing into this state where their time in the pantheon becomes some vague dream. But not her. She suspects it is punishment for being the first to leave, too eager to adopt the mortal form. While Tenzen adapted to Gaiyu, his every day no different from those of the peaceful villagers taking care of a province where nothing much happens, Reanne waited out her entire time in Kelitu afraid that something like this was coming.

And a hundred years later, here they are.

Another boom. Tenzen glances over his shoulder, tensing. The donkey is stubborn when he pulls its leash. It appears bothered by the weight of the wagon.

“Do you think someone needs to tell them?”

“What?” Tenzen asks. He plants his feet firmly in the grass. Hauls at the leash.

“Do you remember anymore?” Reanne demands. “Can you tell the story of how we met?”

“Reanne.” Tenzen, finally, allows a flash of qi to shoot from his arms, sparking along the leash. The donkey rears briefly, then yanks the wagon out of its hiding spot and back onto the gravel path. “Once we arrive in Gaiyu and get away from these other gods who want to smother us, maybe then we can reminisce about the good old times.”

“You don’t remember,” Reanne says dully.

“Reanne.”

Mortals follow the law of the earth. The earth follows the law of the heavens. The heavens follow the law of the Way. And the Way is unpredictable.

The Way chooses their designation in the pantheon. The Way births them when there is a need for their domain. The Way terminates them when their domain no longer bears relevance.

Rain starts overhead once more. A splutter to signal its arrival, and then steady drizzle stinging Reanne’s shoulders.

“There was a day,” she says, “during the epoch in which only the godling of qi ruled alongside the king, when she took pity on the mortals she loved. She heard about their pain, and she looked across her sleeping pantheon. Where are the floods when they need their fields nourished? she asked, and the god of rivers begged innocence because he did not know there was drought. Where are their treasures when they dig into the caves? she asked, and the god of precious metals claimed no one had spoken their desires. The godling of qi worked for three days and three nights at her desk without eating or sleeping. Finally, when it was done, she had created a language of her domain. Sigils that corresponded with each immortal in the pantheon, to be used by mortals as an inescapable summons. She did not give herself one, because each sigil was attuned to her, tied fundamentally to her life force. From each tier of the pantheon she requested a representative, and off went the gods and godlings to share such news with the mortals who needed it most.”

She stops. Watches her friend. In her mind’s eye, it could have happened yesterday. Their glee while flying through the wind, traveling as dandelion seeds because Tenzen could steer them across the open fields of the east.

“Her representatives traveled wide, dispersing every adjustment, relaying every piece of feedback, until the godling of qi finally perfected her craft,” Reanne continues. “When someone was called in the pantheon, she knew too. She was everywhere; she was the gift upon all mortals. She was incredibly dear to us—we were her favorites to call on. We would have continued in everlasting partnership until the godling of greed stole into her office and used her work, invented a sigil to take her power, and offered it to a human queen to solicit resurrection. We would have continued together forever, but the godling of qi collapsed where she stood, screaming, and that was the last we saw of her.”

It is inaccurate for Reanne to claim she was the first who descended, fleeing the rot. The first was the godling of qi. She needed to, because she was tied to the force that broke the heavens, and she wouldn’t have survived a second longer.

Tenzen stares at his shoes. He is silent. Waiting, until Reanne finishes her tirade, the two of them growing drenched in the rain.

When he looks up, pity carves his eyes hollow.

“I don’t remember,” he says. “And in truth, I don’t wish to remember. The godling of qi is gone. She’s cast somewhere across this kingdom, with no help to us. She could be dead. She could be someone captured in the capital. I don’t care. I just want to go home.”

He tugs the leash. Walks off without urging Reanne to follow.

So she does not.





CHAPTER 29

Calla thumps down the steps to the palace cells herself.

She wanted Anton to keep watch in the hallway, because the flood alarms have stopped, which means the Crescent Society members will be returning to their posts. It would be rather unpleasant if the Crescents wandered back into the palace while Calla was down below, affected by a qi block, unable to stop them from slamming the door and keeping her imprisoned too. She sees the sigil drawn exactly where Anton described it, crimson red bleeding from its edges. A shiver runs along her neck. Goose bumps blossom under her jacket sleeves.

“Everything all right?” Anton calls from the open door.

Calla lifts the lamp, squinting when she descends another step. The weight of her sword is a steady presence at her hip. When her feet stop beside the sigil, she expects to feel absence, that same void when the Crescents experimented earlier.

There is only a tickle. A faint shudder, like a phantom hand running inside her organs, and then nothing.

“Anton,” she calls up, “I don’t think it’s strong enough for me.”

“Really?”

Calla inhales deeply. She holds her breath in her lungs, letting the sensation settle. A faint yellow light shrouds the space around her. The sigil is clearly working on everyone else the Crescents have hauled in. She eyes the first few cells, seeing young men and old women, figures rolling around the stone floors and desperate faces pressed up against the bars. Assuming they did something drastic to end up here, if they had the opportunity to break out, they would have tried already.

“Which one are you?” Calla asks the old woman in the first cell. A part of her still doesn’t mean it. Even having fought the man at the wall, having seen Chami restore a building with a flick of her hand. Even having accused Fen Makusa of hosting a god. Perhaps Talin has entered a collective state of delusion and performance, needing a return of the pantheon to numb their suffering.

“God of fingernails,” the woman replies, entirely straight-faced. She points to the sigil on the floor. “That thing is for people like me. You can blast us all out.”

Calla shakes her head, proceeding along the row of cells. She makes an inventory of the prisoners, the city dwellers who look no different from the sort of people usually sitting in the palace cells anyway. When she comes across Galipei Weisanna, he is busy pacing, his posture straight, his shoulders taking up half the cell.

“It’s funny,” Calla says, stopping in front of the metal bars. “I remember a time when our roles were reversed.”

Galipei turns around. Anton not only locked the door—he jammed a blade into the lower hinge as an extra precaution. A dead body lies to the left, in a pool of their own blood. Anton didn’t bother moving the corpse. The Crescent Societies can be the ones responsible for extracting it.

“You were actually further down,” Galipei says. “Easy mistake when they’re all occupied. The Crescents clearly haven’t discovered the private cells yet.”

Calla lifts the lamp in her hand. Galipei was already looking ragged during her time as a royal advisor, but his appearance has since worsened. Dark shadows rim his silver eyes. His shirtsleeves are tattered. The result of a fight, most likely, and he hadn’t had the time to change and neaten up before entering the city. She would be lying to say she isn’t relishing these circumstances. Galipei Weisanna had little sympathy when she got herself thrown into the cells after killing Kasa; she shows him that same amount of indifference.

“I hit you pretty hard at the base,” she says. “I’m surprised to see you up and about so quickly.”

Galipei’s lip curls. “Perhaps you did not hit me as hard as you thought.”

The flash of light. The singeing smell, its damage stretching from Galipei’s torso to his collarbone.

“No,” Calla says. “I’m sure I did.”

If Galipei weren’t locked in a cell, he would lunge. He would put his hands around Calla’s throat and squeeze, and despite the unlikely odds of snapping her neck, he would still try. She reads this on his face as plainly as if he had said it aloud, because Galipei Weisanna is not good at hiding his wants, and he never has been.

“Galipei,” she says. “Why aren’t you at August’s side?”

“What an excellent question,” he returns. “Why was I released from duty?”

“Was it Otta’s doing?”

Galipei’s eyes flash, his glare blazing. Sore subject. He stays quiet. Slowly, Calla walks up to his bars, pressing her face against them. Galipei could grab her from here. She offers him that possibility. She tilts her head, listening to the rustle in the other cells, gauges how softly she will need to speak so that the other prisoners are unable to hear her.

“Let me tell you a secret,” Calla whispers.

Galipei crosses his arm. “No, thank you.”

“She’s not Otta. Otta Avia went away when she was barely a child. The woman who has been wearing her face is someone who made an impossible exchange with the heavens. Accept defeat during a losing war and resurrect a hundred years later to begin again. Her name is Sinoa Tuoleimi.”

Galipei fights hard not to react, but he cannot help himself. Understanding sets in before anything else, before surprise, shock, disbelief. It tells Calla that he has already witnessed enough at August’s camp to prove this tall tale about Otta. That she has given him the missing piece to make sense of what evidence he already holds. Otta Avia wants to win this war; Otta Avia wants the kingdom, the throne, and August has come to an understanding with her.

Calla adjusts her stance, pulling the lamp back. Galipei’s eyes snap to her.

“She helped you,” Calla says, “didn’t she?”

She tips her head, and her crown clinks against the bars. Is Galipei afraid? Does he remember that she was wearing him during the delegation, that it had been as easy as any normal jump for her to invade a Weisanna?

“She said it called to the godling of control,” Galipei says.

Calla holds the lamp to her left, where the dead body is. He wasn’t trying to kill me. He was trying to get a sigil onto me.

When the man at the wall attacked her, he was not himself. His eyes were rolled back into his head, his speech slow and subdued.

“How,” Calla says slowly, “did you get your hands on a god?”

“Most of them remain stubborn about playing mortal. It is easier than you would think.” Galipei shrugs. “I needed a distraction, didn’t I?”

What a fool he is. He has been released from duty. If he wanted to sneak back into the twin cities, he could disappear indefinitely. Find a dingy apartment with enough canned goods in the cupboard. He is smart enough to evade capture. Calla would know.

“Did you think controlling Anton would be enough to win the war?”

“No, Your Majesty,” Galipei says. “I thought maybe he could take your head off and hand the crown over.”

Calla narrows her eyes. Galipei grunts immediately, throwing himself toward the cell wall. His left arm lifts, protecting his injured right arm as he swivels to meet his opponent… only there is no one there.

Calla cut him from the other side of the bars. She has swallowed so much power in her bed. When she blinks, she cuts another wound, on his other arm this time. Galipei sucks air between his teeth. Now he sees that Calla is doing it.

“You’re not blocked,” he remarks.

“No,” Calla says.

There’s a pecking order. Common sigils and rare sigils. Different gods to pray to, to summon. Different qi to call on, even when the gods are dead. So where does Calla sit? How can the divine crown defy this order, yet do little against an assailant entering her capital?

Unless it’s not the crown resisting the block.

“The Crescent Societies won’t like that. They’ll want to get you under control.” Galipei glances down, to his dead victim. The pool of blood; his handprint on Anton’s ankle, attempting to mark him. “I wonder what would happen if I gave the Crescents a new sigil in exchange for my freedom. One that enacts control.”

Calla sets her lamp down. “Don’t make false threats, Galipei. If you valued your life enough to work with the Crescent Societies, we would not be here right now. There is no world where you’re abandoning August.”

Galipei’s jaw tightens. His mouth opens, as though he wants to argue, but seconds pass, and he says nothing.

Truth be told, Calla walked into these cells prepared to kill him. He is another extension of August’s authority in the kingdom. He will continue to cause havoc. But…

“You wouldn’t gain anything by offering your collusion to the Crescent Societies,” Calla says. “You would, however, if you defect to fight for me.”

His eyes are the color of San-Er under its rainstorm, lacking any warmth for miles out. He spits at her feet.

“Fuck you.”

“I can already predict his exact plan, Galipei,” Calla says. “August will occupy the north in an effort to starve the capital. He wants to wait me out, but he cannot wait out a place like San-Er. No one invades San-Er.” She pauses. “You must have told him this too.”

Galipei has always been the silent presence looming over August’s shoulder, the shadow haunting San-Er at August’s instruction. He is the one sent to do dirty work, who chased Calla down when she was sighted after years hiding, uncaring who he mowed down in the process. August would hate to learn about Galipei being held captive. August is too proud. He would rather fight and die than let the enemy pull together his scraps.

“You do not need me,” Galipei spits. “You are on course toward winning anyway. Palace soldiers have abandoned their barracks in the provinces. Each yamen is a power vacuum, following usurpers who claim to be gods. When the Weisannas all die in battle with you, August has lost. That’s it.”

Calla considers the landscape he has drawn. The wind of victory, blowing behind her.

“It seems you have quite some faith behind my power.”

“I watched the broadcasts that your parents used to do.”

The pivot turns her blood to ice. Galipei is not so afraid after all, because she could torture him to ribbons only for this topic.

“Call it a bout of research,” he goes on. “When August started looking for you, we had to cover all possible leads. I grew curious whether there might be anything of use spoken by the king and queen of Er.”

“I imagine you did not find much.”

Her fondness for her parents starts and ends at their lineage passed on to this body of hers. When she thinks back to her years in the palace, there are moments where the king and queen of Er hardly feel like real people to her. It is more drastic now, knowing about Sinoa Tuoleimi. They hadn’t birthed an innocent child into the world. They had birthed destruction.

“I found that they killed a lot of people who disagreed with them,” Galipei says. “That was not surprising. But San-Er hated them less than they hated Kasa. If you asked me, I’d say they were better at justifying it. Near the end of his reign, Kasa laughed in his people’s misery. Your parents had the decency to pretend.”

Calla waits. Galipei shakes his head.

“You are Kasa in this instance. You laugh at misery.”

“Please,” Calla sneers. “Don’t compare me to him.”

“I saw the corpses after your hit on Eigi’s base. Seiqi was practically decapitated. She treated you kindly in the palace, and you cut her down without any thought.”

“You would have killed any soldier just the same.” The proof is at her feet, at the drying pool of blood.

“I am not a king. I will always serve, and so I forever have reason for my cruelty. My devotion ranks higher than my humanity. What about you? How do you justify the cost?”

Calla says nothing.

“How,” Galipei exclaims, “do you justify the people you have killed?”

“There will be a different kingdom at the end,” Calla says, “and that is enough.”

Galipei appears satisfied. Despite everything, he is satisfied.

“Now,” he says, “you sound just like your parents.”

Fuck this.

“Defect to my side,” Calla says, “and I will spare August’s life. He will be handed over to you at the end of the war, under your care.”

Galipei goes still. He does not dare trust that Calla might mean it.

“It’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” she pushes. She toes the stains on the floor. What a waste of a sacrifice—what a stupid plan to throw his life onto, underestimating Anton for how fiercely he can fight. “You came in as August’s sole savior. You hoped you could win the war for him with your love as a weapon.”

“Stop,” Galipei says.

“If the Weisannas are all dead, then no one can stop me from killing August. If the Weisannas do not die before the capital is weak enough to be a battleground, I will kill August with one swing when he marches in. Do you understand me, Galipei? Do you understand what I am capable of?”

He does. Because he has just accused her of being worse than she thought herself.

“I cannot imagine,” he says, “what you could want me for.”

“Routes,” Calla answers. If their ambush is to succeed, they need confirmation, not rough guesswork about the most logical path that August may take. “August’s camps. August’s projected base, because he will want to put down roots while he waits us out. Anton knows him well, but you know him best. You must have seen and heard enough before you were ousted.”

Galipei is silent.

Calla picks up her lamp again. The light changes. Galipei tries to shutter his expression to prevent her from reading it, but it’s too late.

“He will hate you,” she confirms. “You will live on two opposite ends of a manor in the provinces. It may take him years to understand. But he will be yours. And you will be his savior.”

“You are asking me to betray him.”

“You will betray him, because that is the only way I allow you to have him,” Calla says. “I don’t want him dead either, Galipei. I want him tucked away in exile, posing some distant threat while I handle the Crescent Societies after the fact. So do me this favor, and we both come out of it with something gained.”

Calla reaches into her pocket. Brings out the key to the cell.

“Can you do that?” she prompts.

“You ask me to exchange my dignity,” Galipei says. “My honor.”

“There is no honor the moment you submit to a king. You should know that.”

Whether she speaks of August or herself, it is unclear. Someone coughs from another cell. There’s a loud thud from the entry door, which means Anton is warning her that the Crescents are coming.

“This is an opportunity I am offering you once,” Calla warns. “I am running out of time. The Crescent Societies are set to block San-Er of qi, and I would like to be on the move before then.”

Galipei looks to his hands. He says, “The godling of qi, the godling of control, and the godling of greed.”

Calla’s entire body seizes.

“The three brides of the heavens,” Galipei goes on before Calla has the chance to reply. “That’s the story Otta told when she gave me the sigil.”

Calla was staring at the mural only earlier in the hour. The king of the heavens and his three brides of balance, sustaining his throne. Qi. Control. Greed.

“She is powerful enough to give you a tough fight, even if you defeat August,” Galipei says. “What good is defecting to you if she’s the one who wins?”

“Don’t you trust that I can defeat her in battle?” Calla asks.

“No.”

Then Calla is wasting her time. Another thud from the door. Anton’s final warning. She turns to go.

“I need your promise that you will do everything in your power to kill Otta before you quell August’s forces,” Galipei calls after her. “Don’t give her the room to turn on him.”

Calla halts in her step. She considers the appeal. There is something peculiar about this request. Something that tells her he would covet the promise only if he knows that she is capable of meeting it.

“Galipei,” she says, “I’m getting the sense that you know more than you’re letting on.”

She turns over her shoulder. Galipei stares ahead starkly. He gestures for her to come closer. Back to the bars, where she is within reach. In an act of trust, Calla inches toward him again. Leans in, her hair twining against the latch and into the cell.

“If you want to get rid of her,” Galipei says, “I know one sigil she doesn’t have. I read about it in the Dovetail letters—the calling card for the king of the heavens. It’s at the old Makusa manor in Kelitu.”





CHAPTER 30

Under the cover of night, the girl flees for her life.

She has survived this long in Ximili Province without incident. She was one of the first to arrive—she had thought that would mean there would be no record of her presence. Dry, red central Ximili, where villages dot the valley between two mountains. Her shoes are covered in dust. She makes a final sprint to reach the outpost, biting on her tongue to tamp down her breathing.

The valley settles. Night’s shadows work fast to cover her body behind the signage. It is nothing more than varnished wood.

The sign shatters, bursting into wooden splinters. The girl shrieks, then moves to flee again, searching around desperately for new cover. There is so little life here. When she first arrived, the borders of Talin sat closer to Ximili, and there was constant activity between the settlements. The kingdom ended nearby, in the sand valleys beyond Actia, rather than at the borderlands, marked by the snow.

She should have done more back then. Joined the rebellions cropping up to keep Rincun and Youlia independent. She thought herself useless. Melded with the form of a child because she had chosen to invade a vessel as close to her true form as possible. She mourned that she would never return to her heavenly state. That the body disintegrated the moment she exited it on the earthly plane. That was how all the gods fled the heavens. Devouring the qi of the first form they melded with, and jumping with that qi thereafter. She could jump again, so long as she was prepared for her eyes to carry over their teal-green color, but she never had. No one noticed she didn’t age, in any case. She was content to continue her simple life.

Look at her now, fleeing pursuit. Her foot slips. She stumbles when she turns.

“You know who I am. You know what I seek.”

The voice shudders through the night. It follows the girl when she shoves into a narrow passage, running for the barracks. Only days ago, the palace had droves of soldiers stationed here, overseeing the mines that Ximili Province operates. The girl often visited, bearing gifts from the yamen. If there ever was a whisper about her afterward, it was to hope she was doing well after the passing of her mother. If asked when her mother had passed, the mortals were all somewhat confused, unable to recall.

The girl turns. Dead end. The walls climb too high. The barracks are all empty, the soldiers gone.

A bolt of light flashes in front of her. She stumbles to a halt.

“Please,” the girl whispers, whirling around.

“Oh, please. I didn’t think you lot knew what that word meant.”

“I am not powerful,” the girl rasps. “My memories have slipped to such severity I can hardly recall my former designation. I am not who you want.”

The woman who walks into the barracks is dressed in palace silks. Long, airy black hair and white skin, the contrast made severe by the torchlight she holds in her hands to show the way. Though the girl does not recognize her face, she is revolted by her qi. It is unnatural. Aberrant. The queen reborn, who drew such power upon the earth that it poisoned the heavens.

Sinoa Tuoleimi seems to return her disgust, her lip curling when she steps closer. She has marked herself with the language of the gods. Violated the former sanctity they used to possess, each sigil belonging only to those who called upon their patrons. Now she will call upon any qi that the sigils can summon forth, because there is no one left in the heavens delineating anymore.

“Still, you think yourself too good for us,” Sinoa says. “Still, you turn your backs on all those who pray to you.”

“No one prayed to me!” the girl claims. “I am nothing. I am—!”

The bolt of qi strikes her dead center in the forehead. The girl hits the ground. She’s clinging to the barest edge of awareness, and there’s just enough remaining to feel pain, the slit on her arm. Movement, on her face. A sigil being drawn, and oh! She knows which one this is!

Highness, Highness, the voice sounds in her head. It’s her voice, she remembers. The god of violets. Such a minor position in the pantheon, and one she was grateful to have, serving as an attendant to her lady. The godling of control. A bride of balance. A queen to the heavens.

The sigil marks her cheek, and the girl seizes, her eyes rolling back into her head. She misses that first week when she walked Ximili, wearing those plain cloth shoes, feeling the hot air on her face. The sun was bright, and it burned her forehead until she was red and tender to the touch. She liked how the earthen realm felt, the scratches she picked up from gravel kicking against her legs, the sweat that gathered at the small of her back. She built her shrine, and she drew her sigils, speaking up to her lady, who had cried day and night about the poison in their realm. Her lady was not one who often consorted with mortals, so the girl would descend first and guide her landing.

Her lady is dead now. The old gods could not be gods without their qi. Though they did not age, no amount of passive immortality could combat death by starvation, by disease, by murder. The old gods grew to become nothing save the folktales of rural dwellers, and they might as well have been, with no proof, no power.

She never should have promised that all was lovely here. Her lady’s death is her fault. How beautiful it is that she can die by her lady’s sigil now.





CHAPTER 31

Of course Calla doesn’t trust him.

In a show of goodwill, Galipei let himself be moved into the private cells instead, deposited into the room where they kept Leida Miliu a lifetime ago. Anton paced the hallway above the cells until Calla emerged, at which point he examined her from head to toe as though he were afraid that Galipei had invaded her while she escorted him behind the thick door.

“So?” Anton asked when they started to walk.

“He claims he does not have exact routes, because he was shut out of August and Otta’s planning,” Calla relayed. “That being said, he was in August’s office prior to his departure. The lines on his map move toward Actia. You were right.”

That didn’t seem to please Anton, though.

“If I can guess August’s most likely course,” Anton muttered, “I gather that his beloved bodyguard can too.”

“What does he gain by lying about a path we already predicted?”

“He could be leading us away from August’s true course.”

“That would imply we were never accurate about August’s course at all, so why would he need to lead us away? Anton, be reasonable.”

He didn’t like that either. “Does he have a count of the Weisannas? Locations of temporary camps where the army will diverge to establish loyalty in a province? Does he have anything that would prove a gain for us?”

Calla offered him a dull look.

“He has information about the one advantage we might be able to gain over Otta.”

Now Calla latches her backpack and swings it onto her shoulders. Dusk drapes its veil atop San-Er slowly. Anton is sitting in the corner of their quarters, his legs pulled up on the plush chair. Once they leave for Kelitu, Bibi can stand guard over Galipei. The Crescent Societies will find out about his presence in the private cells eventually when the other prisoners tattle, but they have some time before those repercussions. Before Bibi’s standing among the Crescents is questioned and the capital starts to slip from Calla’s grasp. She has to hope that Venus has reached Rincun by then, that their plan has kicked into gear and Actia is positioned as the final battlefield.

“Get moving,” Calla says.

“I think he’s lying,” Anton says, once more.

“I have no doubt that Galipei is scheming something.” She checks her scabbard. “But he would not agree to defect lightly. He doubts August. That, he can’t fake. And if he truly believes collaborating with the enemy can save him, he will not put that at risk. He’s telling the truth.”

A loud clatter, directly outside their window. The Crescent Societies have stopped making arrests. There’s no room anyway, and their focus has turned to nipping the problem at the root. Calla lifts the window, listening in case the Crescents have put guards to monitor the perimeter, but the voices drift away.

“Yeah,” Anton mutters. “It would be nice if he simply had the sigil from the Dovetail letters. Rather than offering us vague promises of it being found at my family’s house.”

“Either we check the house, or you reach deep in your memory and realize you’ve had it all along. Which will it be?”

Silence. Anton’s bag is at his feet. He’s always readily packed. Like her, he owns very little, short of what’s on his back. Clothing, weapons. A meowr floats from the open wardrobe, and Calla pokes her head through the hangers, petting Mao Mao nestled inside.

“Be good to Joselie,” she says. “And don’t use my silks as a litter bed. I’m coming back for those.”

Mao Mao nuzzles into her palm, protesting her departure. A small exhale escapes her, and she offers him one good scratch before withdrawing, lest she grow tempted to take him with her. Calla reaches for a square scarf to distract herself. She folds it once along the diagonal. By the time she’s tied it around her crown, Anton still has not moved.

“Anton,” she says. She puts a foot up onto the windowsill. The alley behind the palace is very narrow. A light from above shows rainwater gushing downstream, carrying plastic lids and cigarette butts and discarded take-out boxes. “Are you coming?”

Anton’s eyes lift. She almost flinches. On a cursory glance, she would think that his black irises had turned Tuoleimi yellow entirely, the glow spilling at full capacity.

She keeps her breath trapped in her lungs. It is a temptation that she does not realize was impossible to abstain from until it is presented before her, qi clearly growing past a limit that Anton needs. He sighs and grabs his bag, and Calla can’t resist.

A small wisp. He won’t notice. Her lungs shiver and expand.

“Okay,” Anton says. “Let’s go.”



The block begins to form when they’re only a few minutes short of the city’s wall. That warping vacuum sensation, opening like a chest cavity. Calla’s step falters, her hand snapping out to brace against cold stone.

“You felt that too?” Anton asks.

“I suppose they have stronger sigils after all,” Calla replies.

There’s an ongoing evacuation effort for residents too close to the wall. Mothers bundling their children, families pouring from the back doors of their buildings. Most evacuees are going east, away from the devastation at the westernmost border, but the damage has rippled across the wall mercilessly. Aftershocks from the full-scale collapses have induced loose cement beams and wobbly balcony decks. It would be better to go to Er, actually, because anyone attacking the capital will have to stamp through San first.

Calla grimaces, moving aside for a man carrying cardboard boxes stuffed with dirty hay. They’re outside San’s stables, which used to be run by palace guards, hidden in the second and third floors of a commercial building. She’s surprised to find that it’s still functional, its employees clocking in to keep that industrial elevator greased and oiled for transporting horses. The man catches her eye, then performs a double take.

“Your Majesty!” he bellows.

“Hush,” Calla says. “No need to draw attention to me.”

“My apologies!” he says, continuing to boom at the top of his lungs. “I am at your service!”

Calla gestures for his badge, taking him up on the request. Truthfully, she was planning to walk into the stables and make a quick getaway, but this might be easier. The man scrambles to unclip his electronic badge and passes it to her with gravity. She waves for him to continue with his business. Though he risks breaking his neck for how he cranes to look, he does walk on.

Anton’s watching the interaction with fascination.

“What?” Calla asks.

They slip in through the entrance. The ground floor groans with the weight of its waterlogged tarps, strung over the windows where the glass has broken. Calla sights the elevator hidden at the back of the stairwell.

“It is strange,” Anton remarks, “to witness a San-Er who loves their king again.”

The elevator doors slide open. Anton follows closely on her heels, stabbing his finger at the button for the second floor.

“The people believe the crown selected someone deserving,” Calla intones. “After decades of fraudulent rule, finally we have been righted.”

She wishes she could believe her own words. That there wasn’t a persistent voice in the back of her head now, wondering whether the crown is truly as all-encompassing as the palace was led to believe, or if it is only one piece of the kingdom’s anticipation for Sinoa Tuoleimi. She will have to play her hand carefully upon her return from the war. Invoke all the right messaging to take San-Er away from the Crescents. Even if it means playing a new imposter. Playing as Sinoa Tuoleimi.

On the second floor, Calla and Anton make quick work selecting a horse for travel, maneuvering it from the stables, back down to the ground level and around the building. Only once they’re in open air, the rain misting on the grass, does she finally ask, “Do you think your father would have been loved?”

Anton is distracted fixing the saddle. He doesn’t answer immediately, but his shoulders tense, signaling that he heard the question. Up ahead, a group of Crescents have gathered at the main gate. Another warping sensation twists through the twin cities.

“You say that you think my father was a god,” Anton says.

“Yes.”

He smooths out the saddle. “It almost seems silly to deny what seems obvious in light of Galipei’s information. Supposing that he tells the truth, of course.”

Calla wasn’t going to push it. But, indeed, their destination may be bringing the kingdom’s past to light at last. What would it take for someone to believe himself an opponent of the Tuoleimis and Shenzhis, prepared to lead a coup? To believe himself worthy, to possess no fear of being struck by the divine crown. Who else but the crown’s maker himself—someone powerful enough to pass on heavenly qi, to give Anton that aberrant light swirling behind his eyes.

A god among gods.

Anton hooks his foot onto the stirrup and swings himself onto the horse. He does not say it outright. Neither does Calla. They were told to search the Makusa manor for the sigil that calls to the king of the heavens… and well, that speaks for itself.

“Last chance to back out,” Anton says. “Because if Galipei is lying and puts us on a detour while August marches on San-Er, we’re fucked.”

Calla’s gaze lifts. A handful of Crescents stands visible from where she and Anton linger. She inspects their cloaked figures, their hoods keeping off the rain. The crescent-moon tattoos on the backs of their hands, along the sides of their faces.

“I don’t think he’s lying,” she says quietly. “Besides, the Crescents are holding San-Er at peak strength. August will not risk invasion until they are weak.”

Calla does not have an invading army. But she does have a defense force. Like it or not, whether the Crescents actually want to help her at this time, they are holding the capital for her.

When Anton turns to face her, she takes a deep breath. Stop, she urges herself, but it’s too late—power rushes her lungs. Her bones, her blood. A Crescent yells out by the wall, and Calla decides she needs this. She will stop afterward, but while they’re making their exit, they need to move forcefully if they are going to escape obstruction.

“Calla,” Anton says, “I’m not sure if I can go back to Kelitu.”

The qi block is forming. Calla feels it in the air. They have to move.

“I need you to remember what we escaped.” Calla puts one hand on his leg, the other to the saddle. She props her foot into the stirrup too, but she doesn’t lift herself yet. “August had us bound and surrounded by his forces. The threat of exile at best, our deaths at worst. We took the only path out, but we’re still on it for as long as Otta Avia keeps revising the roadmap. We’re not clear yet, Anton.”

The divine crown is supposed to be the most powerful weapon on earth. Had Calla been given a realm of mortals to rule thereafter, this would be an easy war.

But they’re playing with gods.

“Venus will need five days to reach Rincun,” she goes on, “and August has his work cut out for him while he continues to aim for the north. From Kelitu, we can cross the Jinzi River and travel through Ediso. We don’t add any more time than we would if we went straight to Actia. We’re still abiding by our campaign.”

Calla risks another glance at the Crescents. Her voice drops to a whisper.

“Galipei is smarter than August gives him credit for. He always has been. Why do you think he offered this, first and foremost? He knows we need something good before clashing in Actia. He knows that our battle with August is all for nought if we’re weaker than Otta. Going to Kelitu is unavoidable.”

Anton grimaces. For several moments, he is quiet.

Then he says, “Do you want to ride first, or shall I?”

“You,” Calla says, and she closes her eyes to concentrate, knowing that she has won him over. “I’ll open up a path.”

For the first time since she put on the crown, she exhibits patience, she lets herself feel everything. She waits until she can sense each body around the wall. The rushing rain collecting in the gullies beside the buildings. The whizz of electricity running to power the fans, the televisions, the light bulbs. Everything of their world possesses qi. From the smallest speck of dirt to a living, breathing person.

Calla pulls. It starts as a rumble underfoot. The field quivers, its yellow grass shriveling into itself. The metal latches of the gate vibrate, trying to hold on to its hinges.

A heinous noise erupts around the wall. It wrenches from the soil. Seized afloat so that it levitates a considerable distance in the air. The Crescents shout to back up. Grab weapons. Get ready for the possibility of incoming attack. Calla’s eyes snap open; she tears a fissure in the wall for their exit. The bricks change ahead, its shuffle lost while the Crescents are distracted. It is her last spurt of effort. Calla releases her hold, her crown searing hot. There’s an explosive thud as the wall drops back down.

“Go, Anton,” she hisses, climbing on behind him. “Go!”





CHAPTER 32

A long time ago, Chami shared a small loft in the heart of Er with three roommates.

She didn’t have much, but she had citizenship in the twin cities. That was something she’d chosen well when she made that initial jump, finally at her wit’s end with the delirium that had spread through the heavens. Try as she might to remember her thought process at the time, she can’t find those threads anymore. It has been washed away by the heaviness of mortality, each new year eating up another memory she might have once possessed.

What she remembers is her satisfaction when she came to and registered the grumble of a factory kicking into gear beside her. An enormous plume of steam, wafting into the alleyway, warming her hands and her feet and her back while she leaned against a bicycle. There were more streets back then. More breathing room to run around the capital, making deliveries on wheels and traveling to see friends who lived at the far end of San. Fewer roadblocks that had been installed by rebel groups who were avoiding palace guards; fewer illegal businesses who were making every effort to survive a tyrant king, poisoning the waterway running along their back door.

She’d felt good about the body she’d picked. Something to call hers. That first merge was the trickiest. Their qi didn’t work as mortals’ did. They would meld into the body and take over entirely, so they had to choose well. Those pink eyes would follow her everywhere thereafter. The pantheon together declared the only way to survive was to shed their heavenly qi and adopt the barest wisp of mortal qi instead, to be happy with that life and count their blessings that they hadn’t faded away immediately like some weaker members of the pantheon.

Chami kept a small mirror above her bed in the loft, taped to the ceiling. Every morning, she looked into her reflection and reminded herself what she was living for. She was the godling of kindness. She was needed in this world. It didn’t matter if she no longer had blessings to offer or qi to blow into the cold, brisk air. Each time she stepped out in the morning and closed the door behind her with a thud, it was an extravagant thing just to walk along the footpath, to touch the street signs she passed. She indulged in buns filled with red soybeans and she laughed with the children playing outside their parents’ shopfronts.

That got harder over the years. When the loft grew too expensive to rent, even among four people. When the family she’d intruded on lost their medicine shop to a fire, and the identity she’d invaded couldn’t find work. For some time, Chami flitted meaninglessly through the twin cities. She watched the wall grow higher and the palace guards multiply. The royals changed, their kings dying one after the other, and those she came to call family passed, too, as time crept on. Chami had never made an active effort to hide why she did not age, but nobody remarked on it either. A small mercy, a remaining symptom of her godhood, that her appearance would always escape notice to the mortal eye, that they would see what they wanted to see.

Eventually, Chami was left utterly alone in San-Er. She saw a sign that the palace was hiring. She passed the interviews to become an attendant. She was given lodging inside the Palace of Heavens, and she enjoyed the space that she had carved out for herself, the new life that she was able to live.

But she would always miss her first loft. She often found herself staring at the ceiling of her room in the palace—its tall pillars raising the slats high, unreachable unless she stacked one stepladder onto another—wishing that there might be some way to justify putting up a mirror without a Weisanna asking her if she was out of her mind. She feared that one day, she would open her eyes and lose her mind indeed, forgetting who she was.

Chami stirs awake, and she can’t feel her qi again. For that brief moment before she registers her surroundings, she is relieved. It was a dream. The earthen plane has not been flooded with heavenly qi once more.

Then she sees Yilas. Her big green eyes, watery because she refuses to let her tears fall, and Chami stifles a sharp breath. She remembers the destruction at the wall. The building teetering, seconds from collapsing on Yilas, who couldn’t have run if she tried, because the god of wealth was under Galipei Weisanna’s control, and he was tearing apart the twin cities and everyone in his path.

“You’re awake,” Yilas says softly. “Are you comfortable?”

Chami tries to sit up. She recognizes the palace infirmary. It is empty. The windows show the dark night outside.

“I’m okay,” she rasps. “Are… you okay?”

Yilas nods. “You saved me.” She looks down. “And you could have told me.”

But Chami could not put into words the shock she felt waking that morning. Gulping in air and registering the new qi swirling in her chest. She thought she was dying. A heart attack, perhaps, her mortal body crumbling after the decades it spent in unnatural form. It wasn’t until she threw herself off the bed, landing on the floorboards with her bare knees, that she accidentally grazed her skin and opened blood in her scratches. The balance in her body leveled out. She understood then what this was: her old levels without her old senses. Raw power, able to be retrieved with a thought, but no control, no ability to direct feeling and emotion and kindness into people, because she was trapped in a mortal body, and she was still mortal.

Chami, slowly, reaches out her hand. She sets it on Yilas’s arm.

“Would you have believed me?”

“Of course,” Yilas says without hesitation. “I would believe you if you told me you secretly possessed three heads. I would follow you to the edge of the kingdom and throw myself into the sea if only you asked. I love you. Your pain is mine.”

Oh. Chami swallows hard. She had imagined this secret going unseen forever. She would live a long and happy life with Yilas in the dark even upon old age, because no one had yet called to attention her unchanging face, so why wouldn’t she get away with it this time?

Yet Yilas weaves her hand through hers now, interlacing their fingers. In that gesture, they share everything unspoken: Chami’s apologies for the life she has not been able to admit to, that she is forgetting year by year, and Yilas’s willingness to spend the rest of hers trying to pick each piece out of the wind.

“What has happened?” Chami asks warily. She gestures around the room. Both to indicate their presence at the palace, and the absence in the air. The qi that she can no longer control.

Yilas shakes her head. “I’m not entirely sure. I heard a ruckus outside when I went to fetch water. No one can jump in San-Er anymore. The Crescent Societies have enacted a series of sigils at the wall to stop the heretics.” Yilas stops, catching herself. Guilt colors her cheeks. “I mean—”

“You don’t have to correct yourself,” Chami says softly. “Several generations have passed since any of us saw the heavens. The term feels accurate now.”

The kingdom is drastically different from the one that Chami visited from the heavens. How can she call herself a god again merely because she can wield bursts of qi? She cannot influence kindness anymore. She cannot slink invisible into a room and press her forehead against a dying matriarch, bringing a blessing to her final moments.

“Matiyu is checking out of the hospital and coming to the palace to help us,” Yilas says. “He’s friends with the cleric who’s watching the north entrance—I’d rather him escort us out of the palace than risk getting stopped. We can stay put at his apartment in Er until this blows over and Calla gets back.”

Chami blinks. “Matiyu was in the hospital?”

“Broken elbow. Someone shoved him with qi. He will recover, don’t worry.”

But Chami is still confused. “Where’s Calla?”

“She’s off waging a war with my brother.”

The intrusion comes from the door, and Chami jolts, squinting in the dim lighting. It’s the girl from the internet cafe, the rebel who wanted to contact Calla. Bibi. Or, as the cities have been whispering now: Buira Makusa.

“I floated, briefly, the idea that she should wait until you woke up,” Bibi says. “You would make a fine soldier against her opponents.”

Chami stiffens.

“She declined, obviously. Didn’t think you’d like that very much. What were you doing by the wall anyway?”

“None of your business.” Chami allows the slightest bit of indignation to color her voice—it doesn’t come naturally to her, like choosing the larger piece of cake or picking up a coin on the ground—but Yilas always says she wants Chami to stand up for herself.

Yilas gives her a look, though. The infirmary grows tense, and Chami sighs.

“Nothing illicit,” she answers. “An old friend said she was coming to San-Er, and I wanted to greet her so that she wasn’t left to fend for herself. It was bad timing. She won’t want to come in now, anyway, with qi blocked.”

Bibi makes a noise under her breath. She steps into the infirmary properly, and Calla’s cat is following her, circling her ankles with each step. It seems Bibi does not believe Chami’s story… which Chami can’t do anything about, because it is the truth. She flits her eyes to Yilas, pleading innocence, and Yilas nods, indicating that she believes her, at least.

“What did you need, anyway?” Yilas asks Bibi, visibly prickling. “You’re supposed to be watching the Weisanna.”

Bibi reaches down to pick up Mao Mao. He curls in her arms, his face resting against the crook of her shoulder.

“I am,” she says brightly. “I’m connected to the camera feed. And anyway, the prisoners that the Crescent Societies brought in are being freed, so I’m giving that whole corridor some space.”

“The prisoners shouldn’t be freed.”

Bibi and Yilas both turn to Chami abruptly. Where Yilas appears surprised, Bibi keeps her expression neutral, her head tilting. Her overgrown bangs shift along the side of her face.

“The Crescent Societies were right to exercise caution,” Chami says. “They should continue to do so, even with a block in place. What sigil can they be using to enforce it? Godling of absence? God of barriers? It will not take much to blow those apart.”

Bibi grins, as if there is something funny about that.

“The Crescent Societies have been bastardizing sigils since they discovered them,” she says, “but in this they’re finally treating them as a language to wield. It will be fine. They are continuously repairing the sigils.”

But Bibi doesn’t understand. Yilas will not either. They are only mortal at the end of the day, and what they have seen of this world is limited to that scope.

“We’re not supposed to have such power,” Chami says, and her voice tapers into a rasp. “That was the agreement when we fled down here. We needed to understand what we were trading.”

Because other members of the pantheon were never as sensible as Chami. There have been plenty who have lost their minds over the decades. Fed up with their new role in the world. Unhappy with their lot and their luck.

Who will they become when their qi returns to them?

A beep sounds from Bibi’s belt. She glances down, and whatever comes through the pager must need her attention, because her mouth twists.

“I have to run,” she says, maneuvering Mao Mao onto one elbow so she can press the top of the pager with her free hand. “Do you need anything?”

“Of course not,” Yilas says, huffing, but Bibi doesn’t seem to take offense to her tone.

Bibi turns to go. Strolls out through the door, and as her steps are clicking away, her voice wafts back, greeting, “Hello. I’ve never seen you around.”

“Matiyu Nuwa, pleasure to meet you,” Matiyu’s voice echoes.

Yilas mutters, “Finally,” and stands. “Matiyu, get in here.”

He pokes his head into the infirmary. It hasn’t been long since Chami last saw him, but he looks thinner, tired. His arm hangs from a sling around his neck, the fabric resembling one of his shirts. He’s holding a small box in his other hand.

“Yes, I gave them the material,” he says before Chami can ask. “They wanted to charge me extra for a sling. Ridiculous.”

“We’re going,” Yilas announces. “Chami, are you all right to walk?”

Chami nods. Her legs feel weak, but not out of action. She swings them over the side of the bed, testing her strength. The floor is ice-cold on her feet.

“I was going to call the hospital in a panic if you took any longer to get here,” Yilas hisses at Matiyu. She passes him a bag that she’s prepared and Matiyu glances around, his one free hand already occupied by the small box. “And what is that?” she snaps.

“I’m only late because I got caught up negotiating with Woya. Look.”

Matiyu flips the box, opening the lid. Chami leans in. She can’t quite make sense of the tubelike object nestled inside until she sniffs, and matches the harsh scent to the black powder scattered at the bottom of the box.

“I’d forgotten what firearms looked like,” she remarks.

“It’s a pretty rudimentary hand cannon,” Matiyu says. “Obviously there aren’t enough weapons hidden away in the vaults, so the Crescents started to make their own from repurposed metal that the factories discarded. They call this one the Asp. See how the top part looks like—”

“What are you doing taking weapons from the Crescent Societies?” Yilas interrupts.

“I bought this.”

“Oh, great. Even better. There’s a weapons black market in the palace.”

“Without Kasa or August around, it’s technically just a market,” Chami observes.

Yilas gives her a dull glance to signal that she’s not helping. Chami smiles, and Yilas softens. Meanwhile, Matiyu flips the lid back onto the box.

“Better to be prepared if another divine being crashes through the wall,” he says. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

Chami supposes she has no argument there. She eases onto her feet, slowly. Her body does not sway. She is steady.

“It’s better to stay inside and keep the door locked,” she says. “Let’s hope there’s no use for firearms.”





CHAPTER 33

Three days pass uneventfully. Calla and Anton ride without stopping. They trade horses at village posts. They trade shifts. When Calla holds the reins, Anton sleeps against her. When Anton holds the reins, Calla attempts sleep against him.

Gray daylight hangs steadily over the fields of Daol Province, and Calla passes the reins over again.

“Did you see that?” Anton asks, clambering back onto the horse. She had lost her focus and veered them directly into a pothole earlier, which prompted Anton to demand a swap. Since entering Daol Province, the rain has lessened significantly overhead. Calla would think it has stopped falling entirely if it weren’t for the occasional droplets landing on her forehead, trailing a path down her cheek.

“See what?” Calla returns, her vision blurring. She’s exhausted. She’s annoyed that they’re still en route. They have chosen to trace the hem of the kingdom, taking the beaches of Eigi, then the eastern seaboard of Cirea. It’s the best way to avoid August’s scouts on the Apian Routes, and the best way to avoid trouble from rural dwellers while the crown flashes on Calla’s head.

“Over there. On the house.”

Calla squints, blinking to focus. Anton is pointing across a lush field. She succeeds in following his gaze eventually: a two-story brown structure of brick and earth, its thatched roof loose on its left side. It would have been a normal sight as far as architecture in the provinces went, if it weren’t for the yellow flag flying on the roof.

“Is that a sigil?” she asks.

“Looks like it.” Anton pauses. “It’s not…”

“I don’t recognize it either,” Calla says before he can finish. After all, the extent of their knowledge starts and stops with the sigils Otta Avia had been flinging everywhere. It’s not as though Calla possesses any additional insight of this bygone era, which suddenly everyone in this kingdom seems to understand except her. Different sigils for different families, used as calling cards when praying to patron gods. Different sigils for each god—as many sigils as there are gods in the pantheon, and the pantheon was endless.

Calla climbs astride the saddle too, indicating that they should keep moving. Anton rides at a trot while he gets his bearings, so they pass a hamlet at relatively slow speed. There are rural dwellers working along the road, loading sacks onto their wagons or dragging out the mulch for their fields. Calla reaches for the hood over her head, holding on tightly. Just as they’re taking a left, staying on the main road of their westward journey, Calla catches a marking on the front end of a villager’s wagon.

The same sigil.

Anton picks up speed, and Calla tightens her grip on him with her other arm. The traveling routes through Talin’s provinces are straightforward by design. The palace wanted councilmembers visiting their designated territories at regular intervals, and the palace could not allow them and their delegations to get lost. There were factors they couldn’t control. Insurgent attacks. Wild animals. But they could pretty up the parts of the kingdom that their nobility passed through. The yamen buildings with security cameras. The wide roads amenable to carriages.

“Is that another one?”

Calla almost doesn’t catch Anton’s question. His words are flung apart with the wind, and she leans forward as far as she can without sending them off-balance.

“I don’t see it.”

“We passed it already. I’m starting to think this is unique to Daol.”

They keep riding. The rain stays sparse. Her body grows tense, then tenser as their journey progresses. Calla doesn’t realize she’s waiting to find the sigil again until she sights it once more, this time right on Daol’s yamen wall. Painted on the exterior, stretching to cover the entire surface.

Anton tugs on the reins, drawing them to a halt outside the yamen. It is only trees and forests for the foreseeable horizon past this village. Their horse is tired. Time to trade again.

“I’ll step into the village,” Anton says. “I’m probably carrying enough coins to buy a new horse if there’s any fuss.”

But Calla cannot pull her eyes away from the sigil. On the yamen wall. What could that be except a declaration to challengers who come by?

“Anton,” Calla says. “I think Daol has been taken over already.”

Anton frowns. A flash of alarm darkens his eyes. Calla can see it clearly, because there is no light to intrude with the color.

“Impossible,” he says. “We didn’t pass any camps.”

“No, not August’s takeover.” Calla pulls her cloak tighter, lowering the hood as far as it’ll go. “Whoever this sigil is in reference to.”

This is a collective effort. This is worship.

“Stay here,” Anton decides. “I’m stepping in.”

Calla nods once. The villagers are unlikely to recognize Anton for anyone other than a regular province traveler, especially with his appearance after days on the road. While Anton steps into the yamen, Calla leads their horse toward a hitching post outside the building. Only Daol’s east side is coastal, but the province as a whole smells like sea salt—like white, coarse sand that has been slowly encroaching into the fields and farms.

How did it go so wrong? They were supposed to have snuffed out August in Eigi. The Crescent Societies were supposed to have occupied themselves in San-Er while Calla expanded into the provinces and moved her base there, taking power away from the cult in the capital. She shouldn’t be making a stop in Kelitu because they’re struggling to gain an upper hand over Otta Avia. She shouldn’t be seeking a sigil that Anton’s father possessed, because he was a Dovetail sympathizer providing them with power, because he was waging a coup before he was killed, because he was the king of the heavens—

Calla finishes the knot on the hitching post, gritting her teeth hard.

“I didn’t believe it at first, but color me surprised.”

Calla whirls around. A young man stands at the tree line, his hands behind his back, his short hair tied back with a kerchief. Though he’s dressed like any rural dweller, plain gray cotton and brown boots, his features are incongruent with the image. Beginning with the wine-colored eyes that lock onto her and do not waver. No surprise. No fear.

“You don’t look well,” the man says. “Might I suggest some rest?”

“Forgive me,” Calla replies. “I don’t take advice from strangers.”

“Heavens, you don’t even know how funny that remark was.”

When he swings his arm, the force wipes Calla off her feet. She barely braces before her back slaps the ground and robs the air from her lungs—one second, then two, and she rolls fast, launching onto her feet once more. Her hood falls back. The man does not appear surprised to see her crown.

Calla returns the favor. She throws her arm out; the crown pulses. Though physical light erupts into the space to slam into her opponent, he only slides back a few paces.

“That was pathetic,” he remarks.

“Who are you?” Calla demands.

“It is a shame you have forgotten.” He shakes out his hands. Begins to stride forward. “I have fought so hard over the decades to hold on to our time working together.”

There’s a sharp noise emitting from him. A hum that only strikes Calla’s ear wrong at first, but the closer he walks, the more it grows utterly head-splitting. He grabs her elbow, and Calla strikes, pulling her sword free and plunging it into whatever flesh she finds.

And before her very eyes, her sword disappears. It absorbs into him, becomes another part of his torso—warping, then flattening. Calla, fighting for breath, stumbles back two steps. Holds her hands before her.

“What the fuck?”

“I hope that will help illustrate my might,” the man says. His eyes brighten. His very being glows. “All in the province shall be protected. The rain ceases; the floods disappear. Therefore all who enter the province will kneel to me. That includes you, godling.”

Calla charges again. This time, the sound he’s emitting blasts to full volume, shrieking through her skull when she throws an elbow forward. She misses; the man hurtles aside. He yells out, and then the sound is unbearable, then Calla is on her knees. She can’t fathom what’s happening. First, Otta knocking her out. Now this, this inconsequential stranger who emerged from the trees, reducing her to such a state.

“Stay down,” he says over the screeching in her ears. “I’d quite like to see that crown on your head.”

The divine crown can raze cities, the stories said. The divine crown can recruit armies with the snap of a finger, push sea tides in the other direction, flatten mountains standing in one’s way.

Calla can’t even get up.

She scrabbles for the gravel underneath her palms. Her hand closes on a rock, on its sharp edges, and she hefts all the crown’s qi into her arm, into her makeshift weapon. And she throws it hard, gathering just enough resolve to look up and aim directly at the man’s head.

In a snap, the screech ends, accompanied by the man falling into a dead faint.

Calla takes a few seconds to recover. Staggers onto one knee, then rises. She could vomit. She might just vomit.

“Calla?” Anton’s voice drifts from the yamen. “Calla!”

“I’m fine,” she calls out.

Anton returns to the scene cautiously, eyeing the fallen man. Her throw dented the left side of his skull. Calla heaves for breath, shaken. She knows how hard she threw that rock. Had this been a normal man, it should have taken his head clean off.

“Princess,” Anton says. “You’ve got blood on your face.”

“Do I?” Calla replies. She touches her cheek. Traces it to its source, where there’s a wet sensation leaking from her ear.

“I was coming to offer a warning, but I see you’ve met him already.” Anton stops beside the man. He puts a finger under his nose. Gauging by his expression, he must find him to still be breathing. Unfortunate.

“He’s the one who took over Daol,” she guesses.

“Yamen workers announced that he’s the god of precious metals,” Anton says. “Shortly after the coup in San-Er, he declared that the old gods had returned to Talin and he ought to be worshipped. Killed all the palace soldiers in the barracks with a qi attack like it was nothing. The villages in Daol have been answering to him since. He stops the rain and he helps the crops. He rules as a king.”

Calla eyes the man. She moves to peel back his sleeve. Checks his arms, then his torso. No sigils. He was acting of his own accord.

“He ate my sword,” she mutters.

Anton looks around the clearing, as though there is a chance Calla merely dropped it. Her sword is nowhere to be found. Around them, there lies only gravel, splattered wet from rain, and colored red where Calla scraped herself. There lies the man’s body, unmoving yet unbroken.

“We should go,” Anton decides after a beat.

“We should go,” Calla agrees.





CHAPTER 34

Crossing the Jinzi River is easy, because the Weisannas had already marked a path from the last time they made the journey. Small yellow flags, planted in the grass, in the trees, and then over the rocks to indicate which bridges are sturdy enough for travel, at no risk of collapsing. Despite the rain, most of the path has endured. It hasn’t been that long since the palace sent the delegation up to the borderlands, after all. Since August Shenzhi traveled through his kingdom shortly after his coronation—and nobody noticed that it was not him, it was Anton Makusa wearing his body.

Each time August thinks he has hit a limit in his ire for Anton’s transgression, some new awareness emerges and he grows greatly more livid. The first time August dreamed about becoming king, he dreamed about crossing the Jinzi River. It was what their archives liked to focus on. The biographers sketched such intricate renderings. The advisors offered lengthy accounts of that critical moment when a new royal toured the kingdom and stepped into the north, because Talin was grand, and ruling Talin meant ruling its provinces. It has long been a custom, from the time the palaces stood in the provinces.

And it has been taken from him. August crosses the Jinzi River for the first time with his face blank, his fists tight on his reins. Nobody is witnessing this to commit to the history books, because he has crossed it already, and under the most ridiculous pretense for order. The divine crown. Otta’s bid for the throne while August was as good as asleep.

Night falls shortly after their crossing. They make camp in Lankil. August steps into his tent with his flashlight, breathing hard. Since their discussion on the road, Otta has split from the camp. She will meet him in Actia Province. She will be faster on her own, unrestricted by observant guards.

August only needs to lead his army, she tells him. August only needs to continue his strategy, and she is his good sister helping him along. There are other soldiers she can find for him, she insists.

“Fuck,” August hisses. He sheds his jacket. There are scratches across his shoulders from the branches they brushed by earlier. He turns his head, attempting to inspect the state of his injuries, but gives up promptly. If Galipei were here, he would insist August sit down to be cleaned, lest the cuts grow infected. But Galipei is not here, so August—alone—pulls his undershirt off merely to let his wounds air-dry.

It’s dead silent in his tent. Quiet murmuring travels across his camp. Nothing audible, because his guards do not dare say anything within earshot.

August unrolls his cot. His maps. Then he spits “Fuck” once more, because it almost makes him feel better.

Scouts reported in. Rural dwellers spotted Calla and Anton on the path approaching Kelitu. August hasn’t a clue what they’re doing over there. He stares at the sketch of Talin, this rendering of the kingdom from the edges of the borderlands to San-Er. He puts the tip of his finger against the provinces, gauging travel time between their camp in Lankil and the briny desolation that makes up Kelitu Province. One day of nonstop riding. A day and a half if the rain has ruined the paths, has forced detours across villages and farmland.

He pushes the map away. The silence is growing unbearable inside his tent. This is a result of his own making. He does not have the room to worry about anything save this war, and so he is surrounded by nothing but this war.

August sits unmoving until his ears begin to ring. Then he pulls off his circlet. Pushes the sharp end of one prong into his wrist. His blood wells immediately, appearing black beneath the weak lamplight at the foot of his cot.

In his youth, it took him some time to learn how to jump well. Befriending Anton Makusa was the best and worst thing to happen to him. Anton was older and more intense. Anton was naturally adept at jumping however he wanted, as though his qi was entirely within his control. He didn’t even need to try. August aspired to be like him; August frothed with envy witnessing him. Either August matched up to his friend, or he would spend all his time agonizing over where he fell short.

August has a clear image of the sigils they found on Calla and Anton. On their vessels, left at the border of Rincun when they went after the divine crown. Though Otta could have shared this with him too, it would have done too much to her ego to ask. He dabs his finger into his cut and draws its distinct shape on his forearm. This work did not come easily to him; August learned from an early age that if he is to pull himself up, he needs to pay attention.

He jumps, and finds himself in the rain. No light to announce to his guards that he left. No tether keeping him within his qi’s natural restrictions. He glances down in this new body, and his forearm is marked with the residue of the sigil, glowing faintly against the dark. The wind howls. This is Leysa. He recognizes the rustle of the overhead trees. He gathers his breath.

Jumps again. Flat ground. Eigi. He considers pivoting and entering Kelitu to observe what Calla is doing. If she wants to open a travel route to supply San-Er from the east, she will meet unpredictable travel and errant sea tides. He considers poking his head around until he finds Otta, attempting some level of supervision. These options occur to him like bureaucratic duties, reasonable items he should want to handle. A pang of hunger steers him into one more jump instead.

San-Er.

Right outside of it, at least. The scouts have had a busy few days. Calla and Anton were sighted on the move. Meanwhile, Galipei Weisanna was sighted entering San-Er, right before qi was blocked in the capital.

The body August takes is in conversation with someone, but thankfully he is not the one speaking, and he finds the first lull to excuse himself. He senses the block as soon as he sidles through the open gate, that pinch inside his throat, as if one of his critical organs has been blocked from function. Being inside the twin cities again is a rush. Its atmosphere crackles through his mind, his limbs, his tongue—urgent as a hit of heroin. He had hoped he could land in someone affecting some sense of authority, and maybe he has gotten lucky. A flash of his shoes: city-speckled boots. Much like the sort Calla is always wearing. He peers into a mirror hanging from a shop door, and he knows who this is—not because they ever met during his youth, but because the Weisannas reported a long-lost Makusa stationed as an auxiliary member of the Crescent Societies, and she looks just like Anton.

August proceeds through San. He reaches into the pocket of the jacket he’s wearing. The key is weighty in his palm. Two pieces click in place without hesitation—he knows what the key to the room in the private cells looks like. He was the one to pull it from the war room when they needed to put Leida away.

“Unbelievable,” August whispers under his breath.

He does all this to protect Galipei, and he goes and gets himself captured. What was wrong with hiding in Gaiyu? What was wrong with standing aside when that blast was coming?

August approaches the main entrance into the palace. The Crescent Society members only nod when he hops over the turnstiles. He forces himself to slow his stride inside. Don’t invoke suspicion. Be patient. He has been patient for years—it would not do to suddenly lose his grasp on it now. When he opens the door into the private cells, the corridor is pitch black. August does not seek a light before stepping in. He knows the way.

It’s humid. The rain drips through the air vents, into the cells. Impossible to move silently when his boots slosh through the ankle-deep flooding, so he does not try. At the end of the corridor, the viewing window on the door has been left open. August approaches it slowly. He assumes, despite the ruckus of his steps, that Galipei would not discern his presence.

Galipei slams against the window. August jerks back, his breath catching in his throat. With Buira Makusa’s eyes, he sees a soft silver glimmering all around Galipei’s body. This is not usual. This is something that the Makusas have been hiding, because of course that family would possess something deviant up their sleeve.

“If you’re going to kill me,” Galipei sneers, “do it before Calla returns. No more games. I’ve told you everything I know.”

“Have you?” August asks, and his voice cuts through the dark. He holds the key tightly. He does not offer it. He does not reveal himself.

Galipei stops. He tilts his head.

“I have,” he says.

“Anton has left,” August says, “so you’re stuck with me now.”

“That’s fine.” Galipei is still pressed close to the viewing window. “I have nothing else to offer.”

August has not played this quite right. He does not know Buira Makusa. He cannot attempt to carry a conversation pretending to be her. Galipei is already looking at him strangely.

“At least you offered enough to send them off.”

“They were already planning to target Actia before I’d said a word.”

Yes, Galipei could not have said a word. He did not know. He stands in this cell, trapped by the capital’s steel and metal, and none of this needed to happen. Galipei Weisanna is hardly a pawn in this war, never mind someone worth keeping captured to sap for information.

“They have another source, of course,” August says, pressing for a slip-up. Pressing whether Galipei may have overheard something interesting during his time here.

But Galipei scoffs instead.

“Who is going to feed them information? Otta Avia? Your brother knows August. He can predict his moves just as I can, because August plans ten steps ahead, and he doesn’t realize that doing so means people can deduce exactly where your feet are coming down.”

August’s first reaction is indignation. He hadn’t been caught plotting for the throne, had he? He hadn’t been obstructed by planning ten steps ahead—he was successful, and he would be king now if it weren’t for Calla…

August takes a step back, his palm tight over the key. He considers revealing himself and calling Galipei a traitor. Cursing him for what he may have done, what he is yet to do. But Galipei defied him when he entered San-Er. He will not decide to heed directives here, even if August asks.

And for as long as Galipei is useful to Calla—or gives the impression of being useful—this cell is safer than anywhere else he could be on the battlefield.

“You’re no use to me,” he says. He is playing a part. He is offering what Buira Makusa may say in farewell.

Galipei quirks a brow. He shrugs, tucking his arms around his torso.

“And you should be so grateful,” he says, “because there is little good in my use.”

August should go. He is better off finding answers in the war room. Whatever route Anton expects him to take, he must elude. He will work fast, then slip through San’s wall again, returning to his body before anyone can discover he is missing.

Silently, he turns. Put one foot in front of the other.

He feels Galipei’s eyes tracking him out.





CHAPTER 35

Dawn rises over the horizon, and Anton finally switches off the shoddy flashlight he’s been clutching through the night. Green foliage and brown fronds—that’s how he knows they’ve entered the province. He’s forgotten where the border is drawn, how the route used to look during their journeys from the palace, but he cannot forget Kelitu’s colors.

Anton doesn’t slow their pace. Calla’s forehead is pressed against his back.

It worries him that there’s very little rain falling.

“Princess,” he yells back. “We’re almost there.”

A small jolt. Calla wakes abruptly, her fingers tightening around his waist. After a beat, she shivers against him.

“It’s cold.”

“Temperatures can drop unexpectedly in Kelitu.” As he speaks, Anton gets a few sparse droplets on his shoulder. “Especially with this weather.”

“Hmm.”

Calla doesn’t say what she must be thinking too. If the god of precious metals was responsible for the light rain in Daol, perhaps its absence in Kelitu means another is combating it here.

“You said the manor was to the south,” Calla calls over the wind.

“Yes.”

“We won’t be venturing too far into Kelitu, then.”

“No,” Anton answers. There won’t be any need to go to the yamen, to wander the main village. They can stay out of the way if something—someone—has descended upon Kelitu.

One problem at a time. One combatant, then the next.

Anton, suddenly, steers their horse off the main path, turning right. The gravel underfoot changes to grass, a faint path marked by hardened mud. He had feared that he wouldn’t recognize the turn toward the manor, but Kelitu Province appears exactly as it did two decades ago. The ground lifts on an incline, pushing into a soft hill, and Anton slows down. A line of coastal birds squawks overhead. Calla fidgets behind him, craning her neck to follow the birds.

“I’m surprised your family manor is still standing,” she remarks. She doesn’t have to yell over the wind anymore. “I figured opportunists would have long taken whatever pieces they could get their hands on.”

“I’ve only inquired into the manor once.” Anton tries not to tense up. The muscles in his back are stiffening with every subsequent mile—and he doesn’t want Calla to feel it. “After I was exiled and needed the money, I asked whether it might be sold. There could be merchants in the village who might want the property. An assistant for Councilmember Rehanou said no one wanted to come within a hundred feet of the place, never mind move in.”

Which was understandable. The provinces pray to their old gods and maintain their shrines. They shun the sites that have been drenched in blood and sacrifice.

The hill suddenly crests, bringing them up to its apex. Though Anton’s grip doesn’t change on the reins, the horse halts, as though it senses an unspoken instruction. Grassy slopes run a gentle gradient down to the scene before them, to a dilapidated fence that loops the perimeter of a house.

Calla shifts forward, taking in the sight. Anton almost can’t look directly at it. It is, simultaneously, utterly the same and utterly different; it is exactly as he expected, yet he can barely remember what he expected, so how is he to decide that? How can he claim that the face of the house has not changed in the wake of tragedy when he can hardly remember the face of his own mother?

Anton urges the horse forward. Carefully, it begins to move, testing its hooves on the grass.

“We used to go around, where the path extends,” he says. There is an edge of franticness to his voice that he can’t hold back. An insistence that he does know the way, that he holds enough memory to call this manor his own. “Carriages were too heavy for this slope. The Palace of Earth only had a few for rent, and my parents took us out often enough that we wanted to be careful we weren’t returning damaged vehicles. Kasa wouldn’t like that very much.”

Though the manor is situated a few miles inland, it stands high enough above sea level to gaze upon the horizon—the tempestuous waves, frothing under the dark clouds. Lightning flashes in the distance, emitting a low rumble over the water.

Calla stays silent as they approach the fence. The palm trees on the perimeter of the manor wave with the morning wind. When Anton stares at them too long, he will be hauled back in time, so he tears his eyes away. This was a home that was not quite home. An extension outside San-Er granted to his family only because his father was supposed to govern this province to the king’s instructions.

“This way.”

Anton dismounts, his legs shaky. The gate in the fence has a latch in the seams of the wood, and it takes a hard push before the rusting metal is willing to give. No one has come through in years. If they have, they opted to hop the fence rather than loosen the latch. Anton pushes the gate aside, waiting for Calla to dismount and tie the horse. Her eyes lift behind him. Following the features of the Makusas’ former residence. The ground-floor windows, sealed shut. The second-floor balcony. And a smiling veranda, stretching before the double front doors, its two rocking chairs left out after all these years, their bright paint long fallen victim to the elements.

Anton lets the gate fall back. A new rumble of thunder echoes from afar. He walks up to the veranda, his steps careful, uncertain if his foot will go right through on a patch of rot. It’s almost a surprise that the floorboards hold his weight.

“That one was mine.” He points to the rocking chair on the left. “Bibi liked to hog the other one, but it was our mother’s primarily, unless she felt ill and complained that the motion worsened her nausea. Then she would walk the seaside instead.”

Calla makes no answering remark. He’s not looking for conversation, not really. Anton, possessing no key, kicks the left side of the double doors. Both doors fly inward easily, accompanied by an explosion of decade-old dust. He hears the screams inside the house. He steps inside and sees the spatter, the blood spreading, spreading…

“It’s very clean,” Calla says.

“The guards hosed it down before they left,” Anton replies. He stops in the atrium. His head lifts to stare up at the ceiling.

The colors have faded over the years. He hasn’t thought about the atrium ceiling of the Kelitu manor since he was eight years old, but upon reacquaintance, it’s unthinkable that he forgot about it, that he left behind these memories of lying underneath it, of pointing out each detail to Bibi and making up stories until she dozed into a nap.

“What the fuck am I looking at?” Calla asks.

Anton scoffs a small laugh. “My sisters and I,” he says, “being chased by a village monster.”

Calla is frowning. She doesn’t seem to think it’s very funny. Their father had commissioned an artist with an abstract style. Long, sketchy lines. Blocks of color that didn’t stay within their bounds, as though they were misprinted onto the artwork. It depicted three children, running, and then a… thing that floated off the ground with a curved tail and two horns.

“I’d forgotten,” Anton whispers. He feels his throat close up. “I’d entirely forgotten.”

Calla’s hand traces along his shoulder. It is gentle and unusual, a touch purely to sympathize with his pain.

Anton clears his throat. Lowers his gaze from the ceiling, focusing on what is before him. This house, their presence. This province, their war.

“Let’s start searching,” he says. “The office is upstairs.”



He’s played hide-and-seek in here too many times to count.

Under his father’s desk, among his mother’s clothes. It didn’t make sense why a collection of her coats had been brought out when Kelitu’s winters are light and salt-flecked, calling for nylon rather than wool, but they were stored in the closet nonetheless, hanging one after the other in neat order that Anton used to sidle behind.

Anton pushes the coats aside. He shudders. Without looking any further, he closes the closet door. Why would there be a record of a sigil in there, anyway? It was a silly place to search.

He wouldn’t say he developed a fear of tight spaces since his parents were killed—the entirety of San-Er consists of tight spaces—but something about this manor worsens the effect. The cupboard in the sitting room downstairs curved to create a perfect nook for him behind it. The attackers could not see him, but he saw them.

Their throats slit, their chests carved open. The light leaving their eyes, the blood soaking the floor.

How do you kill a god? Anton wants to demand. If Fen Makusa was so powerful, why did he let this happen to him?

Why did he leave Anton to fend for himself?

Calla said she would take a look around the ground floor, just in case, even though Anton was certain there would be nothing there. Maybe she knows that he’s trying to avoid the scene of the attack. He swears he can smell the phantom stench of blood in the carpet. He feels the remnants of death in the manor, and his parents will linger in these corridors until the entire province has sunk with the water.

“I haven’t gotten up to much in this time, I’m sorry,” he says out loud, as though they might hear him.

Anton turns his attention to the filing cabinet next, dumping out the papers in the bottom drawer and sifting through them. Footsteps sound on the other side of the second floor, which means Calla has made her way up. The manor has always been resonant. A simple whistle at the front door will echo up to the third floor. He forgot about that too.

Anton pauses on a bundle of letters, scanning his father’s handwriting. He is used to making quick work of searching a place—taking inventory to grab what is valuable and leave what is not. When he was in exile, clearing out a place before he left a body; when he landed in August, hurrying to search the king’s belongings before he lost the authority. But for the first time in recent memory, Anton has returned to his birth body, in a place familiar to him, left to his own devices. And there’s nothing useful to be found.

“Princess?” he calls.

No response. Anton can hear her presence nonetheless, so he gets up and follows her footfall down the hall. He could walk this route blindfolded. Hide-and-seek would finish in the office and then he’d be flying down these stairs, already counting another round for Bibi.

Anton enters the room at the end of the hall, the only place that Calla viably could have entered. The balcony door is wide open, blowing the sound of the eastern seas into the room, but he can’t see her.

“That’s not quite accurate anymore, is it?”

Anton whirls around. “Heavens.”

He didn’t expect her to be behind him. He had forgotten about that piece of furniture, a wobbly, practically three-legged dresser that Calla climbed onto for height. She’s on the tips of her toes, her hands clasped to the edge of the storage alcove above the door. Calla is tall, but even still she lacks a few more inches before she can get her eyes on the clutter in the alcove.

“Sorry,” Calla says, turning over her shoulder. “I thought you’d noticed me already.”

“I had not,” Anton replies plainly. “You’re not going to find anything up there.”

“No?” Calla pulls her hands back. She maintains an impressive amount of balance before she leaps onto the carpet with a hearty thump. “I’d already lifted myself up by the time you stepped in. Nothing interesting.”

“I could have told you that. This was my bedroom. I doubt my father would store a record of his sigil here.”

The room seems smaller than he remembered. He could have sworn there was enough space to tumble and roll, fake-fight with Bibi until she was actually upset that he shoved her too hard. In his memories, the pastel-blue wallpaper caught the light from the balcony, shimmered from corner to corner as though he occupied his own private bubble drifting across the land.

“You got the nicest room,” Calla remarks. She slinks toward the balcony. “Your parents didn’t want this view?”

Anton shrugs. “I guess they loved me a lot.”

“Must be nice.”

Calla’s tone is indecipherable. She steps onto the balcony, pushing the door, and Anton is close on her tail. It’s raining over the waters, a gossamer sheet dangling from the clouds. A clear line marks the point where the rain stops before it reaches the shores of Kelitu. Someone is protecting the province with unnatural force.

For a moment, the both of them can only stare. The cliffs, the fronds, the serrated trees that protrude from the rocks.

“I didn’t expect what’s happening here,” Calla says quietly.

“In Kelitu?” Anton asks.

“In the provinces.” Her crown takes on a faint glow. “A man absorbed my sword.”

Anton crouches, picking up a wilted branch that has blown onto his balcony. There is still a single berry attached to the bark.

“I thought he ate it.”

“Same thing.”

Anton tosses the branch over the railing, back onto the grass. The wind catches the throw, sweeping it farther inland. Talin’s eastern seaboard has always had a bad reputation. It is where fishermen get swept out beyond recovery if they let down their guard. It is where high tides beat their own records each year, and mothers must warn their children to stay in sight if they are playing anywhere within reach of the water.

“One day,” Anton says, “when we are not hunting for a way to win the war, when we have all the freedom in the world—I’d like to show you the sea.”

Calla gives him a wry look. “We are staring at the sea right now.”

“It’s not the same. You need the sand beneath your feet.”

You would survive it, Anton adds silently. Only a certain type of person can withstand Kelitu’s waves.

“One day, when we are satisfied with the state of the kingdom,” Calla says under her breath. She turns to him. “Have you found anything?”

Anton shakes his head. “Nothing.” He doesn’t want to say I told you so, but it is looking more and more as though Galipei was mistaken. Or lying. “I’m not sure what I’m even looking for. A notebook? A photograph?”

“Perhaps there was some record here, but it has been taken since,” Calla offers. “There must have been one or two brave souls in Kelitu who came through over the years.”

Anton doesn’t think so. He would sense it if someone had been rummaging about. His memories may blur, but this house is more loyal than he is. It responds to him like a childhood pet, willing to tattle on the presence of strangers.

“We can’t linger long,” he reminds her. “We are expected in Actia. Venus Hailira will be arriving in Rincun soon.”

“Yes,” Calla says. Her eyes stay over the sea. Yellow eyes, steadily bright against the daylight. She is unmoving despite her response.

Then, suddenly, Calla turns and departs his room, striding down the hall.

Anton makes haste, shutting the balcony door and following after her. “Calla?”

There is something ugly about the way his heart falls whenever someone walks away from him. He has half a mind to accuse Calla of doing it on purpose. She likes to watch him scramble, to subject him to this misery of being left behind again, yet again.

But when he finds her in the atrium, she’s staring at his family’s mural. Utterly deep in thought, her head lolled back. She wasn’t waiting for his reaction.

“Calla?” he asks again.

“Tell me if I’m losing my mind,” she says, “but could this… thing be a sigil?”

Anton’s gaze whips up to the ceiling. Despite how strange the imagery was, he never thought to question its depiction as anything but. His father said it was conventional rural art, and so it was conventional rural art.

[image: A hand-drawn black abstract symbol with looping lines, forked branches, and a curved tail ending in a short horizontal stroke on white.]
He squints.

“Fuck,” he says.





CHAPTER 36

It was his light that steered her back to the mural.

Calla doesn’t say this, doesn’t divulge any further details. She watches Anton as he tips his head back, gazing upon the ceiling, and the glare behind his eyes responds to the picture. Bright, blazing, and Calla takes him in.

Takes his power in.

Stop. Stop. Stop—

Anton doesn’t notice her agitation. He must assume it was sheer pattern recognition. Rather excitedly, he pulls a knife from his pocket and presses it to his elbow. Calla says, “Maybe you don’t need to try it right now,” but his blade pierces skin anyway. Nausea presses up her throat, violently and without warning. Anton has drawn the prongs of the sigil. It comes naturally to him. He was made for this sigil. He was born for it.

If he grows as powerful as a god, what does that make her? If he inherits this legacy, this calling from the heavens, who does Calla become in the face of their war, not their primary weapon but only the instigator?

“Anton, wait—”

He loops the body of the sigil. The winding tail. When Calla blinks, she can’t see past the light that is pouring from him, cascading out of control.

“Here goes,” Anton says. “I’m going to test this out.”

“Wait.”

A scream of sensation. Noise, blasting in her ears, tearing down her throat. Thousands and thousands of pinpricks, stabbing in her palms, her chest, her stomach.

Then: it all disappears. Anton’s body falls to the floor, an empty vessel. Calla, with a halting breath, wipes her eyes. She didn’t think she had started to cry, but there is liquid dripping down her cheeks. It’s sticky.

Her hands come back with blood.



Dew in the grass. No rain.

For a brief second, Anton hasn’t a clue where he jumped, how far he went, who he invaded. He must resist reacting and keep his stride steady because he’s trailing at the back of a group. There are horses ahead. The smell of their exertion. And swords. Clanking metal of scabbards nudging against heavy boots. These are guards, he realizes. These are Weisannas.

This is August’s traveling front line.

Anton looks down. It would be laughable if he accidentally invaded August a second time, but this is the clothing of a guard. Gauging by the sight ahead of him, the nobles have been sent away, leaving only fighting forces.

Anton runs a rough head count. Two hundred, give or take… That’s significantly less than he thought August had with him. There’s August Shenzhi at the front, riding tall and surrounded by Weisannas on their horses. Wearing a cheap circlet, because his greatest fear is that the kingdom would forget who was supposed to inherit the throne, after all that work he put in.

No Otta. Anton makes the realization later than he would expect. It wouldn’t be hard to spot her if she were present.

Anton pulls forward in the cluster, his heart starting to race. Whoever he entered, they are exhausted, muscles straining from hours of nonstop movement. The Weisannas keep a slow pace on their horses because the rest of them are forced to walk, marching a long trail through the overgrown grass. A low breeze blows from the fields beside the path.

This must be Lankil. He remembers when the palace delegation was last here. Off toward the east, in the distance, the outline of an abandoned city shows through the fog.

“Where is everyone?”

“What?” Marra Weisanna doesn’t turn to address him fully. His voice comes out sharp and reedy. He can’t guess who he is—whether he made acquaintance with the guard he’s invading.

“Where did everyone go?” Anton pushes. He’s had years of practice in San-Er. Years to perfect being a temporary intruder, because without a birth body, he got very good at identifying the exact moment he had pushed too far and needed to flee. The limits were always further than he expected. This is a kingdom where their bodies are not their own, where such thefts rob a person’s self from right underneath them. Civilians live constantly afraid; civilians are always performing quick once-overs as second nature.

When Marra glances at him, Anton doesn’t avoid her eyes, but rather looks somewhere a little to the left. When Marra takes a beat to answer, Anton doesn’t rush to supplement the question in a fit of guilt. He lets it stand.

It passes the test.

“You need to be listening instead of wandering off to take a piss every hour,” Marra Weisanna snaps. “We split off half to Janton. Obviously we are missing people.”

“Ah.” Yes, of course. As soon as Janton is blocked, supplies from the northwest halt instantly. San-Er loses most of its produce. “I heard there were gods in Janton.”

“It’s only an appraisal. Occupy if there are no threats. Retreat if there are gods in the way.”

This is not good. August has pivoted.

“But we are still going through Laho,” Anton states.

“No, we’re veering into Ximili. Entering where we have reinforcements.”

Anton nods. He hastens his steps. The guards wouldn’t be expecting it if he pulled his sword. If he ran up to the front and targeted August in a quick, brutal assault.

The problem is that, even if Anton has invaded this traveling front line, he cannot penetrate the circle of Weisannas surrounding August. On the very likely chance that he fails an assassination attempt, he has warned August about his presence, and August will pivot gears.

Anton pushes through the troops until he’s almost directly behind August. He stares into the back of his head, bleached once more, a gleaming white blond. You can’t have the kingdom in reward, he fumes silently. You don’t deserve it after what you’ve done.

It is as if August hears him. He glances over his shoulder, his nose wrinkled. Anton does not look away.

And August meets his eyes.

When Anton jumps, he is caught in momentary darkness. Lankil’s dull daylight turns to nothing. He’s floating. His arm burns—the sigil stutters. It is hissing in tongues, whispering something that he cannot catch, that he cannot hold no matter which way he twists and turns while he is still in a void.

Then he’s back in the manor. Staring up at the mural, lying supine on the cool floor. Calla sits beside him, her legs crossed. Her hair pouring off one shoulder, her head propped on a fist. As soon as he moves his head, signaling that he has returned, Calla grows alert.

“His forward march is a distraction,” Anton says before he does anything else, before he sits up, before he wipes off the blood smeared on his arm. “He halved his army and sent a force to block travel in Janton while he continues into Actia. He’s starting on the siege sooner than we thought.”

Calla takes a beat to digest his words. She blinks. Then she offers her hand, helping him up.

“Okay,” she says. “We will meet his army in Janton and wipe them out.”





CHAPTER 37

Finally, Rincun.

Five days on the road, rotating through their drivers so that there was no pause. Five days, the window to the carriage caked with dirt because they passed rural dwellers who decided to hurl mud patties at the traveling noble from San-Er.

Venus was surprised when they rode into West Capital and found it in good shape. The province is quiet. The rain doesn’t fall at the same intensity as it does in San-Er, but when it comes down, it’s sleet scattering in front of the horses. The freeze has lifted off Rincun, yet its residue clings to the cracked roads, the frost on the village houses.

Venus and her attendants did not stop at the yamen first. She was told she needed to act in a way that seemed separate from Calla Tuoleimi’s war, so the carriage proceeded ahead, into the borderlands first. Their drivers stayed parked at the base of the mountains. Venus, with five palace girls, started her climb.

The path has started to level out. The terrain hums faintly, but when Venus tries to pinpoint where exactly it’s coming from, she fails to trace it. Through all the time she has spent sitting in the carriage, she has considered whether this might be a joint effort by Calla and the Crescents to get rid of her. Some ritualistic execution. A quick death is too kind for the lineage she comes from. She needs to be lured into the borderlands and torn apart by wild animals hiding in the snow.

Surely Calla would not do that to her. She is not kind, but she is practical.

Venus tugs her jacket tighter. She wishes she were dressed more warmly. Snow has soaked into her shoes. Snow sticks to the edges of her trousers. She can’t get the incessant humming out of her ears. At one point in time, the kingdom believed that the borderlands granted entry into the heavenly plane. This was where all the old gods went when they disappeared from the mortal world.

“There’s the next flag,” one of her attendants calls. The path up to the palace in the mountains has been marked indeed. It is easy to follow the small yellow flags planted in the ground.

It wasn’t long up the incline before they started to encounter the bodies too. Blue and half-buried in the snow, shoved off to the side to keep the path clear, and to remind them that they were proceeding in the correct direction. There were many casualties during Rincun’s freeze. During the search for the divine crown.

They veer to the right, following the path as it bends. The better part of an hour passes in the cold. Huffing, puffing, staying in single file to avoid skidding on the gravel. At a certain point, Venus finds herself frowning, reaching out to cup some snow off the side of the mountain. Why is it so clean on the path? Nobody uses this passage up to the abandoned palace. The villagers in Rincun are afraid of the mountains. Where is the buildup, then? Where are the dirty layers that have packed one atop the other with each bout of snowfall?

“Councilmember,” an attendant huffs behind her, “shouldn’t we be there already?”

“I don’t know,” Venus says.

She keeps shuffling forward. She doesn’t have a choice in the matter. She isn’t welcome in San-Er; she isn’t welcome in Rincun.

Venus doesn’t see the gate when it appears to the left. One of her attendants has to get her attention, yelling, “Look!”

They all halt on the path, turning. The slope teeters lower, leveling into a short ditch before rising again to show a plain wooden arch. It’s sovereign ground, inscribed with archaic Talinese characters that Venus cannot read.

Beyond it: the stacks of bodies.

There’s a gasp from one of the attendants. The rest of them keep their composure. Venus knows it’s rude that she hasn’t learned any of their names across the journey. But each time she considers making conversation she remembers the overturned carriage when it pushed into San-Er. She sees the cavity blown into Councilmember Rehanou’s chest.

The mountains are dead quiet as Venus leads the charge, pushing the back of her hand into her nose to hide her disgust. Her legs sink knee-deep into the snow. It is no longer the occasional corpse appearing along their path, but hundreds of them, piled before the palace to form a semicircle, disappearing on either side of the perimeter. There is no avoiding it. In order to approach the palace, Venus wades right up to the bodies and, wincing, picks her way between two of them.

“Come on,” she calls. “I’ve cleared the way.”

The appearance of the palace worsens the humming in her ears. The mountains alone offered a light ambient sound, but as Venus nears the plain white turrets, it heightens to a sharp peal. When she climbs the steps toward the entrance, she walks as though in a dream, barely perceiving her attendants rushing by, pushing into the vestibule and getting started. They carry burlap sacks and oversized bags.

Ready to pluck offerings.

Venus clamps her hands over her ears. The palace is eerily empty—she isn’t sure what they’re going to retrieve, what might qualify as valuable for the yamen so the officials in Rincun buy their excuse. Murals on the walls can’t come off; the icy stone floors will not be easily destroyed.

“I’m stepping out,” Venus calls. “I’ll have a look around the perimeter.”

None of her attendants respond. Or maybe they do. Maybe she can’t hear it over this horrible whining.

She feels that first thump in her chest, and Venus scrambles to exit the threshold of the palace. A gag presses at the back of her throat. Distance from the palace doesn’t help—the putrid stench of its qi follows her out. While Venus walks the perimeter, keeping deep, even breaths, the feeling clings to her shoulders. Her eyes feel hot.

Glass fragments. She peers up, finding a broken window. She calls, “Hello?” and one of her attendants leans out from the open sill.

“I’m searching the throne room, Councilmember!” she reports.

“All right,” Venus replies. “Continue.”

The attendant disappears. Beyond the back of the palace, it is a blanket of white. Dips and valleys, as far as Venus’s eye can see.

She turns. The whining changes pitch. She shouts in frustration, and a pulse beats from her chest—a flare of light, a quick snap that could be brushed away as merely a thunderstorm in the distance.

The sound goes away. Overhead, the attendant calls from the throne room, “Councilmember, is everything all right?” but Venus’s attention has moved on.

There’s something tucked in the slopes behind the palace. A dark roof, peeking just into view from where she stands.

“Keep collecting!” Venus calls up. “I’m going to have a look over there.”

She’s moving quickly, wading through the snow with new vigor. The roof is farther than she had thought, the mountains warping her gauge on proximity. Venus is out of breath by the time she’s gingerly sliding against the slope to get closer to her discovery. Beneath the cover of snow, its eaves and walls are a shade of deep red.

It’s a temple.

“Hey!” she yells. Her voice booms across the mountain, echoing to the open windows of the palace. “Bring your bags here once you’re done!”

The temple is derelict. Its decorative edges have rotted, the corners collapsed or missing. Venus approaches the door, scanning for a good place to open it, but there is no handle. Carefully, she slots her fingers against its side. She tugs.

Nothing moves. She tries again. The hinges creak, offering a small opening before the door gets stuck again. It isn’t enough for Venus to squeeze through. She pulls hard. Once. Twice. Bit by bit, the door scrapes black lines into the frozen ground, and then Venus finally pushes herself into the temple.

She breathes out. Rubs her hands along her arms, trying to soothe the goose bumps rising underneath her sleeves.

The temple interior resembles those that still remain in San-Er. Artwork of the pantheon decorates the ceiling. Despite the clouds, enough gloomy daylight streams through the small vents at the top of the temple to offer illumination.

Venus inches forward, inspecting the shrines that line the walls. Their incense sticks have long crusted over, the sand pots stiffened with time. Surprisingly, the figurines of each respective immortal appear undamaged. The ceramic stays sturdy. The paint has held.

Venus keeps walking. She pays every shrine an equal amount of attention, almost afraid of the consequences if she happens to neglect one. Many appear human. But many do not. The old gods often took the appearance of animals when they came down to earth. Venus’s education didn’t cover the kingdom’s former religiosity in explicit detail, but there would be sporadic references in their textbooks and stories. Gods with snouts, gods with wings, gods who had two crow feet, perching on the moon.

One of the figurines even resembles a plant more than anything else.

Venus turns her attention to the front. Up ahead, the largest shrine is dedicated to the temple’s patron god. Its primary object of worship. At the center of the shrine, there stands a small humanoid figurine. A young, androgynous god—black hair cropped at the waist, eyes blindfolded.

“Councilmember?” someone calls outside.

“In here!” Venus replies.

There’s a prayer mat at the feet of the young god. It’s worn enough to bear markings, two darker indents where someone must have frequently kneeled.

Wind blows in through the open door, flapping the prayer mat at one of its corners. Outside, she hears once more, “Councilmember, where did you go?”

“Right here,” Venus replies. “Follow my voice.”

She crouches down, brushing the prayer mat lightly. When the wind lifted it, she thought she had seen…

Venus drops the mat, startled. A beat later, her hand lurches right back to the mat, flipping it over properly.

“I’m sorry, I suspect I am walking in circles over the snow.”

Venus doesn’t reply to this plea from her attendant. She can only stare at the blindfolded figurine pleading with her in frozen form. She’s beginning to suspect that something has gone awry. That there is a reason why her attendant cannot see a glaring red roof peeking out from the snow.

Though the word is written in ancient Talinese, it shares enough with their current script that she can understand it. She likely would have understood it anyway, had their language evolved another hundred years, because it has been scrawled over and over on the temple floor beneath the mat, etched with such mania that the translation is unnecessary.


GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED. GREED.



Venus, gathering her will, plucks up the blindfolded figurine. Inexplicably, impossibly, the ceramic is scorching hot, but she keeps ahold of it anyway as she stands and marches to the door, exiting the temple.

Her attendant spots her immediately.

“Councilmember!” she cries, hovering beside a large mound of snow. “Where did you just emerge from?”

Venus shakes her head. “Get me a bag.” She lifts the figurine. It is burning her palm. “I’m bringing this down to the village.”



Venus makes her descent carefully.

She cradles the figurine close to her chest, tucked inside a burlap bag. The paths are particularly icy on the way down. When she was ten, she chipped the front tooth of her birth body by running too fast around a corner after a palace servant cleaned the floors. It never healed properly because she’d had secret dental work done to avoid telling her father, walking herself to a dentist in Er with cash clutched in her hand. The dentist had botched it because she rushed him, and then she told herself that the flaw in her tooth was for the better, because masculine bodies from the nobility went for outrageously high prices on the black market, and it seemed strange to have something of value lying around. She didn’t care about how much the vessel would sell for: at a certain point, she just didn’t want to wear it anymore.

Being a Hailira meant that was fine. She had other options. The nobility in the Palace of Union would whisper about it, but they could not stop her, nor her father’s key in the Hailira vault to fetch a sum of money.

The Hailira vault is under the Crescents’ control now. Venus can’t think about it too hard—it is not as though she has a claim to it. She didn’t earn it. She was born into it.

She has no tie to anything of hers anymore, then.

“Councilmember, please be careful!”

Venus sidesteps a hunk of snow. They’re almost there. She has been shivering for so long that her fingers have frozen around her bag, practically melding to the burlap. Her thoughts are sluggish, in sync with her movements.

She does not react quickly enough when they finally reach the bottom of the mountain pass, and there are masked figures waiting around their carriage.

“What—”

“Don’t move!” one of the figures bellows. They’re dressed in white, blending with the snow, the mist, the dry plains. In synchrony, the group moves toward Venus, toward her attendants.

“Wait, wait,” Venus gasps. There’s nowhere to run. No chance of disappearing back up the mountain. “I am the councilmember of Rincun. I bring offerings.”

She hates how timid she sounds. Her father always said that would be the thing that ruined her. Not her stolen body, not her young age. Her doubt. She doesn’t sway any of their assailants. One of them grabs Venus to steer her forward. There’s a jangling behind her. The assailants are taking the bags from her attendants. Somehow, it seems unlikely that this is a mere robbery, but Venus grapples rapidly with her own bag all the same, reaching for the figurine.

“Wait, please,” Venus says again. “If you want the valuables, we were already set to offer them to the yamen. They’re not going back to the capital with us. In fact—”

“Shut up,” the assailant holding her arm growls. “Enough.”

Venus can’t hold back the sob that claws up her throat.

“No!”

Her assailant goes flying into the snow. It is an inconceivable turn of events—one second he is towering over her, each feature of his person covered under white fabric, and the next his shoulder skids and crunches beneath him, landing off the path with his limbs awry. His mask tugs off, as does the cloak over his head. When the assailant hurries to gather his bearings, he looks up with a shock of shoulder-length dark hair. He is a perfectly normal man. A rural dweller who works on a farm, perhaps. Plenty of those in Rincun.

The scene falls dead silent. Her attendants do not dare move. The assailants are stock-still.

“What is that?” one of the masked strangers asks.

In the commotion, Venus had succeeded in pulling out the figurine. The ceramic does not sear her fingers anymore, as it did in the temple. Perhaps Venus has already lost too much feeling in her limbs.

“We brought it down,” she answers, “from the palace in the mountains. We wanted to retrieve offerings. Calla Tuoleimi sends her well wishes from San-Er, and wants the province to take back these valuables on its land.”

“How dare you,” her felled assailant says. His face has been uncovered already. Little good it would do to continue maintaining anonymity, so he speaks without hesitation. “That is sacred land in the mountains. It cannot be plundered as you wish.”

“No, I—” This isn’t how this was supposed to happen. Her breath clouds before her. “We come with the proposition of a treaty. We wished to speak to the yamen and the generals of the province.”

“There are no more generals of the province.”

This comes from another one of the assailants standing nearby. Their voice feels familiar, though Venus cannot put her finger on why. She has not spent long in West Capital. When they put Rincun on a voluntary confinement period, hoping that would protect the province against travelers seeking the divine crown, Venus was stationed in East Capital.

“I—I’m sorry,” Venus says. “What do you mean?”

The woman pulls off her mask, revealing her face. It is not one that Venus can immediately place, but she knows she has seen it before. Which wouldn’t make any sense, because why would she know the face of a rural rebel?

“Many of Rincun’s palace soldiers died in that qi attack,” the woman says. “Maybe you remember. You and the princess were here doing your little survey.”

Yes, Venus remembers. Did she meet this woman while she was here?

“Others deserted later, once the regime in San-Er changed,” the woman goes on. “There are no more generals in Rincun. We took your example in the capital. You had your coup. We had ours.”

Venus swallows hard. So this is the state of Rincun. Ruled by rebels—a quiet takeover that the rest of the kingdom has heard nary a peep about. When she speaks again, her voice is hoarse.

“We have brought a respectful treaty. Freedom for Rincun to become independent. Formally acknowledged by the throne in San-Er, so that the capital will no longer ask for taxes or devotion. All we ask in return is a continued trade route with San-Er. Only San-Er.”

The assailants do not react visibly to Venus’s proposal. The mountains, too, are indifferent.

“We mean no trouble,” she continues. Pleads. “All I want is to speak to the mayor in the yamen. Then we will be on our way. We’ll stay out of the province entirely after that, if needed.”

The woman folds her arms. She sighs.

“Councilmember Hailira,” she says. “I am the mayor of West Capital.”

Noise screeches in Venus’s ears. Before she can grapple with the ramifications of such a declaration, embarrassment sinks deeply through her cheeks, down her neck, warming her chest. She remembers calling the yamen of West Capital. Speaking on the phone line with the mayor—her name was Erwen, and her family had been the officials governing the administrative affairs of Rincun long before the province was made a part of Talin, in the decades when it was an independent region, in the decades following their last war.

“But…” Venus trails off. She shakes her head. “You’re working with rebels.”

The other unmasked assailant strides forward. He has had enough.

“I would suggest we wrap up this conversation.”

“Hal,” Erwen chides.

“Nobles are to be disposed of as palace generals were,” Hal says, and he’s looking at Venus when he says it. He wants to scare her, to threaten her life for what her family has done to his land, but Venus can’t quite find the fear she walked in with anymore. All she feels is abandonment—by her father, by the capital she was raised in, by each force above her that she was merely trying to follow.

“Whose body did you steal?” Erwen asks.

It is a non sequitur. Venus glances over her shoulder, as though the mayor could be speaking to one of her attendants instead. She has not heard that question in many years. The palace—it cared so much in the beginning. Where the body had come from. Its pedigree, its bloodline. Venus did not possess the answers, because a part of her did not want the answers. Whether the body had been retrieved empty, the perfect vessel awaiting her entrance, or if it had been forced empty, as was expected in San-Er, as anyone would assume was the case in San-Er.

“I don’t know.”

“You are doubled.”

Venus cradles the figurine tighter to her chest. “That’s not possible. It was empty when I acquired it.”

“There’s an immense amount of qi rippling off you. Do you not feel it?”

Hal, from behind the mayor, mutters something indecipherable. It was evident when Venus threw him off.

It was evident when Venus killed the Crescent in San-Er.

“No,” she says. She has never felt anything. She is an intruder even in this form that she has called her own for years and years.

Erwen steps forward. Despite the circumstances, her eyes are kind as she approaches Venus. She has the gentle manner of a mother, only wanting to caress someone’s lost child until help arrives.

When her cool fingers land on Venus’s cheek, the sensation is unbearable. Venus teeters to her knees instantly, choking on her own spit, frothing on the qi that bubbles up her throat. Her eyes roll back into her head. Pressure claws at her temples, cracking into her skull. She screams, and she hears the cry of war, she hears the heavens and its clouds, breaking, rotting—

It stops.

Venus has lost time. She comes to with her head half-buried in the snow. The figurine has fallen from her hands, landing beside her. For a moment, the godling of greed’s blindfolded face is all she can see. The mirth in the quirk of its mouth; the ever-present surprise in its brow.

“Interesting,” Erwen says, looming above her.

Venus tries to wet her lips. Her mouth is bone-dry. The assailants do not stand at a distance anymore. Hal, in fact, offers her a handkerchief, and Venus takes it without knowing what she is supposed to be wiping. She tries one swipe down her face, mopping the wet snow, and instead finds blood trickling from her nose.

“You’ve had a passenger all these years, did you know that?” Erwen asks.

A passenger?

“No,” Venus answers.

“Someone is sharing your vessel. Someone very, very old.”

Something happened in the few seconds she cannot recall. When the agonizing pain had taken her consciousness from her, shoved her deep into some abyss that she could not crawl out of.

“Rise,” Erwen says.

Venus does as she is asked. It is kind of Erwen to offer a hand when Venus staggers. She takes it.

Everything goes dark.





CHAPTER 38

Lightning flashes through the dark clouds. Rain pummels the beaches, forming treacherous terrain at the western seaboard of Janton.

Anton clutches his arm, where the cut he made has not yet healed over. He doesn’t realize he’s doing it until he catches Calla looking at him, and only then does the sting register.

“I forgot to mention,” Calla says suddenly. “You gave me a bloody nose.”

Anton frowns. He’s trying to keep his gaze ahead, pinned on the basin that curves into the shore of Janton, where half of August’s army has made camp, but each time he stares through the dark he has to seek it out again. The shapes of the tents dart and move before his eyes can settle, and he has to wonder if it is a facet of qi, if the guards have made use of some sigil to push his attention away.

“What are you talking about?” Anton replies. “When we were riding west?”

Calla’s brow stays scrunched to keep the rain out of her eyes. She doesn’t answer. After a few beats, Anton figures it can’t be that important if she doesn’t feel the need to elaborate, and he gazes onto the camp again.

This will be a conundrum. They do not want to make a big ruckus, because the longer it takes news of an attack to reach August, the farther away he will be, and the less likely he sends additional soldiers, or pivots the whole army to focus on blocking travel routes at the river. They also do not want to make a small ruckus, because if the entire task force in Janton is not eradicated, then any attack was for nought. August will continue occupying the province in collaboration with the yamen and the palace soldiers. This army did not travel light—they would have come bearing coins and jewels. Gifts and deeds and titles for the barracks that continue to be staffed in Janton Province, and if there is pouring rain, there is no heretic who has made their claim for territory yet.

“We are two people against two hundred, give or take,” Calla says. “The only advantage is the hour and the likelihood that most of the camp is sleeping. But the moment one guard on night duty spots something, they’re all going to be up and running.”

A flash of light arcs up from the basin. Someone is jumping. Before the light has settled, a second flash comes, sending them right back to their originating body.

Anton knows what technique that is. He’s seen the Weisannas employ it around the palace. Post fewer guards on the perimeter to create a false sense of negligence, then check in by jumping into satellite bodies. Brings about faster response times than calling for help.

Calla eyes the scene. When there’s another flash of light, she asks, “Satellite guards?”

“It would appear so,” Anton replies. “They made camp this far from the yamen to prevent being ambushed.”

It wasn’t easy finding the camp. The yamen seemed abandoned when Anton and Calla rode by. Their assumption was that the army would stay in the vicinity of the yamen—how else would they enforce their roadblocks for travelers going southward? But the plains were empty, as was the mouth of the wide province roads. Calla, with her hood pulled high, took it upon herself to interrogate two farmers and one man bracing a fishing rod over his shoulder. The farmers had no interest in answering her questions, whether palace guards had set up in the area and where their base of operations could be found. While they argued back and forth with Calla to an infuriating degree of evasion, their hands would gravitate to their pockets, and Anton braced for an attack, for drawn blades or provisional explosives. But each farmer went their way before long, pulling no weapon, and Anton realized they were in fact feeling around to check on the coins they received.

In any case, the fisherman turned out to be a better source. He complained that he had been finding discarded nutshells washing up on the rocks of his special spot. Those cursed guards from the capital, thinking they can pay their way through the provinces.

So here they are. On the fisherman’s rocks.

“They kept most of the Weisannas with August,” Anton states. “When I looked across the front line, it was an unbalanced count. Almost no regular guards. They would have sent most of them here to perform blockade duty, alongside a handful of Weisannas they could spare.”

Hence the dummy perimeter, with Weisannas jumping to keep an eye over the scene.

“I imagine that the best form of ambush involves jumping and striking,” he goes on. “But there are still enough Weisannas present to make it risky.”

Even a handful can turn the tide. Can grab him while he’s moving in and out, trap him in place, and kill him.

Another flash of light—but this one came from the clouds. Calla turns her head skyward. She glares into the clouds. Thunder rolls along the basin.

“I can,” she says softly.

Anton frowns.

“Jump Weisannas,” Calla clarifies when the silence draws long. “Remember?”

But she has not jumped elsewhere since she took the crown. Since her possession of this object—this divine object that marks the difference between palace brats performing theater and a true coup.

“If Otta is anywhere in the vicinity—”

“She’s not,” Calla says. “I’d feel it if she was.”

“Nonetheless, you can’t play with fire and leave your body,” Anton says. Not for long, anyway. Their escapade swapping with each other was something different.

“Wear it.”

Water builds up in his ear canals. Sloshes about, threatening to slither inside his body and slow him down.

“What?”

“Move to a safer nook. This will be over in a few minutes. If it’s not, come to my aid.”

And before he can protest, Calla drops. He curses violently. Glances around, trying to determine the chances someone could approach him here, the chances that someone invades Calla while there’s no qi inside the vessel, but the rules have changed anyway. It doesn’t take proximity to invade Calla when Anton jumped across three provinces from the manor in Kelitu, for fuck’s sake.

No more time to waste.

Anton jumps and opens his eyes in Calla’s body.



Calla is still rather new to the feat of jumping.

During the games, she could not fathom how Anton did it with such indifference. The problem, Calla considers, is that she’s never forgotten how awful her first jump was. Searing pain, starting deep and tearing outward, ripping her apart and apart and apart. It has never happened like that again, but it is hard to leave the memory behind.

She lands, and her shoes are too tight. Gentle flooding has hit the lowest part of the basin, where the army makes their camp. Calla takes inventory. She must consider every detail before she acts, because once she starts, she can’t stop.

A Weisanna stands within view, at the side of the tent. He’s holding an electric lamp and letting the blue-white light cast a wide net, his silver eyes watching the outer ring where their regular guards wait. Calla reaches down. Finds a knife looped through the belt that this body wears.

How safe the Weisannas have always considered themselves. Arrogant enough not to sheathe their blades. Arrogant enough to let them sit within quick and easy reach.

Calla plucks it and plunges the blade into her throat.



Anton grabs his collapsed birth body. Just as the first muffled shout echoes into the night, he draws back into the line of the trees. His step skids on the mud. He has misjudged his balance, not because he isn’t used to moving in a new body, not because he needs to adapt to another body while he’s staring at his own, but because there is endless qi swirling within him, and it is a staggering sensation with each breath. He couldn’t comprehend the extent of it when he’d swapped rapidly with Calla. When he’s steadily wearing her, though, his throat turns warm, his heart threatens to thud from his chest.

All this power. How does Calla ever manage to sit still while holding it in?

“All right, come on,” he mutters, throwing his empty vessel over his shoulder. They’d hitched their horse to a tree, out of sight from the beachfront. He considers returning, but he bristles against being put out of commission from battle. An in-between, it is. Anton braces his knees, grimacing at Calla’s loosely laced shoes, and descends the slopes onto the shore.

His vision flickers. Just as his feet hit the sand, a sharp sensation dances across his forehead, and he winces, his hand flying to the base of the crown. Light flashes from the camp. Overhead, the storm takes on the appearance of a beast’s maw. Jaws unhinging, ready to swoop in on its grub.

You’ve doomed us.

Anton turns fast. He lunges for a blade, but Calla is not armed; her sword went missing in Daol. He’s left only to throw his hand out… except there is no one behind him anyway. Only furious waves. Water frothing up the sharp rocks, water jettisoning down its various fast-moving conduits. He thought he heard a voice. He thought—

White light flares across his vision. He slaps at his face, frantic, trying to resist the intrusion. It isn’t quite the sensation of someone trying to jump him, but it isn’t unlike it either. The overwhelming presence of another qi source. The push to consume what is in its wake, and in this case it’s Anton, merely trying to protect Calla…

He drops to his knees. He can feel the rain on his face, his fingers digging into the sand. He is perfectly aware that he remains crouched in this part of Janton Province while Calla flits about August Shenzhi’s camp, but before his eyes, he sees a palace. White-and-gold walls. Long, sturdy tables made of stone. A throne that grows a hundred feet tall, and a man seated upon it, equally large.

“You must answer for what you’ve done,” the man booms, and Anton staggers on the beach.

“I did as I saw necessary,” Anton hears coming from his mouth. This memory is not his own, the childlike voice unfamiliar. Which means it can only belong to Calla.

“Mortals cannot break their bounds and seek immortality,” the king of the heavens bellows. “The Way has severed. Your decision curses the heavens to destruction.”

“I made an informed decision within my domain! She needed me—she prayed to me. Greed on earth is to be balanced. Those who deserve it are owed it. Those who have gone too far—”

“Enough!”

Anton teeters, startled by the demand. His elbow strikes the sand right as the image lurches. Pain, searing pain, spreads through the memory. Whoever it belongs to—Calla, not Calla, someone else entirely—the sensation finds the deepest part of their qi, their very life force tearing apart, thread by thread.

“This is your task,” the voice booms. The king stands so tall and large that Anton has not once gotten a glimpse of his face. How could this be his father? His father who was mortal. His father who was killed by men with blades, who shouted for Anton to get back, get back, go hide before he could be seen. “You will take the last dregs of our unpolluted qi to assume true mortal form. You will understand how you are to right your wrongs when you feel this pain again.”

His head is throbbing.

Her head is splitting.

The godling of greed hates everyone in this pantheon. The godling of greed has only ever been pushed around and sneered upon as though her domain is something wicked, something foul. But the king of the heavens forced her into being his bride, forced her into becoming the third queen of the heavens because he needed her power to reign. She is not made for the court—she belongs to the casinos in Lankil’s cities, the basements of the temples in Eigi. The godling of greed has statues built to her in Yi. She has shrines in San, where the Palace of Earth gleams, and in Er, where the mortals built a residence they named the Palace of Heavens hoping the gods would like it. The godling of greed does not do anything in half measure, and still the pantheon wants to act shocked when she performed as she was asked. Their king brought this upon himself. What did they expect when he elevated greed into his court, into a bride? Heavenly qi has been poisoned by a perverted undertaking, by a sigil that has ravaged her sister wife’s power. The pantheon is losing the ability to answer to their mortals. The mortals below stop sacrificing when they cannot feel their patron gods anymore. Heavenly qi, already rotting, grows weaker as the royals below condemn the gods they once trusted.

Greed. This is greed. They knew.

“The heavens have fallen. Do your part on earth.”

She’s cast out from the heavenly realm with as much subtlety as an explosion. Falling, falling, whipping through the clouds, above the seas, into the mountains. When she crash-lands on cold stone tiles, she can barely parse her surroundings, her vision blurry. She blinks. Shudders for breath. She sees the white snow first. Piled tall outside the windows, shimmering under the spell of the palace.

Then she sees Sinoa Tuoleimi. Her eyes closed in death, awaiting the moment she would be reborn a hundred years later.

Anton gasps, finally making the jump back to his own body. He couldn’t take it anymore. He couldn’t stay. It wasn’t a mere memory that he could recollect. It was everything. How it felt, how it hurt. Those thoughts that belonged to the godling of greed, who Sinoa Tuoleimi worshipped. Sinoa’s tears, dropping onto the prayer mat when she realized her brothers would take the throne from underneath her.

Lightning strikes the beach. Anton feels every little hair along his arms rise in warning.

“Calla,” he whispers. “Who are you?”



Blood soaks the basin, delineating where the carnage began.

Calla opens her eyes in a new body just as it is midstep, diving for cover. She doesn’t scramble for a weapon anymore. It’s too slow. She pulls instead. She cuts herself open, throat to navel, and then she jumps—she has to be fast. Pain threatens the edge of her awareness with each new attack, but she’s moving before it can take effect, latching on to the next body that she can sense within the camp, then hurtling out again to let the occupant return. To let the Weisanna die.

When she lands at the rim of the basin, she pauses to inspect her work.

A minute. That’s how long it has been since she got started. The smell at the camp has changed. Metallic isn’t enough to describe it. It’s pungent. Death clogs her nostrils. There’s gore stained down the left leg of her borrowed body’s trousers. It clings to her ankle—an unpleasant sensation that she finds herself focusing on, despite the rest of the destruction. If the storm does not relent, the blood will travel. It will flow to the yamen. It will flow along all the roads in Janton.

Calla picks her way down the hill, her steps careful in the mud. She approaches a body that has fallen nearby: one of the Weisannas she targeted. When she rolls him over, his eyes are glassy, silver staring up into the sky, unblinking despite the rain. The wound in his throat was made not by a blade, but by qi, cutting a slit narrow enough that the blood was only spurting from the two ends.

Slowly, she unlatches the sword at his hip. Calla walks toward a tent at the camp. She ducks through the flap. The guards had enough time to light their lamps and pull on their shoes, but not to run out into the rain, to slip off into the trees. Bodies, strewn over their pallets, folded over atop each other.

Calla, swallowing hard, exits the tent. She checks the others. She finds the same image. She walks the perimeter. Not a flicker of life remains. This was a massacre.

This is a victory.

With the sword clattering in her hand, she picks her way back onto the narrow path. Back to the scene she’d left, where Anton waits with her body. There’s a trail and footprints dragging through the wet ground, toward the shore, so she follows it carefully, her eyes alert in the dark. She doesn’t want Anton reacting before he realizes that it is her.

Calla shouldn’t have worried. When she braces against the slope and slides down, Anton sights her through the rain at once, his gaze sharpening. He recognizes her yellow eyes; he waits for her to approach. It’s easy for her to identify all of this, because the light behind Anton’s eyes is blazing.

“What happened to protecting my body?” she asks.

“Trust me, I tried,” Anton says. His voice is hollow. “We need to talk about you, Calla.”





CHAPTER 39

You didn’t consult me, and look what’s happened.”

Otta returns to his front line furious, which is salt on the wound when August himself is barely keeping it together. His forces reached Ximili Province earlier than expected. August had pushed hard through Laho, anticipating attacks from rural insurgents, but the path was clear from end to end. Which only made August all the more nervous, because what were the Dovetail planning, then? It’s not as though he paid them off this time. They have gone quiet of their own volition. That would already be unusual enough, but especially during a time when the kingdom is grappling with not only royals from the capital, but all sorts of uncanny people rising from the pantheon of old gods.

“I didn’t sleep last night, and I doubt I will tonight,” August says, pinching the bridge of his nose, “so I would appreciate it if you refrained from raising your voice.”

“Are you taking this seriously, August?” Otta demands. “Or are you throwing away your claim to the throne?”

August slaps his hand onto the table. The noise worsens his migraine instantly, drilling between his ears, squirming underneath his scalp. The tent and its table, its cot, its chairs are all makeshift furnishings that fit into their thin camp bags. Always sopping wet while they hang from the horses’ saddles, needing an hour of airing before the tents are bearable for overnight stay without carrying the stench of a musty dog. A makeshift table cannot withstand his anger, and the joints where the legs fold threaten to give.

Without warning, August stands. He shoves the table across the tent.

“I acted off information I received,” he seethes. “But there is a rat at the camp. Calla and Anton were in Kelitu. There isn’t a chance that word spread quickly enough about the blockade in Janton. They would have needed to leave the moment our forces set off. Someone fed the information to them directly.”

Otta folds her arms, frowning. She does not resemble the rest of them, him and his forces, marching nonstop in the grimy rain, hastening through the rural provinces persistently looking over their shoulders and giving themselves a neck crick. She has washed her face. Brushed her hair. Not a fleck of dirt stains her palace silks, her long sleeves and the sash that slings between her elbows.

“Were there survivors?” Otta asks. “The news I heard claimed it was everyone.”

August tries not to count. Tries not to envision how sparse his defense line would be if Calla suddenly appeared in Ximili right now.

“It was everyone. Calla was jumping. Scouts reported back that every wound at the camp appeared self-inflicted.”

Otta breathes out. Despite the bravado she puts up, even she looks disturbed when she goes to the chair that August vacated. She sits herself down, crossing one leg over the other. The only dissonant part of her appearance is her shoes—a pair of white plimsolls with laces. There’s mud staining one end of the shoelace, and noticing it, Otta reaches to tuck it inside the shoe.

“Can you do that?” August demands. “Or your soldiers?”

“Not that quickly,” Otta replies. Her jaw feathers. “Invading a Weisanna requires an enormous surge of qi. Heavenly qi.”

Fuck. August folds his arms. They can’t proceed with his original intentions. Not if Calla and Anton are on his heels like this.

“They have your Weisanna too.”

Otta is trying to incite a reaction, but August does not give it to her. He is well practiced in this regard, a custom that the nobility equally understand. His invulnerability is not a certain thing, and asserting his detachment is the only way to keep his belongings safe. As a child, if he liked a toy too much, someone else would have taken it by the next day. Any family jostling for an open position on the council should never declare which province their sights are set upon, or else five others will have declared the next day that they would quite like to govern that province too.

“I am aware of Galipei’s detainment,” he says.

“Do you not worry?” Otta asks. “You would be smart to send a hired man. Quiet him before he offers any information.”

“He has nothing to offer.”

She huffs, indignant.

“Here you are, concerned about the rat in your forces while you’re letting your rat run free in the capital.”

“Leave it alone. I mean it.”

Otta sighs, throwing her head against the back of the seat.

“Where are your recruited soldiers?” August asks, taking the chance to steer the conversation away.

“Awaiting instructions,” she returns. “They’re in Ximili already, don’t worry. They’ll come when they’re needed, but not before then. Heavens knows that you keep switching the campaign. This plan one second, another plan the next. What’s next, August? Will you refuse to rule alongside me too?”

August needs to play this very carefully. His sister is callous. His sister is flighty. And his sister is Sinoa Tuoleimi, who would have rather sacrificed hundreds of her civilians, disrupted the very qi of their world, than accept defeat against her brothers a hundred years ago. To think that her misdeed was so great that Kasa’s forefathers were forced to scrub it entirely from their books, inventing make-believe just so that they could prevent the risk of anyone else ever trying the same.

“Calla is going to target us in Actia,” August says, “and she will kill us.”

Otta’s getting ready to argue. Her mouth opening, a righteous frenzy already entering her black eyes.

“I don’t know what they were doing in Kelitu,” he goes on before Otta can interject, “but Anton Makusa would not enter Kelitu for any small reason. You may claim to be more powerful. You may recruit gods who can shake the earth. But Calla has survived this long by doing what no one expects, and I am willing to admit that frightens me, Otta.”

“So what is it?” Otta asks coldly. “We enter a peace treaty? Refuse to fight because your plan to invade the capital has not worked?”

“No,” August says. “Not quite.”

But close. The loss of his army in Janton is a handicap. Resources continue to flow from the north. San-Er struggles, but it will not struggle so greatly as to starve out the Crescent Societies. To take San-Er back, August will have to send the Weisannas in and launch an invasion. And August has his hands full enough with Calla, who is careening right toward him.

When Otta stands, her silks adjust. August catches sight of her sigils, across her shoulders, curving along her chest. There will be more hidden beneath her clothing. Along her forearms, her wrists. Up and down her torso, her hips, her legs. This is what she must do, because she does not have her body, or her crown.

“You will not negotiate,” Otta says. “It will make you look weak. You are the one with an army.”

August shrugs, as stolid as he has ever been, from the moment his name changed from Avia to Shenzhi. Calla rose right into the ranks of being princess; August spent year after year climbing for status. He is the one who knows precisely how to negotiate, how to lure victims and collaborators alike into position. She has the eyes of kings, but he was the golden heir, and that counts for everything.

It has to.

“We’re going to negotiate,” August says.



The messenger meets them upon entry into Meannin Province, right in the middle of the road.

Anton halts on the reins. Calla draws her sword.

But the guard does not engage. The guard, quietly, sets down a piece of notepaper on the path, then clambers back onto her horse and rides away before Calla can urge them to take chase.

Slowly, Calla dismounts. She walks up to the note and uses the tip of her sword to flip it open on the smooth fold.


Cousin,

This familial spat has gone on long enough. I understand your position. All of this is a result of my actions, for pushing you and Anton into a corner.

I wish to discuss the matter of bisecting the kingdom, as it once was. I believe this would serve us both better than grappling to the bitter end. Otta has prepared a cluster of support in Ximili, marked with a sigil from the godling of control. I hear you’ve already seen this in action. I imagine you’d prefer to avoid encountering it again.

Tomorrow at dawn. Actia’s yamen. I trust that will give you enough travel time.

Let us come to an agreement, and you won’t even have to apologize for killing so many of my soldiers dishonorably.







CHAPTER 40

Calla bums a cigarette off one of the men lurking outside the tavern. Despite Anton’s protests that she ought to stop interacting with rural dwellers, that a provincial lifestyle does not negate news from the capital spreading fast and any of them would be capable of identifying a Tuoleimi by her yellow eyes, she continues to stand against the wall smoking.

Anton remains stiff, his arms folded. He is wary while monitoring the other lurkers, and Calla kicks his shoe to urge him to lighten up. It takes only an hour more to cross Actia Province, then three to reach the yamen to the north. August’s note was too generous with its meeting time when compared with Calla’s riding speed, so she steered them into a border village between Meannin and Actia to adjourn. Sunset drags the gray clouds dark. They’ve already entered the desert stretch of middle Talin. Humidity warms the air, the overhead storm trapping heat like a greenhouse, and it is too sticky inside the tavern to hover with a drink.

“What are you on the lookout for?” Calla asks with her exhale of smoke. She drops into a whisper, and teases, “Gods?”

Anton’s glare is cutting. “That’s not funny.”

In the aftermath of their attack, Anton had seemed drugged and delirious, raving about some past life he saw while wearing her body. He saw her being the god who delivered Sinoa Tuoleimi a powerful sigil, the god who offered the possibility of resurrection. He saw her being the very reason why they are in this plight at present, because Sinoa lost against her two brothers when Talin fought its last civil war, because Sinoa prayed deeply enough to warrant interference from the heavens. He wouldn’t stop prattling—not until Calla inhaled deep and robbed him of his excess qi, draining the light from his eyes and the color behind his cheeks. Then, as though suddenly woozy, Anton gave it a rest, leaning forward on their horse.

“Anton,” Calla says now, “don’t be sensitive. You hallucinated. It’s fine.”

She inspects the underside of her boot, taking another drag of the cigarette. She’s been paranoid that the smell of the battlefield has followed them en route. Blood in their sleeves, a squelch in their shoes.

“It would not be wise to continue to lie to me.”

Calla’s head snaps up. “I’m sorry?”

“You lied for long enough until I discovered you were an intruder,” Anton says. “I wouldn’t put it past you to lie about this as well.”

“About what?” Calla demands. “That I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about? That I have no memory of being some god?”

“Why would I be able to see the memory,” he hisses, “while you can’t? You’ve said it yourself—you don’t know where you came from. You have no recollection past the days where you were wandering around Rincun as a starving orphan. That doesn’t make any sense. If you are afraid of the blame you have in Sinoa’s war, you can say it outright.”

Calla drops the cigarette. Stamps on it, putting the embers out. Her crown is too tight on her head after the day’s exertion, and an ache is starting at the back of her neck. This isn’t the place to be having such a discussion. They are surrounded by civilians, and Calla hasn’t a clue whether this province is governed by generals and palace soldiers or errant gods running around swallowing swords.

“You’re not thinking clearly,” she tells Anton. “If I’ve been lying to you about not remembering what you saw, then why would I let you wear my body?”

Stubbornly, Anton replies, “You couldn’t have known I would see it.”

She throws her hands up. That draws the attention of some nearby patrons. If there is ever an indication that a fight is to break out around a tavern, rural dwellers will pay attention.

“I,” Calla says slowly, “am not the godling of greed. I am Calla Tuoleimi. You told me that once.”

Anton drops quiet. It seems like a lifetime ago, doesn’t it? You are Calla Tuoleimi. If you choose to be. High atop San-Er, on the rooftops before the morning came calling. Hiding amid the king’s games, when it seemed like there was one straight path between what they were doing and what they wanted.

“Let’s forget it,” Calla says. She doesn’t want to think about this. It is preposterous. It is far, far removed from her, and even if there is some truth to what Anton saw, it is a past life.

To win this war, Calla cannot give credence to the possibility of being linked to Sinoa Tuoleimi. It was bad enough when Sinoa was merely Otta Avia—newly awoken, intent on upsetting order in the palace. Even then, while restraining her power, something about Otta threatened Calla at every moment. She could feel it. She has always known there was something off about her.

Calla is scared. There aren’t many people in this kingdom that she feels small in front of. And Sinoa Tuoleimi, who she stole this body from, is first on the list.

“I have every intention of hearing August’s proposal,” Calla says, changing the subject. “But it will be a trap in some fashion. If he is steering us into a meeting, perhaps he is sending soldiers into San-Er.”

Anton doesn’t immediately respond. He kicks a pebble, then wanders around the side of the tavern. Calla follows him with a sigh. She wants to snap at him for acting like a child. He’s throwing a tantrum because she won’t admit to a lie that she isn’t even telling. Her mouth is already opening, annoyance slick behind her teeth and gearing up for an argument, when he says, “He won’t march on San-Er without Weisannas. It’s why he’s nervous enough to call for peace talks now, because his numbers suffered from the attack in Janton.”

Calla swallows her annoyance. She lowers her hood, observing the back of the tavern. There aren’t any rural dwellers here. Perhaps that’s why Anton stepped around the corner.

“Nervous enough to call for peace talks,” she echoes. “But not enough to be upfront. He must think we’re idiots to buy the excuse of bisecting the kingdom.”

August will not share. Neither will Otta, if she is advising his plan. Before Calla took down the Palace of Heavens, San-Er was governed by two thrones only because two brothers won the war a hundred years ago. There is no world in which Otta would be happy splitting the kingdom with an enemy. If she was, she wouldn’t have waged war to begin with. She wouldn’t have asked for immense sacrifice and run to a palace in the mountains.

“They will want the north,” Anton says. “It’s where the better resources are.”

“I can’t imagine August giving up San-Er,” Calla counters. “It seems more likely he would offer the north as a consolation prize. And assuming Venus Hailira performed well, she has already earned Rincun as our ally.”

Anton shakes his head. “August is in no position to offer a consolation prize. He is calling to negotiate what he can earn as a consolation prize.”

Calla isn’t sure she agrees. August did not scheme his way through King Kasa’s ranks to be happy with Actia as his only territory while the rest of Talin prays to San-Er.

“Your Majesty?”

Calla whirls around, her hand flying out. There isn’t enough time to put her hood back on—she hadn’t heard anyone approach, she didn’t notice the crunch of footsteps turning the corner. She is distracted; she is losing her edge.

But it’s only one of the barkeeps. An apron tied around his waist, stitched with the tavern’s signage out front.

“I apologize,” he hurries to say. Calla has seized his body. She holds him in place, roots his feet in the dry red soil. “A patron said they sighted you out back. Meannin’s taverns all received word from someone named Venus Hailira. It asked us to pass on the message should we encounter you.”

Calla blinks. She lets go of the barkeep. “Saying what?”

“That you are needed in Rincun. Circumstances have changed. She will await you at West Capital’s yamen.”



The yellow skies of Teefa Province do not sink into true darkness, even after sundown. A misting rain strengthens over the horizon, blowing from the west.

Calla dismounts the horse, shaking out her arms. They have ridden far enough. Between Meannin and Rincun sits dull Teefa, the wetlands that go forgotten next door to Actia’s desert. She wants to lower the likelihood of running into unforeseen obstacles. There is still August’s meeting to attend at dawn.

“Let’s get off-road,” she says. “We’ll find a ravine or something.”

Cattails wave from the shallow marshes, offering their hellos. A bit farther north, with Rincun’s cooler climate, they’ll be replaced by flax lilies. Calla used to nick flax plants from traders. She lingered beside their wagons after they pushed in carts full of seeds and saplings, waiting for that moment they were distracted so that she could grab and go. No one would miss something as useless as a flax lily. They were sturdy, so they lined the outer edge of the carts to protect more fragile specimens from being blown around. Traders slowly sold them off in Rincun for decorative use. They wouldn’t survive in the soil if replanted. For whatever reason, Calla used to pull them from their clay pots anyway and give it a shot, find a nook beside one of the paddies and pat the brown mud around it. She acted surprised every time they wilted a few days later.

If Calla can recall something as humdrum as her desire to keep a flax lily alive, how could she have forgotten being a god?

“You don’t have to run the risk,” Anton says, once more, while they walk. “I can put on the sigil and jump instead.”

“No,” Calla replies evenly.

They have already discussed this during their ride out. Anton argued it was less risky for him to go instead. But Venus did not communicate precisely whom circumstances have changed for, and if there was a chance that August had sent a delegation up to Rincun to occupy it, they needed to be prepared for Weisannas. Calla needs to be present—she can pull from the crown’s power to engage in battle.

“It doesn’t have to be Rincun first, then,” Anton hisses. “I could jump into August’s front line again and see—”

“Absolutely not,” Calla says, her vehemence only increasing.

Anton scoffs. “Is it that only you are allowed to access the power of gods?”

“What— That’s not it at all.” Calla wipes the rain off her face while she tugs the reins, leading their horse to follow, and her nose stings with her movement. That trickle of blood back at Kelitu’s manor is threatening to begin again. It’s so typical of Anton to want to play with new toys without thinking of the consequences. Whether it’s the side effects of destructive qi being emitted into the world, or…

“If you are caught spying on August, then we will not be having our little peace talks. We are to follow his lead and attend, because that narrows us down to one of two outcomes. Either August agrees to pull back and settle somewhere in exile where he will not bother us, or I kill him then and there, and it’s over.”

Anton stares at her for a beat, his expression caught in concern. Quick to anger, then quick to settle—he is predictable, just as his ideas are.

“You promised Galipei otherwise.”

“Yes,” Calla says. “I can break a promise if it doesn’t serve us any longer.”

“And how,” Anton says, “do you expect to handle Otta afterward?”

“I kill her too.”

Calla glances around. They’ve made their way over to the side of a marsh. It’s not quite the safety of a ravine, but the cattails grow tall enough to hide behind.

“Tell me something,” Anton says suddenly.

With a sigh, Calla turns to him, giving him her full attention. The rain splatters on her shoes. Cleaning the edges of her clothing.

“Are you still taking my qi?”

Her pulse kicks up.

“No,” Calla says. I promised I wouldn’t, she almost adds, if it weren’t for what she has just declared, for the clear lack of sanctity she treats such oaths with.

Anton lifts his hands, cupping both sides of her face. He watches her for a long moment, and when he relents, she leans forward for a kiss. Their lips meet more softly than she intended. Already fortified with the murmur of goodbye, a graze rather unlike what they’re used to. Calla presses in properly, and she holds the moment. The feeling of his hands, still clasped to her face. Her arms, collapsed against his chest. Her hair, picking up with the wind, a sheer curtain to offer seclusion. As though they might be lovers at some provincial getaway, the bedroom of the inn set aside for their use, not to be interrupted no matter who comes knocking.

Calla draws back. There is doubt in Anton’s eyes. He says nothing to convey it, but she sees it all the same.

“Listen,” she says. “We’re already in dangerous territory. We wanted Rincun and Youlia free to force the right battle conditions in Actia, but if Venus has hit trouble, we can’t follow that plan anymore. Perhaps there is another path. It is better to make a small detour than turn back entirely. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Anton remains quiet. But he offers the barest nod. That is enough.

“I’m going,” Calla says. Then, because it seems like a necessary concession to make, she asks, “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” Anton says. He swallows hard. “I’m ready.”

“Catch me.”

Calla draws from the crown. The crown draws from Anton—she can’t help it, she can’t. The barest notch appears in his brow, and she knows that he senses it this time.

Calla jumps.



Smooth wood beneath her palm. A cash register sitting before her. She peers around to find herself manning an ice shop, the display cases dark and an air-conditioning unit humming from the corner. Calla, slowly, moves toward the door, sighting no one else present in the shop.

This is one of the villages in Rincun’s West Capital. Near enough to the yamen that she doesn’t feel the need to jump again. It is a quiet night. Many of the other shops are long shuttered and asleep, the lanterns dim out front.

Calla begins to walk, using the mountains to gauge her sense of direction. She would have been intimately familiar with one of these villages at some point in her life. She would have walked these harsh fields, knowing who owned the wagons left on the dirt roads, which stalls set up shop for which season. For the first time since her coup, she looks up and finds only a scattering of clouds. An earlier wave of sleet gathers on the path, but otherwise the night is clear. The moon shines brightly. Calla does not need another source of light to find her way, trekking through Rincun in her utter lonesome.

She passes no villagers. There is no need to rush when she and Anton are in place for dawn—they had traveled into Teefa to give themselves the quickest route toward Actia’s yamen—but Calla finds herself hastening anyway, wanting to get this over and done with. Whatever has caught Venus, the ceiling of its severity is limited. Venus is indefinitely waiting for her at the yamen, for heavens’ sake.

West Capital’s yamen appears in the distance. Rincun, in typical fashion, grows darker the closer one creeps toward the mountains. Calla follows the flickering lantern left to burn outside the building.

She calls, “Venus?”

And a bolt of qi strikes her in response.





CHAPTER 41

Matiyu Nuwa loves San-Er.

That doesn’t mean he likes it, though. It smells bad and it’s cramped and when he breaks their self-imposed confinement to hurry out and source more instant noodles, it is inevitable that he will run into some type of trouble. San-Er is hectic, and it is awful, and it is his.

He won’t be driven out from his home.

“Will you put the baton down?” he hisses over the turnstile. “Don’t act like I’m a stranger.”

The cleric, Woya, regards him warily from the other side of the entryway. Matiyu wasn’t seeking entry into the Palace of Union anyway, so there is no need for this treatment. He’s here to talk. And haggle.

“It is after hours at the palace,” Woya replies. “I cannot socialize.”

Matiyu adjusts the umbrella to rest over his other shoulder, putting less strain on his one free arm while the other is out of commission. His elbow is feeling better, at least. There’s less pain with each passing day. Sometimes the hospitals in Er don’t set the bone correctly because they’re in such a rush to finish with each patient, so he had been worried.

“Wouldn’t after hours indicate that you are free to socialize?” Matiyu clears his throat before Woya can get annoyed at the correction. “In any case, you obviously know what I’m after. I need to stock up.”

“And I cited our prices already.”

The north entrance to the palace is usually a busy pathway. It quieted while the heretics were running rampant, but after the Crescents blocked qi, the residents nearby have returned to regular routine. In fact, when Matiyu adjusts to avoid knocking his umbrella into a lovely lady squeezing by, he wonders if it is even busier. The Crescent Societies can no longer trade and traffic vessels, common criminals cannot commit theft by jumping. For the first time in history, all who reside in the capital are utterly, utterly equal.

Which also means they’re equally vulnerable if August Shenzhi’s army arrives.

“I kind of hoped you were only following the market-price rules in front of your lackeys when you took my call,” Matiyu says. “Hey, remember when I took your call? In the surveillance room? That was a weighty favor.”

“That was not a weighty favor. That was you returning a favor for all the times I’ve gotten you out of scraps.”

“Look—”

“What’s going on?”

The voice comes from behind, and Matiyu scrambles to get his bearings. Where he could have easily turned around, the umbrella confuses his perspective, and he ends up whirling twice before facing Buira Makusa.

“You again,” she says.

“Matiyu was on his way,” Woya declares. “He was just bringing a home-cooked dinner to an old friend.”

“No I wasn’t,” Matiyu rebuts.

As if he would bring a home-cooked dinner to anyone. San-Er is running out of meat. He would likely only defrost a cut if the king of the heavens himself came down asking to be sat at his table and catered to. And maybe not even then, because what has the king of the heavens ever done for Matiyu?

“I was asking you about firearms,” Matiyu says. “Because the Crescent Societies are smuggling gunpowder and making firearms from scratch to keep the capital safe. Right?”

Woya’s eyes shutter, his lips thinning while he plans Matiyu’s murder in his mind. Buira whirls to the Crescent immediately.

“You have guns?” she demands. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

“They are nothing as they were a hundred years ago,” Woya says, each word careful. “Production schematics were destroyed. Craftsmen’s notebooks burned. All we can manage are the most basic prototypes. Some of the gunpowder chambers don’t even work.”

Buira folds her arms. When her heels click together, she is visibly standing in solidarity with Matiyu. He preens, feeling as though he’s picked up a compatriot.

“Bring them out,” Buira demands. “Distribute them.”

“Yeah!” Matiyu says. Yilas is going to hate that he’s acquiring more, but each of these firearms holds one bullet. How are they going to defend the cramped apartment in the face of battle?

“Miss Makusa,” Woya says, “have you come just to encourage this kid to underpay for his weapons?”

“No,” she replies. “I came because you need to shut every entrance of the palace.”

Woya rolls his eyes. “Now did you want me to do that before or after bringing out our firearms for free? Maybe I should start a charity and feed everyone in the twin cities while I’m at it.”

“You’ll want to move fast,” Buira says. “There’s movement outside the wall. Multiple heretics, forming a line. They’re coming.”

She walks away with a flounce.

And Matiyu blinks, dropping his umbrella. So much for a fellow compatriot. How did she bury the lede for that long? She should have started with that.

Woya pales. He looks to Matiyu, as though he is going to ask whether Matiyu can spare his labor, work for the Crescent Societies again and protect the capital. The news stations have been running endless reports. There were hundreds of casualties before the block activated. Most of those incidents hadn’t intended to cause mass destruction—they were only people like the man at the seafood restaurant, lashing out with heavenly qi in a burst of anger.

San-Er is tired. It is hungry. It has been drenched in endless, grueling rain. Calla Tuoleimi has abandoned them for her war in the provinces. The Crescent Societies don’t know how to match the power that these heretics possess. How quickly will the opponents outside level the twin cities to dust if they’re truly intent on annihilation?

“Matiyu—” Woya begins.

“No!” Matiyu calls in response. He’s already pivoted, running back to his apartment in Er. “No way!”





CHAPTER 42

Anton waits five minutes.

He doesn’t know what he expects, that Calla might be in and out of Rincun so quickly as to suddenly stir. He adjusts when his legs start to cramp at the edge of the marsh, ducking behind the cattails and sitting beside Calla’s empty vessel. Her crown gleams. The metal vibrates in the dark, signaling its use somewhere across the kingdom.

Anton shouldn’t. But she’s lying—he knows it. Whatever he could recall in her body, she must have the memory too. She won’t tell him… Why? What is she avoiding? Anton leans toward her. He puts one hand on Calla’s unmoving shoulder, and he breathes in, in, in. His throat seizes. His teeth chatter.

Then he has jumped, and he’s wearing Calla again.

The pass stretches long ahead of them. On either side, the green mountains rise into the storm clouds, their top halves obscured. The trees are dense, sprouting from the rock face in clusters. It keeps out the wind when they push their horses to a gallop.

The godling of greed should not be present at this battle. Their king would advise that there is a limit to the extent in which they meddle with mortal affairs. Prayers gauged against the amount in which a mortal sacrifices. Each request measured up to the benefit that an immortal reaps when the mortal believes—believes in their domain with every thud of their fast-moving life-span.

She casts a glance to her side. Sinoa Tuoleimi rides at the helm, readying to clash with the enemy line. Sinoa’s brothers, meanwhile, did not ride out with their army. They are not fighters. They sit behind marble tables and carry decorative swords. They will send men out to die for them, nary a reason behind it, praying not to the godling of lust or to the god of war. There is a deep emptiness inside Akilas and Potau Tuoleimi. They rename themselves into a family called Shenzhi, son of gods, simply because they feel they deserve to. Without any prayer toward the correct domains.

The godling of greed takes one hand off the reins, throwing her power out. Sinoa Tuoleimi clashes with the enemy bearing the strength of ten soldiers, her sword cutting through armor and steel. The godling steers her armored horse straight into enemy ranks, breathing in. Greed, greed—it emanates.

A hard blink. Anton isn’t really present. It is easy to forget.

Another battle. The same war, but a much later time. Sinoa Tuoleimi wears the divine crown while she disappears into the carnage. There’s a flare of light. There’s a piercing scream, cut short by an explosion, and then gunfire. The godling of greed has lost control. This isn’t how it was supposed to play out.

Other members of the pantheon have stepped in. Why would they step in? She stretches her will across the valley. Feels who is present: god of the short blade, godling of an elder’s vanity. They answered the calls of the mortal kings in the capital. Why?

Heavenly qi flashes through her fingertips. She is bogged down by this mortal form, but it is the only way she is allowed to fight here. She uses it as a physical force, keeping down the opposing soldiers while her side moves. As she inches toward another line of soldiers, her power halts, meeting a counterforce. A sickly-sweet smell travels through the battlefield. As though a canvas of rot waits beneath their feet—apples or peaches, already blackened and curling in on themselves. The godling of greed absorbs the attack when a thunder roll of qi strikes her. An involuntary shudder spasms through her chest. She tastes the same rot on her tongue.

“No, no,” Anton whispers under his breath. “Enough of this.”

“Sinoa,” the godling of greed bellows. “Enough.”

A lacquer-red temple. This time, she holds no mortal form. She is silent. She is invisible.

“You can’t abandon me here!” Sinoa screams. “I prayed to you! Push me through! We can get Yi back. I know we can.”

But the godling of greed says nothing. Her work is not relevant anymore. The front line will fall. The war is as good as over, and there is a stark difference between greed and delusion. Only one more weapon waits with Sinoa Tuoleimi, and the godling doesn’t know if she will actually use it.

“Fine,” Sinoa says below. “Fine!”

“Fine, fine!” Otta yells.

No—wait, go back. The palaces have changed. He recognizes this one. This is not the Palace of Earth that used to stand in the provinces; this is the one Anton grew up in. This is San-Er; this is their time, and this is Otta Avia, throwing a tantrum in a sitting room because they ran out of the tea she likes.

It is embarrassing. Calla does not much care for her parents, but she enjoys that moment of shared disdain when she glances back to the king and queen of Er. They are pleased that Calla is well-behaved. She has been raised to know better in the Palace of Heavens, where she will rule one day. She excels in her swordsmanship studies already. At such a young age.

When the attendant comes with a new teacup, Otta knocks it over. Calla wishes August were in the room, because he is a calming force. Calla wishes August were here so they could talk maturely about what books they have been reading and what murals in the palace have caught their interest, but instead it is only Otta, who acts five years old instead of fifteen.

With a sigh, Calla goes to help. The attendants rush to tell Her Highness to please, leave it to them, and Calla waves them off. She finishes collecting the pieces. She meets Otta’s black gaze.

“You will answer for what you have done,” Calla says.





CHAPTER 43

Calla skids back.

The attack flares through her body. She can’t control what she absorbs and what she releases, and then someone is barreling toward her with a blade. She isn’t armed. She can only deflect the slash with a surge of qi, shoving furiously to put distance between herself and the assailant.

“I was summoned,” Calla heaves. Her gaze flits about. The moon has hidden behind cloud cover. It’s too dark to see much past the yamen—whether there are more assailants waiting, or if this is one person acting on their own. She draws inward instead. Taps into the flow of power from the divine crown, and she feels their qi. There are ten, twenty, thirty hovering in proximity, some on the scene, others inside the yamen and waiting for instructions.

This was an ambush. Why?

Another blast of qi, but this time Calla is prepared, crashing to the ground and rolling. She lunges forward, trying to grab the assailant, but they block her arm, quick to grip her elbow in return. Calla stifles a hiss, pulling back. Her opponent aims a fast kick at her knee. It threatens to give, but Calla regains her balance with a sharp swerve, using the momentum to swipe against their ankle instead. The assailant goes down.

“Bring Venus out,” Calla demands, clamping her hand to their shoulder.

A searing flash. Her vision goes entirely white, and the assailant shoves their boot into Calla’s stomach. Her head strikes the ground.

Has West Capital been overtaken by rural insurgents wielding qi… or gods?

Calla strains against an invisible force. She’s been pinned in place.

“Don’t fret,” the assailant says, and she pulls a dark mask off her head. She appears familiar. “We needed to confirm your identity. It wouldn’t be the first time someone has sent a stand-in for an important meeting.”

“Such an important meeting would proceed more smoothly if you’d let me up,” Calla replies. She runs through her options—every way she is capable of attacking the woman while this borrowed body is being held flush to the ground. There is a disconnect between Calla’s power when she is not wearing her body, when the crown has been cast afar. But she could cut her throat. She could pull qi from the skies and blast it down like a lightning strike.

Calla does not. She wants to know who she is dealing with first.

“I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure of being introduced,” the woman says, and Calla is still immobile. “Erwen. Mayor of West Capital.”

Calla narrows her eyes.

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

With great strain, Calla cranes her neck back. There’s movement, outside the purview of the yamen lanterns. She senses it before she sees it.

“Tell me, Erwen,” Calla says. “How long have the Dovetail been running Rincun?”

“Since Hailira passed,” Erwen replies smoothly. She seems pleased to have been asked, her work finally appreciated. “His generals had varying levels of enthusiasm about answering to his daughter, which meant our first foothold into performing maintenance on the province.”

It doesn’t surprise her. She’s almost impressed. When Calla accompanied the survey from the palace, she thought it odd how the locals didn’t care about the attacks. She thought it odd, actually, that the first attack on palace soldiers happened in Rincun, which the rest of Talin regards as fringe territory. Later, when they discovered that the attacks were happening because August Shenzhi had paid the Dovetail a sum of money to disturb the council and its command over their province generals, Calla should have put two and two together. The Dovetail—the rural insurgents in Talin—have long expanded. They have quietly established a foothold over Rincun’s affairs, keeping what they need to themselves, paying taxes to remain unnoticed.

“We really have you to thank,” Erwen goes on. “Your coup gave us the opportunity to plant our people everywhere we needed.”

Once money from the capital stopped flowing to the generals, and palace soldiers abandoned their posts en masse.

“So you should be amenable to my proposal,” Calla says. “You’ve heard it already, yes?”

“Your Highness, you offer us independence for continued trade. But we are already independent. The Dovetail have established momentum across the whole north. Youlia and Actia will turn next. What will you offer us instead?”

Her left arm prickles. A warning. Calla floods her senses, throwing out a tidal wave, hitting any insurgent within the vicinity. She already figured it wasn’t Erwen holding her down. When she succeeds in her mark and the hold snaps away, she lurches to her side, avoiding the lightning strike from the skies, scrambling to her feet.

“If this is a refusal, say it outright.” Calla can’t see anything in the aftermath of the strike. “Shut your borders. Don’t lure me here and waste my time.”

“But, Highness,” Erwen says, feigning sycophancy, “we need you to get rid of August Shenzhi.”

Calla swivels quickly, gathering her bearings in the dark. “You don’t think I’ll try my best without your encouragement?”

“There are old gods waiting in Ximili. They are being targeted and bent under control. They act at the behest of Sinoa Tuoleimi, who intends to puppet through August Shenzhi.”

“I’m aware,” Calla snaps, and she swivels again, covering her other side. There are gods present among the Dovetail. That would be the only reason why the mayor of West Capital is aware of Sinoa Tuoleimi, why a civilian of Talin knows how to speak accurately about this war involving gods and immortals.

“Are you?” Erwen asks. “Do you comprehend what they are capable of? We are pulling every force we have, invoking every sigil we know. Even then, we fear that we will barely make a mark when they march into Actia.”

Calla cannot comprehend where this conversation is going. So the Dovetail are planning… to help her? At the very least, they want what she wants, and their enemy is her enemy, thereby making them her allies.

That doesn’t change the fact that this group is still creeping closer and closer, treating her like prey. Where is Venus?

“We will not lose this territory. We have grand plans for its development outside the clutches of Talin’s throne.”

“Yes, I understand,” Calla says, refusing to budge. “I was hardly a fan of the last class of royals who sat on the throne.”

“But you are not fighting.”

“Of course I am fighting. From the moment I took the crown, I have only been fighting.”

“You are fighting to push August Shenzhi out of power. You should be fighting Sinoa Tuoleimi. That is what you were brought down to do, wasn’t it?”

Calla stills. Her breath is coming fast. Her throat is tight.

“August has called a meeting in Actia,” Calla tells them. The others, lingering upon the scene, invisible except their qi—their beating, immortal qi. “I will kill him. And then I will kill Sinoa.”

“You will not be capable in this form.”

The voice comes from the dark. It’s Venus Hailira’s voice. Calla lifts her hand, and with a jolt, her qi rises to her palm. It lights the scene, and there stands Venus, dressed in province linens, a shawl draped over her shoulders.

“What is this?” Calla hisses.

“The divine crown razes cities and levels mountains. The divine crown can part the seas and shatter the skies.” Venus steps closer. Her face is half cast in shadow. “These are stories that mortals tell themselves to feel as though the gods never abandoned them. That there is still some form of heavenly mandate ruling the kingdom, selecting the one most deserving to hold the throne of Talin. But the stories about the divine crown have always been exaggerated, by commoner and royal alike. Talin needed to believe it, because there will always be great disparity among mortals. How do you keep the masses under control except to tell them that they deserve the station they were born into?”

Venus comes within reach. Calla meets her eyes. There has been no change to the powder-blue color. The change is in how she stares forward. Her unwavering gaze, harkening back to a time some thousands of years ago.

“The divine crown was made for mortal bodies. I helped make it,” the god wearing Venus says. “I let it aid a mortal king into becoming half a god, because it is easier to settle subjects who are frozen in awe than in fear. I gave the mortals a taste of the divine, but it is nothing when the heavens have blown open on earth. You are not mortal, and you are being held back by its limits. We are trying to help you.”

“Don’t you dare,” Calla snaps. “If you free up my body, Sinoa will go after it.”

“Sinoa can be defeated when you acknowledge who you are. What you are capable of.”

“Stop.”

Calla’s heart is thudding. She has nowhere to run. She tries to jump, but her qi is being held down, just as her body was.

“This war must end. The realms must be separated. Sinoa Tuoleimi cannot return to rule.”

“Stop,” Calla shrieks. “Let me go!”

Venus Hailira stops in front of her. The expression that notches into her brow is familiar—familial. Her hand reaches out, gracing Calla’s forehead, and in a snap, she sees everything. The heavens, the palace, their king. Her sister wives.

The godling of qi smiles. “This is for your own good.”



Calla is drowning.

She has never experienced this sensation before. Water, rushing up her nose, into her lungs. Her flailing limbs disturb the stationary ground—sediment that has sat undisturbed for decades swirls furiously into the water. Her hand grazes soil. Her foot collides with the plants underwater, her legs caught by tangled runners and dense tendrils. She’s in a ditch. Some drainage ditch, running with disgusting, dirty water.

Calla gasps, fighting to extricate herself. A burst of qi screams from her chest, light flaring through the water, and the runners disintegrate. She pushes herself up, and the ditch was never that deep to begin with, her arms hauling over the sides as she splutters water from her mouth. Her sleeves are loose linen. They’re too short for her. They end at her elbows.

She glances around. A dark field. No crops, no animals. The stars gleam brightly, showing the mountains in the distance. Rincun is unmoving.

She knows exactly where she is. The last place she left herself.

“No,” Calla whispers, clambering out from the puddle. “No no no—”

Fifteen years have passed. Plenty of time to let the insects feast on her birth body, let her bones sink into the soil during the time the empty vessel was abandoned. At the very least, her clothing ought to have disintegrated into dust, but a strange force has kept her protected, just like Sinoa Tuoleimi’s body when they found her in the palace in the mountains.

Calla leans over the puddle. A furious breeze tears through the province, lifting her short hair back. The moon hangs low over the silken night. It casts back her reflection in the water.

An empty vessel is bloodless. An empty vessel slowly heals itself from injury even if it is an insentient thing, just as a plant can regrow its bud. In fifteen years, her vessel has taken it upon itself to age with her, and though her face has changed, her eyes have not. Pure white. A god who is blind to judgment. A god who was cast out from the heavens, taking the last of its untainted qi to assume mortal form.

The godling of greed.



Anton returns to his body in a haze, barely aware that he has left the onslaught. He is exactly where he left himself, curled up next to Calla. Dew has settled over the marsh. An itch starts in his elbows and his knees. Slowly he rises into a sitting position, trying not to make any sudden movements, or else his nausea will overwhelm him.

When he glances over to Calla’s vessel, she remains motionless. Empty.

She lies to him.

The color of the sky has changed. He does not know how long he was under, how long he was caught in that swath of memories and lives. Battle, unending battle. The hour creeps steadily toward dawn, and Calla has not returned. Could his presence in the body have blocked her? He left himself as a vessel next to her, though. She could have slipped into him instead, smacked him across the face, and told him off for wearing her. But she has not returned.

Anton staggers to his feet.

She lies to him.

Again and again and again.





CHAPTER 44

Dawn bleeds over the horizon in Actia Province, crimson red and intemperate. The storms clear. After what rain and hail has pelted across the kingdom, this is a shock.

August’s forces finish setting up around the yamen. It took some time to get through. They expected to find early-morning officials manning the desks. Administrative lieutenants who have been paid well enough over a lifetime of service to withstand some hardship while the capital is undergoing transition.

Instead, they found disgruntled villagers. Occupying the yamen and mobbing all around it when August’s forces approached. They spat at his guards, then tried to reach for August. If any of them got a hand around him, they would pull for flesh. The Weisannas formed a tight circle to escort him through the mob, and August could tell that they were not expecting this sort of vitriol. The ordinary rural dweller used to be afraid of punishment, familiar with the sight of heads staked outside the yamen. But the soldiers in Actia were gone. As were the generals who took instructions from their councilmember to keep the yamen and its province in line.

The Weisannas were wary. They cautioned August that this felt like rebel activity, and they ought to be careful. They checked each rural dweller after breaking apart their occupation of the yamen, intent on crushing this network before it could grow too strong. But there were no dove tattoos hidden on their backs or the sides of their necks. No other indication of Dovetail affiliation—and without a leader to cull, August’s forces could only use manpower to keep the villagers out of the way. There was no time to kill all of them.

Also, it would be a bad look.

As Actia warms the most infinitesimal amount, greeted by the day’s first whisper of sunlight, August finds himself muttering under his breath in annoyance. He sits in Actia’s yamen, but it does not much feel like he has taken Actia.

“Someone is coming,” Otta warns.

It’s time. August straightens up. Whatever is to unfold with this meeting, he pulls the strings. Never should that be forgotten.

“Clear the room,” August commands. “Otta, stay out of sight. Everyone else, join the guard line.”

“Your Majesty,” Marra Weisanna says. “I would strongly urge you to keep someone in the room. For protection.”

August shakes his head. “It is a meeting performed in good faith,” he says. “We cannot engage in ceasefire unless my every weapon has been deposited. Isn’t that right?”

In answer, Otta flounces away from the window and exits first. Her dress trails after her. Marra does not hold back her frown. But she understands that there must be something at work if Otta Avia makes no fuss, so she nods and she steps back.

The Weisannas exit the yamen. It leaves August seated in the main office, surrounded by desks and folders. He laces his fingers over his stomach. When he leans back in his chair, he forces himself to shed any hint of strain. Focus on his feet—let them meld to the floor. His legs, next. Straight and pointed forward. His torso, where his heartbeat slows. Then his arms, until he is aware of his fingertips, aware of how each of them is pressed to some other part of his body so that they do not act rogue. His head adjusts last. The correct tilt of his chin. The conscious set of his expression. Over recent years it became easier to hold himself just right, because he knew the angle in which a princely crown set upon his temple would not slide around.

He breathes out.

Footsteps, along the path. August calls, “There are no forces in here, so leave any of yours outside too.”

A soft rustling, by the yamen entrance. The dew of the grass, being brushed aside. There was less ruckus than August expected. He thought the rural dwellers posted around the exterior would begin screaming again.

“Lucky for you,” Anton says when he enters the yamen, “it’s just me.”

August sits up. No. That was not the plan.

“Where is Calla?” he demands.

“She didn’t want to come. She sent me instead.”

Anton’s hands are in his pockets. August watches him, and suddenly tension returns to every place he had worked to rid of it. It is always Anton Makusa that incites this sort of reaction from him. His every defense mechanism was built in his youth precisely because Anton was impossible to compete with. Everything came easily for him.

“There’s no problem, is there?” Anton asks. “We’re out of dignitaries and ambassadors, so a general it is.”

“You are not a general,” August intones. “You are an ill-informed aristocrat with a penchant for insurrection but no competence in ruling.”

Anton shrugs. “Same thing.” He takes a seat at one of the other desks. Keeping himself several paces away from August, facing the perpendicular wall instead.

He looks weathered. As August must too, after the days he has spent marching through his sovereign territory, but there is the addition of mania to Anton’s expression, oozing from his convulsive demeanor and his restless legs. His clothing is dirty, some parts caked with mud. The moment he sits, his knees begin to bounce. Knocking against the underside of the table, jostling the papers. If Anton were anyone else with less of an ego, all the events of the past few months should indicate something to him. To reach the end of the line, again and again, in the arena, in battle, occupying a throne… and still Anton sticks around, stubborn as a stain. He has always been too much for his own good. And here, it catches up to him.

“You called for this meeting, August,” Anton says. “Has it come time to beg for mercy?”

“I wished to speak to Calla to determine how long we will draw out a tiresome campaign,” August replies. “I don’t expect you to understand the magnitude of it, but I do expect her to. The Crescent Societies occupy the capital, where the palace has concentrated its full wealth. Soldiers in just about every province have fled their posts without remuneration. This would have been anarchic enough if it weren’t for the old gods descending on us and eating up territory like”—August snaps his fingers—“that. Because they can. Because they are powerful. There could be order, but we’re too busy running offense and defense. I have everything it takes to get San-Er in order again, and instead Calla Tuoleimi has shut me out and left me to the fucking provinces, where I’m playing a fool’s game trying to starve out the Crescent Societies. Does that make sense, Anton?”

Anton is unresponsive. He stares at some space right above his hand, as though he’s not even listening. Then he laughs, once.

“You don’t deserve to rule simply because you think you have good ideas, August,” he says. “If you are pushed aside by someone mightier, then that’s life. That’s Talin.”

“Don’t you start with me!”

August catches himself by surprise with his outburst. He wants to be even-tempered. He should be past this heinous wrong of Anton invading his body, but Anton did not earn the power he gained when he did so. He used up August’s time as king, made a right mess of the kingdom, and is August supposed to think that’s life because Anton is mightier?

August takes a breath. Anton watches him, and though August spoke nothing of this tirade aloud, he has a feeling Anton perceived it all the same.

“There are old gods asking for devotion in every province,” August says. “That is a worrying development on its own, but I have scouts up and down the Jinzi River reporting on Dovetail movement too. Rural rebels are expanding past Laho. Operating through Meannin and Teefa by occupying palace barracks.”

“You’re the one who paid the Dovetail to attack the palace soldiers. Of course they’re taking your cue now.”

Yes—he enlisted the Dovetail to sow discord in the provinces just before he took the throne. It should have caused the perfect storm for him to seize control as king and go over the flailing council. Instead, Anton Makusa had worn his body, Anton Makusa had completely disregarded the opportunity, and the Dovetail found that they quite liked taking advantage of palace resources.

“I have long lost communication with the Dovetail,” August seethes.

“I can tell.” Anton points over his shoulder. “The frenzy outside must be spurred by Dovetail instructions.”

Control. He must exhibit control. Carefully, August focuses on his feet again, placing them flat on the floorboards. His heart thuds in double time.

“Then you agree,” August continues. “The longer this goes on, the harder it will be to fix the disrepair that Talin has fallen into.”

Anton pushes out from his chair. He goes to the window.

“What was your proposal?” he asks.

August loosens the tension in his legs. Points his knees forward, no crooked angles, no asymmetric resting stance.

“I will discuss this with Calla.”

When Anton turns around, his hand gravitates toward his forearm. He clutches tightly. Strangely enough, August recognizes that movement: Otta has been doing it rather frequently too. It’s usually after she’s applied a new sigil, squeezing it to feel its effects.

“I told you,” Anton says, “Calla did not wish to come. Either you discuss it with me, or you can forget it.”

“Is she out of commission?” August asks.

“No!” Anton snaps. “Why would she attend a meeting with you, August? You have an immortal madwoman at your side.”

August almost wants to tell him to keep it down. She can hear you. She will be listening. Otta looms around the yamen, waiting for the ideal moment, waiting for August to put her in position.

“All the more reason to enter negotiations,” August returns.

Anton pushes away from the window. “I want to show you something.” Before August can prepare himself in defense, Anton pivots for a table at the head of the room. He turns his back on August, facing a computer instead, and August finds himself getting angry at the mere sight—the back of Anton’s head, the nape of his neck, unmarred by dirt or blood despite the rest of him. To be in this position, showing up alone, stepping foot into what could entirely be an ambush, and Anton has the audacity to turn his back on him. How does he know that August would not try to invade him? How does he know that August doesn’t have the power to invoke a sigil and incinerate him where he stands?

He doesn’t—and it still does not change how he acts. He is a Makusa.

August stands, slowly. Out here, leading his front line, he wears one ring on the middle finger of his dominant hand. There’s a blade embedded into it. Triggered by a quick roll on its side.

Anton types into the keyboard on the desk. When August eases forward, he steps heel first, a house cat preparing to vault. His hand shifts, held before him. He’s already plotting his attack when Anton moves aside to show him the screen. He doesn’t register the image until he’s activated the blade, and then August is forced to crumple his fist to hide the weapon, cutting his own palm.

“What is this?” he demands.

“What do you think it is?” Anton answers.

The first time August met Galipei, he noticed his silver eyes before all else. How they settled on him. How they stayed unnaturally wide. Galipei was delicate in that palace sitting room, too afraid to make sound, visibly scared by the company that surrounded him. August almost wanted to snap at him to get it together. Click his fingers in his face, remind him he could take up space in this world and he didn’t need to shrink into ancillary detail by nature. August was not forgiving in this matter. He ended up in the palace by utter chance. Who would August have become if he didn’t take what he desired, if he abided by what the palace decided was enough for him?

August, knowing he was going to be stuck with this bodyguard for the rest of his life, made it a mission to keep Galipei on his feet, shove him into a tough position every now and then, because that was the only way he could see Galipei as a real person.

Over time, Galipei got better. Willing to interrupt if August couldn’t stand a fawner. Willing to perform dirty work that the nobles would frown upon. They learned to communicate with each other by mere expression. A flash of August’s grimace—Galipei needed to cross the room quickly and get to his side. A furrow of Galipei’s brow—August should excuse himself from whatever polite conversation he was making and tend to a problem.

The quandary, then, was that August learned to read Galipei too well. And though Galipei got better at vexing palace nobles, he never got better at countering August. What August needed done would be done. What August considered to be good was good. For once, August just wanted some fight. August wanted to take the qi attack in battle rather than Galipei considering himself the valiant sacrifice.

August and Galipei have communicated by expression over the years, but never like this. Anger ripples from Galipei’s stare, foreign and potent, unconstrained and strange. For the first time, August is looking at someone who won’t tuck tail between his legs.

“Interesting,” Anton remarks when August stays quiet. “You already knew we had Galipei.”

The camera is in the corner of the cell. It must have activated to signal that someone is viewing it through the surveillance network, because Galipei is staring directly at it. His eye is bruised. Someone has been in that cell to rough him up.

“Of course,” August says. “I have scouts.”

The screen goes dark abruptly. August leans forward before he catches himself—he’s seeking another glimpse, owed another second. Anton has hit some key without looking, taking it upon himself to induce a reaction, one way or another.

“You must know what is unfolding in San-Er,” Anton says. “The Crescents in the palace, and your Weisannas made equal to them. Do you think you will reign once the war ends? You will lose your every soldier fighting your way back to the throne, and that’s exactly what Otta is waiting for. She will turn you to dust once you are left alone with her.”

“Your inability to stand up to Otta does not translate to me.”

Anton folds his arms. There is blood on his sleeve. A faint stain.

“But she’s not Otta,” he says, “and she’s never been Otta. I was not smart enough to catch on, but you were. I remember that.”

Of course August tried to warn him. Pulled him aside and told him that his sister was not to be trifled with. His sister would gulp down the whole world if she could. It was one thing to crave power, attention, resources. But Otta was a void.

“Wherever Calla is,” August says, “you ought to fetch her.”

Anton scoffs. “You’re threatening me?”

“No, I’m warning you. We were once dear friends. And I can admit that we only find ourselves here today because I had no sympathy for you. After everything you had given up, after the fool that Otta played you for, you were offered no lenience. Perhaps that was my mistake.”

The window behind him shatters. August, though he resists his flinch, cannot stop himself from biting down inside his cheek. The taste of iron floods his tongue. Fiercely metallic, coating the backs of his teeth.

“You two have prattled on for long enough,” Otta says.

No—she has shed all falsities. It would not do to play pretend for the sake of civility anymore. It is Sinoa whose hair lifts off her shoulders as she grips the window ledge, her expression frozen in a snarl.

“Where,” Sinoa says slowly, “is she?”

“She’s not here,” Anton replies. A cut has opened on his forehead. Loose glass dusts the floor around his feet.

Sinoa throws out a hand, shoving Anton with her qi. There’s a heavy crack when his head collides with the wall, leaving a fissure in the wood. He slumps into a heap. In tandem, a tremendous boom! shakes nearby, and the Weisannas outside stir into a clamor, shouting at one another to get moving.

“Idiot,” Sinoa hisses, looking at Anton. “If she’s not here, why are her rebels attacking us?”





CHAPTER 45

When Bibi first arrived in Laho, she was always crawling around. It drove the Dovetail elders mad. She was too old to justify it, scuttling about like some small bear. But being on all fours meant she was less likely to be seen. Less likely to be picked on, pushed around.

There’s still a bit of that instinct sometimes. She climbs to join the hubbub atop San’s wall, and she wants to curl in on herself, to stay close to the ground. Keep her belly protected, her qi near the earth. The storm has stopped, at least. No more rainfall clogging their drains, their floorboards, their very ears. Though the dark clouds have not cleared, that isn’t so much a feature of poor weather and more the twin cities’ default state.

“Any movement?” Bibi asks the nearest Crescent.

The woman turns, briefly, to identify who is speaking to her. “Nothing. It’s as though they walked themselves into view and stayed put.”

In the distance, a dark line has formed. It reminds Bibi of sea-foam, frothing along the edge of a wave and dragging upon the shore. The Crescents would have written them off as mere rural dwellers, only they refused to come any closer once they appeared. The Crescents even tried waving them in, saying that the wall was open, that the Crescent Societies were receptive to all who sought to join their ranks, but the bodies—there surely have to be over a hundred to make a line that long—did not move. At that point, growing nervous, someone asked to fetch Buira Makusa, because she could see a little more into someone’s qi, and when Bibi climbed the wall, she couldn’t hold back her gasp.

Heretics or old gods, it doesn’t matter anymore. Whatever they are, they’re powerful enough that Bibi can see a mist surrounding their offense line—excess qi inundating the atmosphere. Each time Bibi blinks to clear it from her vision, the mist forms again after mere seconds.

“Buira.”

Bibi’s attention snaps to the watchtower at the end of the walkway. Her stomach clenches, but she makes her way over to Tsosia, careful on the wet bricks.

“The palace is closed,” Bibi reports. She hesitates, then says, “I would recommend sealing the capital too. Close the entrances. It creates one additional barrier on top of every—”

“The clerics do not agree,” Tsosia interrupts. “We cannot go against what we have always worked for.”

“But we must protect the capital before we can protect those seeking refuge from the provinces,” Bibi returns. “The people waiting out there are powerful.”

“The Weisannas are busy enough with August Shenzhi’s war. Perhaps these are individuals who only wish to monitor the situation in San-Er.”

Bibi swallows hard. Some of the Crescents are rushing down the ladder, calling among themselves to get more crossbows—hurry up, there has to be a weapons shop with a stash somewhere.

“I know you don’t believe that,” Bibi says. “Galipei Weisanna acted alone, not on August’s instructions. You understand it too. I saw you interrogate him on the cameras.”

Tsosia’s glare whips to her. “You make a habit of watching those?”

“I’m on duty over his capture—yes, I’m going to make a habit of watching those.”

Tsosia doesn’t appear pleased. “You should have told us he was captured from the beginning. To think we only found out from tattling prisoners.”

It is an admonishment without sting, because Tsosia has always known who Bibi is, and Tsosia alone understands that Bibi is not a Crescent, that she should not be expected to behave like one. Tsosia and Bibi worked together best when they were plotting the ruin of the palace—after that, Bibi grew tired of the back-and-forth between clerics each wanting a say in what came next.

“I apologize,” Bibi says. “But you see it. Another guides his hand.”

For a moment, Tsosia is silent. A tremor beats through the waiting bodies. Some are moving. Those in the center, inching forward.

“The sister,” Tsosia says. “There is something odd about her.”

“Yes,” Bibi agrees.

The heretics are walking toward the wall. Only a small section, at first. Then another fragment.

“I noticed,” Bibi goes on, “that Otta Avia shares a fragment of qi with the princess. I assumed I was mistaken. But the more I muse upon it, the more I wonder if I saw correctly. She does not seem to be a city commoner who was brought into the palace. She seems old. Very old.”

During Bibi’s time undercover in the Palace of Union, she hadn’t interacted with either Calla or Otta Avia. But she caught sight of them in passing. She could read Otta’s qi. And now, having spent longer in Calla’s presence…

“There’s her mark all over these people,” Bibi says. “Otta Avia. Except it reeks of a Tuoleimi.”

Tsosia takes a beat. Considers everything she is implying, and everything she dares not to say.

“Close the entrance!” she bellows.

There’s sudden motion underneath, the Crescents of the Shard Temple working to slam the gate of the wall’s primary entrance. Bibi nods to herself, because this will make a difference. One additional barrier up against invasion. Along the walkway, the Crescents who armed themselves with crossbows get in position. Poised to fire.

Bibi excuses herself from Tsosia’s side, shuffling along the wall where she can get a better angle on the approaching invaders. Since the heretics emerged, the Crescents have scrambled like nothing before. They have not put sigils on their own bodies, as Bibi expected, because they have realized that no amount of qi will match up to that of a god. Perhaps Bibi is not as much of a believer as she thought she was, because she feels no worship for these individuals. Only dread.

“Fire at the first sign of attack,” a Crescent beside her instructs.

“What qualifies as an attack?” another returns.

“Use your judgment.”

They are all hoping and praying the heretics do not come any closer. That this does not escalate, because every member of the Crescent Societies can already predict how that will end.

San-Er, decimated.

Bibi picks at a piece of dead skin in the corner of her lip. It comes off too easily. A sharp pain pierces her mouth. The air trembles.

When the invasion begins, not a single Crescent has the time to shoot. The heretic moves faster than their eyes can understand. Launching from the center of the line, bolting for the wall and crashing straight through, putting a groaning hole in the middle of the thick barrier.

Crescents, screaming. The walkway atop the hole collapses. Bodies tumble down to the ground, losing their balance, colliding amid rubble. San’s wall was already made weak after the attack on the westernmost section. Rapid repairs were done to the central gate, but clearly it was not enough.

“Fire!” Tsosia bellows. “Fire!”

While the Crescents scramble to get their bearings, to steady their feet and aim their crossbows, Bibi hurries for the ladder and slides down. She’s right in time to see the heretic disappear between the city’s buildings. Will the qi block hold? How powerful are they inside the capital?

“Heavens have mercy,” she murmurs under her breath, and then she’s in pursuit, rushing into the alley too.

There’s a reason why no army in history has succeeded in storming San-Er. It is impossible to coordinate. Impossible to create flanks and lines, because soldiers are split up in alleys, soldiers dive through stairwells aiming for a rooftop route only to find themselves crossing three buildings over instead. Bibi squeezes herself into a thin opening that was most certainly not meant as a passageway, its path littered with broken flowerpot pieces, cigarette butts and lighters, discarded tissues forming globules after the rain.

She emerges out the other side, catching the heretic pausing at the thoroughfare. She launches herself at the invader.

They collide more easily than expected. The heretic has the appearance of a young boy—the height of Bibi’s shoulders, she realizes, as she grapples for footing. The boy struggles. He does not say anything, does not bid her to get off. When she pushes on his elbow and pulls a blade, she looks into his eyes and sees no response, no fear, no rage.

The sigil. Slash the sigil!

Bibi’s eyes drop, searching the heretic’s exposed skin. But he bucks her off, and then he’s gone, faster than Bibi can comprehend. She gasps for breath, her palms scraping against cement. San-Er is screaming. The invasion line is rushing through the hole in the wall; the invasion line spirits into the capital’s thin, winding routes. The block is not strong enough, then. It fails to protect against this sort of assault. Not an army, but a frenzy. With her lungs tight, Bibi picks herself back up, stumbling the next street over where a market is still in operation.

She swipes a saucepan. A wooden spoon. The merchant protests and asks if she is going to purchase it, right before Bibi starts to bang them together, making a racket.

“Get underground!” she commands. “Find a basement!”

Something strikes a residential building to the north. The building teeters, seeming like it might hold for a split second, before its collapse accelerates, crashing into its neighbor.

The market-goers hurry to move. Bibi whirls around. A flash—another heretic, sprinting across the alleys, making for the center of San, for the Palace of Union. She makes chase, ditching the saucepan. More than once, she shoves aside a civilian who is still outside hanging their laundry, screaming at them to get inside. How can people in San-Er be so hopeless about perceiving their surroundings? They have been at war since the Crescents attacked the palace. Since Calla took the crown from August. Do they not worry? Do these millions think that their fortunes will be so lucky, spared by statistical improbability?

“Hey!” Bibi roars.

Right as the heretic turns, she lets loose her blade, throwing it into their shoulder. She expected the strike to offer some level of damage. Instead, the heretic stares down at the blade in apathy. Then their hand cuts through the air. The heretic continues on their path, making for the palace.

Bibi’s hand flies up to her throat, where a wide slash has opened. Pain. Red-hot pain. When she drops to her knees and gasps, her breath gets stuck, halting somewhere beneath her collar. Blood pours between her fingers. Into her palms. Her vision doubles, then crosses, and she can’t understand this growing puddle of red, this image of her qi flowing outward and outward.

When she joined the Dovetail, she accepted that it meant she might die in the line of rebellion. They often charged at carriages coming from the palace, willing to throw fighters into the fire if it meant killing one councilmember, if it meant rippling fear into San-Er. They could do this for years, decades, centuries—different faces cycling through their ranks until something finally picked up momentum. Change would not come easily, but the natural gravity of the kingdom bent toward it. Bibi, perhaps too optimistically, hoped that she would be a part of the cohort that got to see their efforts make an irreparable mark.

Bibi’s vision goes dark. For one second. Two.

Then it comes back.

She coughs. As she grasps her throat, it is unbearably slippery, soaked with the smell of metal. Her fingers spasm, then suddenly it is difficult to control them. Her head jerks, and she’s not the one tipping it skyward against the sliver of gray visible from this path.

What is happening? Nobody warned her that this was a symptom of dying. Losing control. Becoming a witness to her own body…

“Hey, will you stop?” her voice, her tongue, her mouth is saying out loud, but it is not she who makes the decision to speak. “I’m trying to save you. Stop struggling.”

Bibi relents. Beneath the wet stickiness soaking her palms, the blood slows. Her wound is closing. A new source of qi swirls with hers, adding to the small amount she has left after such an injury. She has never been conscious before in the few times someone more powerful has taken over her body. Rarely has anyone managed to take over her body. She was almost a makeshift Weisanna.

The hold snaps away. The invader has left. Bibi gasps for breath, both her hands gripping the bloodied ground while she regains her senses, her smell, her sight. She hurries to touch her throat, but there is only a thin, clotted scab left behind, the only proof that indeed, she had not imagined her throat split wide open.

A familiar face comes around the corner. Pink eyes and a ponytail. Chami.

“I told you to let me work, didn’t I?” Chami chides, dropping to a crouch and inspecting Bibi’s neck. “It doesn’t look so bad. You’ll live.”

“But…” Bibi doesn’t know how to finish her sentence. But the qi block is still active. But, despite that, these heretics who have rushed in are not impacted either.

“You need to unblock San-Er,” Chami says. “There are many who wish to defend the twin cities. Many minor members of the pantheon who can do nothing while the god of shields’s sigil is active, but they would be equally powerful if you give them their qi back.”

“You,” Bibi rasps. “You can, though.”

Chami tuts. She is effortlessly kind. Her hand stroking the side of Bibi’s arm to keep her calm, even as—by all definitions—she engages in a telling-off.

“There is an order to the pantheon. I rank beyond the god of shields. As does the godling of control, which is why each of these little invaders is capable of pushing over whole buildings.”

A crash echoes from the direction of the palace. It sounds like someone colliding with the coliseum.

“Some of us have been scraping at the sigils on the wall, but nothing is working,” Chami says, increasingly agitated. “We can’t keep wasting our time—we have to put up a defense where we can. Whatever the Crescents did, you have to undo it. Quickly. Or else a lot of innocent people are going to die.”

Chami runs off. And Bibi, a Makusa, an insurgent, staggers to her feet, barely able to grasp what has unfolded. She is powerless in the midst of this. Nothing but a watcher, an idler. Screaming—so much screaming. Step by step, Bibi staggers her way back to the wall. Through the quieter alleys, the parts of the city where rubble has not yet decimated revolving doors and ground-floor windows.

Bibi trips when she finally returns to the wall. It’s a wreck. Bricks spilling onto the field, the watchtowers collapsed and overturned. Half the principal gate has been bent back to face the sky, its metal bars resembling stakes driven into the ground.

She searches through the bodies. Some are still breathing, still alive. Others have had their throats cut, just as she almost fell victim to. Others have arrows pierced through their stomachs, their weapons turned back on themselves, or their faces caved in, subject to the brutal force of the wall before they could move out of the way.

Bibi finds Tsosia near the remains of one watchtower. She is slumped and unconscious. But she is alive.

“Tsosia,” she says. “Can you hear me?”

It takes several moments before the cleric stirs. Her eyes are unfocused. Pupils blown too large, the red of her irises merely a sliver.

“Stand up. Come on.”

She steers Tsosia away from the wall. Into the alleys, where it grows dark, and that is a relieving discovery. It means the buildings remain standing and tall, blocking out the day.

“Tsosia,” Bibi says when she sets the cleric down. “We have to end the qi block. There are people in San-Er who can fight back.”

Tsosia is shaking her head.

“Ending the block,” she whispers, and there’s a strange rattle in her lungs, “will mean handing over the capital when the Weisannas come back.”

Bibi glances up. At the skies, the dry skies. By the time this attack ends and the invaders withdraw, the twin cities will be reduced to rubble. If the clerics are holding on merely so they can get a shot at killing the Weisannas once they march through, they would be occupying San-Er no longer, but a mass graveyard.

“Will you doom your home just to bite your thumb at the Weisannas?” Bibi asks. “Or will you save the people you hoped to lead?”

Tsosia is trying to say something. Palace… palace…, Bibi catches, and she leans in, bringing her ear closer.

“The palace must fall.”

Bibi grips Tsosia’s wrist. “It will,” she whispers. “Rebels will continue to be born, time and time again, unto infinity. But the gods are here now. And they don’t want us to die.”

The earth is soft beneath her. The earth, from which mortals are born and where mortals go to die. Tsosia, her eyes closed, jerks her arm. At first, Bibi thinks that she is hurting the cleric with her grip. She releases quickly. Tsosia offers her arm again, and this time, Bibi catches a flash of a sigil underneath the woman’s sleeve.

“Tsosia?” Bibi murmurs.

“Cut it,” Tsosia whispers. Her energy is waning.

The cleric is barely conscious when Bibi pushes up her sleeve. Bibi pulls a blade. She understands. There was liability in painting sigils on the wall, of course. Wide-scale collapse would bring the block down. So they put the true marker on themselves instead. Posted enough of the clerics around the perimeter to surround San-Er, to cast the work of the sigil.

But when one link along the chain breaks, the shield will too. Bibi winces and cuts into Tsosia’s sigil with a deep slash.

Qi returns to San-Er.

And light begins to flare.





CHAPTER 46

Anton’s head is bleeding.

He regains consciousness with his every thought scrambled, barely able to make sense of where he is, what he’s done. A horrible whine rings through his ears. His vision is unfocused. Some racket is sounding nearby. It’s cold, he thinks—who has left the window wide open?

In a snap, he recalls his circumstances. Waiting, waiting until the last possible moment beside Calla’s body. Still, she did not return. The sun threatened to rise, and Anton stashed her where she would not be seen from the road. His heart thudding as he ran for the horse, as he rode into Actia.

His conversation with August. Sinoa Tuoleimi, waiting outside the window and throwing him back in a rage. They’re gone now. They left him.

Anton winces, hurtling to his feet.

If she’s not here, why are her rebels attacking us?

Thunder rolls over the desert. It is only in its wake that Anton isolates the clash of swords, the clang of metal as it parries and strikes flesh. Anton staggers out from the yamen, scrambling to gather his bearings. The line of Weisannas that he pushed through earlier—it has moved. As have the rural dwellers who were making a ruckus, though he supposes most of them have fled.

Because the battlefield has formed right outside the yamen.

Sand dunes swirl with the wind. August is nowhere to be found. His lithe physique and his blond hair make him an easy mark during a battle, which also makes it immediately obvious when he is not present. Anton performs a second sweep of the vast scene before him, confirming that August has surely fled.

Sinoa Tuoleimi, meanwhile, has found herself a sword. Her sleeves are rolled back. Her skirts blow to either side of her. Every surface of her skin is covered in sigils. Meanwhile, her attackers are dressed in white. Typical for those who operate near the snow—near the borderlands, up in Rincun.

Anton slinks forward. In the direction of a body he’s spotted half-buried in the sand. How long was he out? One minute? Ten? This battle must have broken out fast if August didn’t spare the time to put a knife in his throat and kill him while he was down. Anton reaches the dead guard, her blue eyes unblinking. Anton takes the sword from her hand.

Then he swipes a finger along the blood on the blade and finishes the half-drawn sigil he had prepared on his arm. His father’s sigil. King of the heavens, the most powerful god among the pantheon. Anton feels the rush of qi as a sensation unlike anything else. Light trembling in his every cell, flaring in his veins.

Others on the battlefield sense it too, because they turn toward him.

Anton moves. He can’t fathom what spurred rebels from Rincun to attack in Actia, but they do not act to combat him, so he must assume they are on his side. He slashes at a Weisanna, moving on without pause.

Sinoa’s summoned old gods. It isn’t hard to identify them by the light flaring from their hands. Raw qi, rippling through the desert.

But there’s… less of them than Anton would have thought. Sinoa wasn’t present when he jumped and spied on August’s front line; she was already collecting them. How long was August marching across the provinces with his front line? Several days, at least.

And Sinoa could only recruit three?

There are gods on the rebels’ side too. It takes Anton a beat to parse the difference. While he fights his way closer, he counts two—one with the appearance of an elderly man, and another a young woman—but they’re too far for Anton to see anything save the frenzy of motion while Weisannas combat them.

Anton swings his sword, pushing out with the sigil’s power in concert. He does not linger long on any one opponent. The sand surges, lifting into his eyes. The smell of blood and seared flesh emanates across the battlefield. Wounds open with a blink. His sword does more far damage than he expects when he has qi tearing through his lungs.

This must be how it feels to be a god.

Light screams from the clashing line. Anton’s attention whips over. He’s finally close enough to identify the young woman.

“Venus?” he bellows. He shoves forward. “Venus!”

Venus Hailira does not turn around. She does not respond. A band of Weisannas are struck together when she shoves her arms, releasing a clap of qi, but she’s quickly circled by two of Sinoa’s marked gods as a result. Sinoa herself stands at the outer periphery of the battlefield, her eyes fluttering. A new flash of light enters the other side of the battlefield. The rebels have acquired a third proponent on their side.

But something is unfolding.

Anton blocks the guards who attack him. He is distracted. Whoever is wearing Venus Hailira, she is strong: straining, then momentarily breaking free from the two other gods. For a scarce beat, she seems victorious, picking up a blade and shoving it against one of her marked brethren.

Then her blade freezes in place.

Anton tries to make his way forward. He needs to stop this. He doesn’t quite understand where the drive comes from, but he must. Venus cannot die.

“You’ve always thought yourself so mighty.” Sinoa’s voice booms from the edge of the battlefield. She begins to walk, dragging her sword behind her, cutting a trail through the sand. “I’ve never much liked you. Godling of qi, only gifting the mortals who supplicate at your feet and shunning the ones who don’t. You are not our savior.”

Venus shakes her head. Her mouth moves, but Anton can’t hear her. Anton grunts, cutting through the palace guards, blood clogging the air and the sigil on his arm stinging, and still he can’t hear her.

“I don’t care,” Sinoa says in answer. He calls out, “Stop!” but Anton’s plea is lost to the din of battle.

When Sinoa draws before the godling of qi, the sand begins to tremble. Across the battlefield, across Actia, those meager specks quake against her power, the earthen realm threatening to break as the heavens did.

“The divine crown’s power will not fade, and that is all I need.”

She swings her sword. Venus’s head drops to her feet, blood spurting from the nub of her spine, qi leaking with haste. A faint drone starts in Anton’s ears. He is distracted enough that he doesn’t see the guard lurching toward him, sword pointed for his heart, and Anton barely rolls onto the sand in time. He waves his arm, meaning to emit qi, meaning to release power… but nothing happens.

Anton, panicking, picks up a fallen dagger in the sand and throws it directly between the guard’s eyes. In the moment he has afforded himself, he whirls to stare at the pool of blood, at Venus Hailira’s fallen form. Sinoa has already cast her attention elsewhere. Striding toward the new god who joined the battle. Venus is dead, as is the godling of qi.

As are the sigils. Her sigils.

“Fuck,” Anton whispers aloud. His sword slips in his grasp.

Without the king’s sigil, he is not a god. He’s barely a general.

Anton is left defenseless.





CHAPTER 47

Light, flaring as blips across the swath of the desert. Calla doesn’t stop running. She doesn’t think she could even if she tried, given how she has picked up pace since Rincun, given how she’s torn into each pocket of whatever heavenly qi exists in this body. If she has always been a god, why was she left to starve in Rincun? If she has always been a god, why was she punished and made to feel so hungry, to want, to want so much—

The truth is that she understands. The godling of greed. This hunger is who she is.

Calla lands in the middle of battle as bright as a comet. Her screaming light follows after her in a trail, her body shorter than she’s used to, her shoulders sharper than she expects. She’s had no opportunity to change and put on battle gear. Her bare feet skid in the sand.

But she contains a capacity she would have thought unimaginable. Her qi keeps flowing and flowing, and it is nothing like wearing the crown. The most powerful object to be gifted upon the mortal realm could be crushed beneath her fingers.

Calla focuses on the handful of Weisannas before her, pulling them into the sand. Despite her immense qi in this form, she still can’t convince herself that this is what she wants. When the battle ends, when the rush recedes, she is incapable of walking off into the provinces and fleeing into hiding, living the rest of time immortal in this form. Too many years have passed as Calla Tuoleimi—too much of her self is only real because she is Calla, because she has built her every ambition off this understanding. She needs to get back to her body.

Her body. This is only borrowed time. Borrowed power, just like the crown.

Calla pulls her qi, narrowing her focus on a struggle unfolding within the battle. There’s Venus’s body, sustaining the godling of qi. She’s stuck between two other members of the pantheon, held under a sigil’s control. Movement flashes. Sinoa Tuoleimi is striding closer, and no longer is there any doubt that this is entirely Sinoa, this is an age-old queen shedding the mask she has worn as Otta for however long she needed until she was put back in the running for her throne.

Anton. He’s moving toward them too. Calla shoves forward, pushing Weisannas out of her way, but she’s on the other side of the melee. Wounds open fast. Death strikes faster. Before Calla can barely push within range, get close enough to be heard, Sinoa raises her sword, and Venus Hailira dies with the godling of qi.

“No!” Calla screams out. Tangible shock pulsates in every direction around her, reverberating from her body. Her opponents and allies alike stumble. One of the rebels, clothed in white, snaps, “Watch it!” and Calla heaves in.

Where is August? Why is he not here? Calla fights because this is her war. Because she maneuvered the throne away from August Shenzhi, who was named the kingdom’s heir by his tyrant father who razed her village. All of this is true. All of this put the fire in her heart and drove her to win the games and seize the crown.

But she looks around, and she is distracted. She fights to keep the north free of conquest—and then she’ll calmly walk back into the capital ahead of August, who isn’t here?

Calla has started to panic. She feels it differently in this body. Rather than a physical clench in her stomach, it is an all-around nausea sickening her qi, and when a Weisanna shoves into her, she skids into the sand. It burns her elbow. It is harsh against her head.

Calla rolls and locks eyes with the Weisanna. It takes a thought. His throat splits open. He falls.

Enough. Enough.

The fighting across the battlefield has changed. The two gods who, only a few seconds ago, had been holding Venus in place now appear confused. The rebels and the Weisannas have resorted to using ordinary swords, some skirmishes devolving entirely into hand-to-hand combat. Erwen is nearby—she’s yelling, issuing orders, formations. A true general to her soldiers, intent on eviscerating the enemy.

In the middle of the battlefield, Anton turns to go. Calla’s attention drifts to Venus—her body, her head—then back again to Anton, who is no longer fighting.

“Anton!” she calls before she can stop herself. “Anton!”

The godling of qi is gone, taking her invention with her. There are no more sigils in Talin. They don’t work anymore.

Anton doesn’t stop. Either he does not hear her, or he isn’t able to recognize her voice above this chaos. Calla pushes hard, leveling her way through the battlefield, and still it is not enough, still Anton is faster as he cuts to the other side. She throws her hand forward, trying to control him. He feels it, momentarily—more a touch grazing his spine than any proper grasp. He spins around, and to Calla’s shock, he locks eyes with her. Her new form, her colorless stare. Not a hint of color, only pure, blinding white.

Anton does not recognize her.

But across the field, Sinoa Tuoleimi does.

“Fuck,” Calla says. “Fuck—”

Sinoa smiles. She mouths, Welcome back. If Calla is here in this form, then her body must be elsewhere. If Anton is running off, the direction of his focus must be…

“Sinoa,” Calla shrieks. “Don’t you dare.”

But already Sinoa is murmuring under her breath. Praying, praying, pinpointing her sacrifice despite their sigils going dark. Calla ducks beneath a Weisanna’s swinging sword, tearing into the weapon and melting it so the Weisanna cannot swing again. Before the kingdom remembered how they once communed with the gods, before anyone outside the Crescent Societies was smearing sigils across their chest, Anton had succeeded in jumping across the arena. Anton had worn August’s skin using only sacrifice, no light flashing because blood ran so thickly.

There is enormous sacrifice across Actia’s desert now. When Calla finally clears through enough of the havoc to wrench her fist through the air, attacking Sinoa from a distance, she drops then and there. Calla lands a blow, opening a wound through an empty chest that does not bleed.

Sinoa is gone. She jumped. She leaves behind the vessel that was once Otta Avia—unmoving, unknown, and utterly dead, because Otta faded away years and years prior, her opportunity at returning having long passed.

Calla takes a shallow breath. She stays inert for a beat. Sinoa’s marked gods are no longer under control on the battlefield. They are fleeing, leaving the palace guards to continue combating the insurgents from Rincun.

“Charge!” Erwen yells. “Charge!”

Calla searches the battlefield for other gods and finds none. Venus is dead. The other with the appearance of an elderly man must be too. Her every desire screams to hurry, to haul Sinoa back and tear her out of the body she will have claimed—Calla’s body—but that would mean leaving the insurgents to fend for themselves. The Weisannas are trained by the palace. If there is even one standing, they will obliterate the enemy.

Calla pushes forward suddenly, striking a group of Weisannas and clearing the way for a smaller flank the rebels have formed. Erwen catches sight of the attack, and nods in gratitude from across the way. Calla grits her teeth, gathering from her endless well of qi.

She will offer the battlefield a minute more.

For Rincun’s sake. For her home.





CHAPTER 48

Without a sigil for protection, without Calla at his side, without any weapon stronger than this pathetic blade he scooped from the battlefield, Anton is horribly exposed. While he rides his horse at a full gallop, he almost tips off the saddle at multiple points because he’s peering over his shoulder, paranoid about pursuit.

He needed to leave. He wasn’t going to be any help after the sigils went dark. Anton is not a soldier. He does not care to sacrifice himself en masse, another body in the casualty count thereafter. If he bears no additional power, he goes where he can uphold an advantage.

“Faster,” Anton urges. “Faster, girl.”

As frantic as he is to return to Teefa, back to the marshes where he has hidden Calla, he can’t make sense of what has happened. Where is she? Why would she leave him behind? At this critical point of their push against August, she… flees?

Anton can feel the terrain changing. Desert dryness transforming into the plains. The plains, when nearing the sea, becoming wetland. He’ll pluck her up and get moving. If August refused to fight, then he must be on the move. August must be heading toward San-Er.

Worst-case scenario, Anton gets in Calla’s body and rules in the interim until he figures out where the fuck she is—

Anton barrels into the marshes. He almost misses the site, marked by a stray cattail on the road. He would have, if not for Calla already moving around, bent over the low swamp and throwing up.

“For fuck’s sake, Calla,” Anton calls out, dismounting the horse hard enough to send a shock up his legs. “Where have you been?”

Calla, slowly, backs away from the edge of the water. Though she turns her head to acknowledge Anton’s arrival, she remains on her knees for a beat. Her face is green. Her eyes blazing yellow. She wipes her mouth.

When she stands, she pitches forward.

“Calla!” Anton exclaims, lunging to catch her.

It is, perhaps, an odd comparison to make, but she looks like Otta did in those seconds after coming down with the yaisu sickness. Anton is jolted back to the memory: the way Otta staggered in the vault, the sweat beading at her temples when he caught her, asking if she was all right. He had gotten the barest shake of her head before she was unconscious, her organs burning beyond recovery. He memorized the exact pallor of her face when the Weisannas closed in on them and pulled Otta out of his arms.

But Calla is not falling ill before him. She breathes in slowly. A flush of pink appears on her cheeks.

“Thank you,” she says. “You always make me feel better.”

Anton frowns. “What’s wrong?”

“A bit of qi sickness. You saw those soldiers from Rincun, didn’t you? I needed to recruit them quickly.”

Anton is reeling. They never talked about soldiers from Rincun. That wasn’t their plan—even if they expected that August and Sinoa might bring forces to the meeting, Calla’s method of attack was elsewhere. Kill August, kill Sinoa, and no leaders meant no battle in Actia. They weren’t actually grappling to seize the northern provinces when August was clearly in the weaker position, half his army wiped out.

“Two hundred,” Anton murmurs under his breath.

Calla gives him a strange look. Having regained her balance, she withdraws from his arms. She whistles for the horse’s attention, then asks, “Two hundred what?”

Even two hundred seemed a low number for half their army. But it was Marra Weisanna who confirmed so, who said half had split off to Janton. When Anton was ruling as king, though, he had performed a once-over on the palace paperwork and thought he noted nearly seven hundred Weisannas. There were a few casualties during the attack in Eigi. There were a few casualties during the Crescent takeover and Calla’s coup, yes. But still… where were the rest of them?

And where was Marra during the battle?

“We have to go back to San-Er,” Anton says. “Immediately.”

August didn’t split his army into two. He split it in three.

“Yes, correct,” Calla says. She is oblivious to his epiphany. “We must pursue August.”

When Anton left the battle in Actia, it was still in full force. The tug slithering across his neck, the qi thick in the air. Calla fixes the saddle on the horse. She asks, “Anton?”

“Didn’t I tell you once,” he says, more to the marsh, to the air, to the battle raging some distance away, “that I would recognize you in any body?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Never mind.” He clambers on the horse. “Let’s go.”



Calla flees by taking a horse from the Weisannas, unhitching its reins with a quick tug.

She expects to find the marsh empty. She expects that Sinoa entered her body and wasted no time moving—and she is proved correct—but some part of her still thought Anton might have seen through the ruse, might have stopped her and kept her put.

Calla screams, the sound echoing harshly over the wetlands, scaring off a flock of birds. Her horse, too, startles beneath her, but she tugs the reins sharply, turning its path to the south instead.

August’s forces have been obliterated in the north. But it matters not. Because he was always aiming for San-Er. A meeting to discuss bisecting the kingdom, as it once was. A lie, simply to lure Calla to the scene, simply for Sinoa to take occupancy of her body.

“Okay,” she hisses. “Let’s go.”

She begins her frantic sprint to San-Er.





CHAPTER 49

It is August who reaches San-Er first.

Of course it is.

Three days after leaving Actia, he merged with his traveling army in Eigi. The offshoot branch made satisfactory progress by foot, taking unconventional paths, staying out of view from whispering rural dwellers, and August, after slinking away from battle just as Sinoa’s marked gods slithered over the horizon, made good time on horseback. He arrives in the capital just as sunset kisses the horizon.

Sinoa prepared the attack on San-Er too, promising to get the Crescent Societies out of his way, and she made good on delivering. The wall has been devastated to rubble. August steps through a gap between the ruins, ignoring Marra Weisanna when she calls him back. She frets about danger, urging the royal guards to enter first and clear the area.

There’s no need. Inside the wall, there are only mounds of the dead, piled up from formidable attacks. The battle has long finished, Sinoa’s sigils losing effect. The damage has been done, the twin cities turned upside down once more. San-Er is in stasis. Surviving Crescents are scrambling to hold on to some form of authority; surviving gods have opted to go dark rather than stake a claim on the capital. When the Weisannas enter, Marra splits them into groups, initiating their usual protocol to sweep a perimeter, post guards over the thoroughfares. They will want to reclaim the Palace of Union. Put Weisannas in the throne room; put Weisannas in front of the vaults and take back what has been given out. Reroute the surveillance room, retrieve the identity numbers, recover the banks in Er’s financial district.

August begins to walk through his capital. Damage sullies every corner. The shop fronts are singed, littered with glass and discarded bullet casings. Civilians in the midst of cleanup spot him while he walks by. Their eyes turn wide; they rush inside to pick up the phone, to begin spreading the news.

It is not a difficult turnover.

At the main entrance of the palace, there is only one Crescent Society member, shadows under his eyes, barely holding down the makeshift security gate. The Weisannas escort the Crescent away, and he does not fight it. August lets his guards sweep in front of him now. Through the palace, clearing the riffraff. The palace employees have departed—it is for the best, because August would not want to keep any who cared to continue working for the Crescent Societies. They come across a few who are still scurrying away with their bags, and August gestures for the guards to let them exit without trouble.

“Set up the throne room,” he instructs when Marra reports that the palace has been secured. “I will be there shortly.”

“Would you like me to accompany—”

“No,” August answers, already walking off. He passes through the north atrium. It is a mess. One of Sinoa’s, no doubt, barreling their way through. A part of the ceiling has torn clean off, leaving rubble over the floors. The mural in the corner is missing half its old gods.

He descends into the cells. Conversation eddies from the air vents, carrying echoes from overhead and beyond the palace. Without the continuous rain, the flooding stops too. The aisle is dry as August steps down.

He imagines the scene. Opening the door to Galipei. Galipei’s penchant for hurrying to see if August is all right first, beyond anything else, beyond saving himself.

But when his vision adjusts in the dark cells, that is not the scene to greet him. The door at the end of the cellblock is already open. August stops short.

“Galipei?” he calls. No response. No chance of a trap laid, Galipei merely waiting in the corner, out of sight. There is one key to the room. Last he saw, Buira Makusa held it in her pocket, and in what world would she hand it over?

August, carefully, continues forward again. He’s finally close enough to see the damage. The corner of the door has been bent back. The top hinge is missing entirely, tilting the entrance at an angle.

He enters the cell.

Blood, on the floor. Only a small amount. Then, next to it: scribble after scribble of what seems to be the same symbol, with slight variations. August tilts his head, trying to read it as though it might be a word in Talinese, but he cannot parse it. He cannot understand until his eyes lift back up to the broken door, and then the answer lands as though it is a physical blow.

This is a sigil. Scribbled on the cell floor, practicing and practicing a faint recollection until it seemed correct to use.

Galipei broke himself out, with a sigil even August wasn’t aware he possessed.

A new frenzy sets into August’s manner. His mind is whirling as he exits the cells and returns to the north wing. Something is peculiar about the discovery. Galipei defected and offered up information. But he did not offer it as he could have—he sent Anton and Calla on a meaningless detour when he could have shared the sigil then and there. At the very least, he could have shared his variations until he stumbled on the correct one. Galipei kept himself in the cells when he could have broken out. Galipei sat tight. Why?

August returns to the throne room. The Weisannas straighten up, at attention. The throne room has been provisionally tidied. Tables pushed aside, walls cleared.

“Guard the palace closely,” he warns. This next moment is critical. Sinoa will want him dead. Only then can she take back her kingdom. “Do not let Calla Tuoleimi step foot inside. She is to be executed the moment she is sighted in San-Er.”





CHAPTER 50

Sinoa Tuoleimi enters Yi a century after it was promised to her.

Back then, it was only one city, not two. It was the beating hub of the kingdom, where nobles concentrated their wealth. Her small temple burning in Yi tugged the rug out from underneath her. It brought terror to her war, bent it beyond salvage, then forced her to flee north.

No more.

The divine crown tightens around her head. She draws to an abrupt stop outside the wall. Night gathers thickly around the capital, the shadows heavy without opposition. Where there used to be lights wired along the top of the wall, illuminating passage through the main gate, most sections have been reduced to ruin, bulbs shattered and pulled from their flimsy electric sockets.

Sinoa dismounts. She climbs over the destruction. Lands solidly on the bloodied grass inside. She breathes it in. This could have been so easy. Her brothers did not need to invent such lies to pull her title away from her. One hundred years of suffering in Talin—it’s all their fault. One hundred years of turmoil, caught between the heavens and the earth, and it is because the kingdom would not listen when Sinoa Tuoleimi made her claim.

She flexes her palms. Begins to walk.

It is only when the crown plinks atop her head that she realizes Anton Makusa has not been following. She swivels around, frowning to be cut off from his qi. He is so much more powerful than he could believe, only he cannot access even a fraction of it. It does not belong to him. It belongs to the heavens.

But the crown lets her take it.

“What are you doing?” she calls. He has dismounted, at least. Stepped over the rubble slowly, eyeing their surroundings. A small amount of light streams from the nearest apartment blocks, some windows glowing blue or white. Most stay dark.

When his gaze lifts, Anton’s eyes swirl with power. Even despite what Sinoa has taken.

“There’s something I must ask.”

She shifts on her feet. “Let it wait until we get to the palace,” she urges. “August will be there already. We must kill him.”

August entered first, with his forces, his Weisannas—who listen only to him at present. They will bring the capital to heel, leave behind no opposition, and because August will inevitably refuse to coronate her, she must kill him, then call for the allegiance of the Weisannas. She is a Tuoleimi, after all. As far as the entirety of Talin understands it, she is Princess Calla who grew up in Er, and the Weisannas are born to serve the royals. It is not so delusional a leap. Far less than if Otta Avia had made the grab.

“Was it always a game to you?”

Sinoa narrows her eyes. “I beg your pardon?”

“I could not contend with your true purpose. This, I understand.” Anton is peering up at the city while he speaks. “It only seems fair that you offer me the truth now. If I could not have your affection, why keep this going for so long? Why not let go of me when we were young?”

She can’t help it. Sinoa laughs out loud. Ah. So he knows. In the years she was gone, someone else sank her hooks into him, and it is hard to pull off a performance when she has had little time to study.

“Do you know who you are, Anton?” Sinoa snaps. “Don’t say a word about fair until you understand where you came from. You are owed to me. After all the heavens have done, you are mine.”

Anton’s jaw tightens. Horror carves into the line of his mouth. Across his brow.

“No.”

“I don’t have time for this.” Sinoa reaches out with her qi, engulfing Anton in his entirety. When she pulls, he moves against his will, dragged toward her. “You will not leave me,” she says. “You will rule at my side—”

A flash of light, to her right. Sinoa turns too slowly. The collision is brutal and sudden, and Sinoa’s hold snaps, her body flying across the field, slamming into a building already half decimated. The sharp edge of a window slashes down her arm. She hisses, bringing her elbow close and focusing until the wound stops gushing blood.

She should have gone and done it after leaving the palace in the mountains. The thought did occur to her. It was on the way. When Sinoa was running through Rincun, en route to Eigi to join August’s forces, she should have found the place where the godling of greed stashed her first body, and burned it to ash.

Sinoa pulls deep. She is well-versed in the divine crown. She spent battle after battle learning how to tap into its deepest reserves. Her opponent takes shape before her, and Sinoa would know those blank, unseeing eyes to the ends of the earth. Where Sinoa goes, she does too.

She rises to face the godling of greed.



Calla rises from her crouch.

The impact of her attack was more forceful than she expected. This form of hers is hard to be delicate with. Before Sinoa prepares a defense, Calla is already moving again, drawing her qi from her chest, into her palms, sending it screaming forward. She remembers nothing of her life in the heavens, but she remembers everything about the Palace of Heavens, about its training, about her drills. The generals that came through, tapping her arms, moving her feet. When she seizes a Crescent’s fallen sword from the rubble, she swings fast. Sinoa finally blocks with a tremendous surge of her own.

Calla flies back. She crashes into the remains of a watchtower, which has detached from the wall and crushed several Crescent Society sentries. A metal bar protrudes from the damage, and Calla’s palm stings when she uses it to push herself up. She wheezes through a cough.

Near another piece of the wall, Anton has backed himself into a tight space, knowing he cannot interfere with this sort of fight. Calla catches his gaze as she reaches for her sword, and he tilts his head up, signaling the top of the nearest building. A tall water tank, on the rooftop.

Sinoa strides forward. Her face is red. Her mouth twisted. She claws her hand, and several paces away, Calla feels the motion around her throat. She’s wrenched off her feet, hauled an inch from the ground.

“I never could have imagined encountering an immortal so stupid,” Sinoa spits. “You have the power to claim your own segment of the kingdom. You have the power to situate yourself the ruler of the whole north if you wanted. And you come after me instead?”

“Me,” Calla barely rasps past the obstruction around her throat. Mine.

“Don’t be absurd.”

Sinoa’s grip turns searing hot, attempting to burn through Calla, and Calla sends her qi toward the fallen sword. It hurtles through the air with a sharp whistle—Sinoa is forced to release her hold, halting the blade instead. Calla gasps for breath. Her vision blurs. She is straining for power, desperate to find the ceiling on the qi she can wield.

When Sinoa straightens, she raises her arms. As if to indicate peace, to indicate an armistice in this back-and-forth, evenly matched. How can she be so much better at wielding the divine crown? The godling of qi had the audacity to boot Calla from that body, claiming she would be stronger here, yet Sinoa Tuoleimi maneuvers her qi like it is nothing.

“What is it that you want?” Sinoa asks. “Some role in the kingdom? That can be agreed upon. We need not do this.”

“That’s enough,” Calla says, and her voice is hoarse. “This is not your world anymore. This is not the kingdom you ruled. You have no claim to it.”

“No claim?” Sinoa wails.

Right as Calla seizes the water tank and pulls, Sinoa’s arm snaps toward it too. She locks it in place. It becomes a battle of will, equal force against equal force.

“On the contrary,” Sinoa says, “I was born with a claim. I was born in this body.”

“And that,” Calla returns, “was a mistake.”

The tank shatters. In the deluge of its contents, Calla is truly blinded, her eyes blinking and blinking and finding nothing. Water sludges along her skin, collecting in her lungs. She flings it away with a pulse, and then Sinoa is closer than she expected, then Sinoa has a grip on her throat, not using qi from a distance but her own calloused hand, her fingers digging in. Calla is familiar with her strength—what her body is capable of. In this form, she emits a burst of qi, and Sinoa tamps it, absorbs it. Calla tries to tear, to pull, to do anything that might interrupt such a death grip.

Anton is moving. She sees him. By the wall one moment. Closer, the next. Sinoa does not notice. Her hair is drenched. Water drips down her face in mimicry of the crown’s metal beads.

“You will not stop me,” Sinoa hisses. “You wouldn’t answer me in my time of need. You took pleasure in my suffering, and then you fell in line with your pantheon. Now you will see what these years spent waiting have taught me. You will regret ever stealing from me.”

Yes. Calla does regret it. Who knows what she could have achieved if she had stayed put in this form: she could have wandered Rincun until there was some clarity in her mind, until she gleaned some part of herself back. She was turned mortal in punishment, because only then would she be willing to go through this torment, desiring to be Calla more than anything else, unable to part with the identity. She regrets it, but this was how it was always supposed to play out. The heavens decided it. Just as the heavens decide everything.

Calla stops struggling. Where Sinoa had been putting all her energy into holding Calla in place, there is a sudden overshoot now, a scramble to pull back her power before it flies wide. The age-old queen flinches. Calla no longer needs breath in her lungs. She hovers off the ground of her own volition. There is movement, right over Sinoa’s shoulder, but she does not notice while Calla’s eyes ooze blinding white light.

“Sinoa Tuoleimi,” she says, and her voice rumbles like thunder from the skies. “You make your sacrifices. You grow powerful on heaven-gifted qi. But you are mortal. No matter what you do, no matter what blood you spill and how many years you spend planning, you are only scraping a fraction of what I am capable of. I am a god. How do you expect to overpower a god?”

Anton claps a hand to the back of Sinoa’s neck. The wind howls. When he wraps his other hand around the ridges of her crown, the metal tries to resist. Sinoa gasps, wanting to wheel around, but Calla clamps down on both the queen’s arms, holding her immobilized. Calla’s grip is no longer a negotiation. She is a god. She is a god.

Lightning cascades from the clouds. Screaming and screaming and screaming—the crown does not want to lift off, but Anton is achieving progress. The metal slowly detaches from skin. Ribbons of dermis rise alongside the band, blood capillaries popping and ripping from exposed raw tissue. A wearer is not supposed to survive the removal of the divine crown, but Sinoa Tuoleimi remains upright when Anton, with the last remnant of heaven’s will on earth, hurls the crown off.

Calla does not need another cue.

She jumps in.

It is no different from drowning at the bottom of the puddle again. Sensation rushing up her nose, down her throat. This is a battle she has fought before. Her qi spreads, oozing from the back of her tongue into her stomach, and she returns to that memory, clear as ice. Calla wants. She wants to claim this body; she wants to push these arms and run with these legs.

From the edge of her perception, she senses a foreign source of qi. Anton presses close. His hand stays at the back of her neck. It is permission: it is his endless well offered up to her. She feels Sinoa—weakened into tatters after the divine crown was ripped off. Sinoa senses Anton’s presence too, making a valiant effort to grab at him, but Calla is better at taking. Calla quashes her and gulps and gulps and gulps. The godling of greed is not forgiving. The godling of greed has held her place at the top of the pantheon since humanity was born on earth.

I prayed to you every day.

Calla hears the voice everywhere. In this moment, she is only qi, as is Sinoa.

I prayed to you, Sinoa whispers, and you came to me. You understood. Even while I was sleeping, you understood what I asked for. You killed all the Tuoleimis. The bloodline is dead.

Laughter. Whether it comes from Sinoa herself or some clamor from the past, Calla can’t be certain. She consumes another torrent, pulling from Anton, and suddenly a kaleidoscope of memories flashes into awareness, flooding her perception. The rage, the resentment—her hatred for the king of the heavens. The mortal queen in Talin, who was wronged, who didn’t deserve to be punished simply for embracing her patron god. The last-ditch effort to save her friend, and her hope that it would work once she was forbidden from answering any more pleas.

The Palace of Heavens has fallen. The Palace of Earth is held by a newcomer.

—No! Take it back. She remembers everything. They wiped her memory so that she would turn against her devotee.

Everyone who betrayed me has had their legacy devastated. There is nothing of them left behind. I win. Hah! I win.

“Sinoa,” Calla rasps out loud, but everything has gone silent. She opens her eyes. Before her, the vessel she departed has collapsed. She looks at her hands, touches her arms, her hips, her face. She took her body back. She is Calla Tuoleimi.

And Sinoa is gone. Depleted into nothing.

She turns around to find Anton catching his breath. He has taken a step away at last, his arms loose at his sides. The crown was flung onto the ground beside him. Its ridges flash gold, catching the faint lights of the twin cities. After the tumult of the battle, nothing feels real anymore. Calla is only staring at illusions. Movement, flashing behind Anton.

Calla blinks. Not an illusion. It’s Galipei. His arm held steady. His sword, as sharp as his charge.

“No!” she screams.





CHAPTER 51

Searing cold, cutting into his back. Anton doesn’t understand the sensation. Not at first. Not until he glances down. Sees the sword, long enough to protrude from his front, through his ribs.

He hopes there might be a chance he is mistaken.

Then the blade withdraws. Exits the very way it entered, snagging and tearing. Blood wells at the wound. Pours between his fingers when he goes to touch the site.

He falls to his knees. Calla skids before him with a shout, frantic to help him put pressure on the wound. But it is no mere puncture. However fast the blood is flowing at his chest, it is twice as fast from his back.

“Anton,” Calla hisses. “Jump. You have to jump now.”

He tries. He does try.

A part of him is already aware of the result, even before he reaches into his qi and finds nothing. Before he struggles through a ragged breath, his lungs utterly cold.

“I can’t,” he says softly.

“What do you mean you can’t?” Calla demands. “Jump into me. I’ll let you. Come on.”

Anton loses feeling in his legs. Calla moves to catch him when he keels over. She slides her arm around his shoulders, but he barely feels it. He identifies the shape at his side as Galipei Weisanna. Holding a sword slick with blood. Using the sword to lift the divine crown from the rubble.

“It’s over, Calla,” Galipei says.

“Jump,” Calla says to Anton, ignoring Galipei. “Jump anywhere. To anyone.”

But he offered everything while she was fighting Sinoa. His palm on her skin, volunteering all he possessed, every little bit of qi that his father of the heavens had gifted him upon birth. His teeth are chattering.

“I knew it was you,” he whispers. “On the battlefield. It took me a second to figure it out. But I did. I felt it.”

Calla shakes her head. Her bloodied palm grazes his cheek. She smooths his hair back. “Anton. Stop. Stop—”

“I told you I would recognize you in any body. Our next turn will be better. When our qi rushes back into the ether and spins into new bodies, I will find you there. I know how, now.”

When Calla twines her fingers with his, her grip is fierce. It is at odds with her yellow eyes, subdued after her exertion.

“Don’t you dare,” she whispers. “What am I to do until then? Tolerate a dull world, caught forever in a cycle between royals and brutes? I will not stay without you.”

He wishes he’d spent more time with Buira. That they could have had more afternoons to sit and talk over tea, more nights over a card game where he cheats at his hand and she accuses him because he has a tell. He wishes he’d taken Calla to Kelitu earlier. There could have been a different reality, then, one where they fled and stayed put. But it is not this run, because they were long upon another path, because that is not them.

Calla leans down. Her lips are tender. A gentle brush against his.

“You will stay,” Anton returns, “long enough to end it.”

His hand loosens.





CHAPTER 52

Calla’s scream could have torn the kingdom in two.





CHAPTER 53

But because she chose this mortal body, it does not. The field quiets. The twin cities rustle beneath her. She stays over Anton, her breath shuddering. Without the crown, she possesses no power. Without sigils, she can obtain no new power. The vessel of her other form lies a few paces away, but Calla does not consider wearing it, not for a second. She is Calla Tuoleimi. Princess of Er. The last rightful king of Talin, descended from the line of Akilas and Potau, who won their war with glory from their gods.

Footsteps approach. The palace guards surround her, and Calla does not lift her head.

“You will answer for this,” she tells Galipei, who has stood by. Who stayed to watch Anton die, to confirm it with his own eyes this time. “You and August both.”

She has no energy to summon anger. It is matter of fact. A statement. A promise. Anton’s black eyes have stayed open, devoid of any rippling light behind them. Dead as dead can be. Calla, softly, reaches over and closes them.

“I know,” Galipei replies.

A sharp sting pierces her shoulder. Calla doesn’t fight it. She doesn’t bother moving away. There is only one way this ends, and she knows what it will take to make it happen.

She lets the sedative take hold.





CHAPTER 54

The door to the throne room opens.

To say that August endures a great shock would be an understatement. He freezes on the throne seat. He tracks Galipei’s approach up the steps. Stoic, stern, unpretentious. Only Galipei’s left hand is gloved. He is holding an object that the guards in the room give wide berth immediately. Murmurs, echoing from the Weisannas at his side, down the steps, out onto the balcony, and beyond.

“Galipei,” August says. He finds himself struggling to form words. When Galipei stops and thrusts his arm forward, August almost doesn’t dare to look directly, in case there is some flaw with the image. The divine crown. Galipei Weisanna has the divine crown.

“Your Majesty,” Galipei says. His voice is flat.

“Clear the room,” August demands.

Marra Weisanna balks. “But—”

“Everyone except Galipei. Clear the room. Keep the palace secure.”

They cannot argue. One after the other, his guards file out through the circular entryway of the throne room, the door thudding closed and sealing them away.

August stands.

“Set the crown aside.”

Galipei does not protest the instruction. He crouches and sets it on the cold floor with a faint plink, its shimmering gold landing atop the marble tiles that three generations of kings have walked. He faces August.

He seems surprised when August puts his arms around him, pressing him close. They have not embraced in this way since they were children. Since August was younger and he was loose with where he flung his arms, putting them over Galipei’s shoulders to guide him when they turned a corner in the market. That was before Galipei grew much taller. Before August focused his every waking second on claiming the throne.

August steps back. Galipei blinks at him. He did not return the embrace.

“How… did this happen?” August asks. Just as his behavior is unusual, he also doesn’t remember the last time he phrased a question this way. The slight pause—the vulnerability. This was not his instruction. He did not know that the divine crown would be placed in front of him until the moment it was. For all August knew up until ten minutes ago, he had the palace barred, waiting for the inevitable confrontation that would come when Sinoa Tuoleimi wanted a piece of the kingdom, wielding the crown in Calla’s body.

“I waited,” Galipei says quietly, “by the wall. I waited for the right time. She overpowered Sinoa Tuoleimi.”

August takes a shaky breath. He shouldn’t have underestimated Calla. To think that Actia Province would take her out would be absurd. He needs to prepare. To gather his forces and see if there is a way to—

“Calla is in the cells.”

August stops. “What?”

“Anton is dead.”

A faint ringing sounds in August’s ears then. The words digest at odd angles. Impossible fancies and impossible thoughts, entirely out in the open. Galipei speaks coolly, making this seem like an expected outcome of August’s war. Anton Makusa, felled in offering. August is almost struggling to believe it, but he needs only to observe Galipei to glean the truth. Anton’s blood is on his hands. Such an indestructible force, taking up immense space in this kingdom, this crusade—but he was no match against Galipei’s conviction.

“Anton Makusa was a threat, because he is fast to jump,” Galipei goes on. “I needed to act during the only time I could. Calla Tuoleimi is a symbol, so she was detained and drugged instead. You will want to give her a public execution. Mark it as the end of the war, and prove what you will do to people like her.”

To the other looming threats in the kingdom, is what Galipei means. Insurgents in the north, rebels holding their yamen and declaring themselves independent. The pantheon across Talin, wide awake. There are many who will not want to give up the pieces of Talin they have won. Like the god in Pashe, who August needs to contend with, sooner or later.

August’s eyes flicker down. To the crown.

“Don’t touch it until the coronation,” Galipei warns. “Or it will stick.”

“Technically,” August returns, “I was already coronated.”

“You must do it again. This is the divine crown. The true crown. It will be meaningful for the masses after the days they’ve had.”

Slowly August retrieves a glove from his pocket. Pulls it onto his hand, then crouches beside the object. His palm closes over one of the ridges. Its pulse thrums through muscle. Spirits into his blood and surges around his heart. He feels the power, even with the barrier. Qi that calls to a rightful ruler. Qi that strikes down those who are unwilling. The kingdom believes this, so the kingdom accepts the wearer. For a man born neither Tuoleimi nor Shenzhi, this is how August will not be denied his rule.

August pushes hard. The ridge indents into his palm. Threatens to pierce through the fabric of his glove.

“So,” he says, his back to Galipei, “you did not defect.”

“On all counts, I did,” Galipei replies. “I acted against your orders. I fed information to the enemy.”

“I saw your cell. The blood. The sigil,” August says. He still does not turn around. “You led them on an unnecessary chase.”

Silence. Galipei, deciding what August wants to hear most. August has spent more time with Galipei than anyone in this kingdom. He knows him, can read him by the smallest twitch in his mouth. Understands what it is that he wants most, and August has spent a lifetime resisting in fear of diversion.

“I did what you wouldn’t let me do,” Galipei finally replies. “You feared for my safety. You put me inside a cradle of subservience. But I knew an opportunity would arise. I only had to play it correctly.”

August took the capital back with his numbers. But Galipei gave him his victory. Galipei went out and changed the winds of fate, drew up his own plans rather than asking permission. He acted on his own accord, as an equal would.

As a lover would.

“I see,” August says. “You did not think my instructions were wise.”

“No,” Galipei answers. “It was rather foolish to send me away.”

“You thought I was better served having you close?”

Galipei scoffs. August, picking up the crown, can imagine the manner that befalls his guard behind him. His arms crossed before his chest, his stance wide.

“I have done awful, terrible things for you, August. The only one that will have me is you. The only person I will have is you. Either accept it, or be worse off. I will not be sent away again.”

August reaches into his pocket and pulls forth his kerchief. It is still dusted with sand where he used it in Actia. He places it upon his head. Its two long ends drape over his ears, covering any skin that could be exposed.

Then, he faces Galipei and drops to his knees.

“Crown me,” August says.

Galipei’s expression offers no immediate reaction. Only his silver eyes swivel, trying to make some sense of this image before him, of August offering this divine object to him, eliciting a theatric coronation before they welcome the kingdom as their audience. Galipei, slowly, accepts the crown with his one gloved hand once more. They are without witness. When he meets August’s eyes, he is seeking an answer about the ceremony he appears to be partaking in.

“Very well.”

His hand is steady. Precise. Galipei sets the crown on August’s head, the edge of his hand brushing the kerchief. Once, a long time ago, Galipei stood over him to bleach the color out of his hair. August remembers it. The sting as it trailed his neck. The burn that whispered down his spine while Galipei worked.

“Long may you reign, ten thousand years,” Galipei says.

August grabs Galipei’s hand as it withdraws. The crown stays poised atop the kerchief. One layer removed from touching skin, from melding to him for the rest of his life, until he is deposed in death.

“Long may you accompany,” August returns, “as king consort.”

Galipei grows very, very still. His eyes are ablaze. They say everything he will not. They are a cacophony while he and August—despite the proposition, despite the emptied room—do not make true contact, both their hands gloved. Anyone else who might have known August in some capacity is dead. They are bound together, he and Galipei. There is no one else who is capable of treating his aspirations with a lenient touch. No one else who is capable of matching it.

Galipei looks down.

He nods.





CHAPTER 55

She’s been drugged.

It slows the blood in her veins to a crawl, forces time to alternate between leaden ebbs or rushing waves. Calla lolls against the bars of her cell. She tries screaming, but there is no response. She has been here before. She only ever seems to cycle back through, each time in the same state, each time hollow from loss.

The difference is that Anton is not coming back. There is no reversing the death knell; there are no more rolls of the die. Each round has been played, each part of the board explored. Calla has slid all the way back down to zero.

She slumps onto the floor. A foul smell emanates from the corner, a gift left by the last prisoner held captive. The cells are all empty now. They keep no guards nearby. As the night passes and drifts into morning, Calla catches conversation floating from the palace, then from San. The small window at the top of the cell opens into a thin, dark alley. It is not meant for passage, barely wider than a handspan, but it carries enough air flow that Calla parses full sentences, the twin cities waking and learning what has occurred.

She hears the talk from the Weisannas too. The plan is to parade her during August’s second coronation. A ceremony to shame her in tandem with his triumphs. She is the vanquished, the defeated, and August will not put on that crown until he can look her in the eye and let the kingdom interpret the picture: he has been accepted by the heavens instead, even if Calla attempted her coup and tried to claim otherwise. He worries little about her threat, because she has nothing more to try. She will not jump. Once again, Calla is stuck in the same trap that bound her before this war. All she has left is the weight of her name. She has the myth of her body, clinging thickly to her every step. Even if given the option to trade for heavenly power, she wouldn’t, because what sort of life is that? Another pawn of the kingdom, rolling on and on and on with no say in its affairs. Another warlord, playing pretend until the day a challenger rolls in and holds her down, taking her head and ending her reign.

August has nothing to be worried about.

“Calla.”

She looks around groggily. One of her ears is blocked, humming with persistent warble, but she recognizes that voice. It isn’t the Weisannas yet. She hadn’t heard the door open.

“Chami?” she whispers. “Is that you?”

“I’m up here.”

Calla clambers to her feet. She squints, pressing against the wall of the cell and trying to peer out the window. She sees nothing but shadow.

“I don’t have much time,” Chami says. “I snuck into the east wing. I’m directly three floors above.”

“Chami, please go before you get in trouble.” Calla’s every word is effortful, dragged from her throat, pulled from the pit of her stomach. “I don’t have the crown. I don’t have anything. He won.”

Chami sighs. “I thought you’d say that.”

For whatever reason, that remark—so flippant and glib—makes Calla laugh.

“Have I become so predictable?”

“You are incredibly resistant to living a small, safe life,” Chami returns. “I figured you would not want us plotting to break you out.”

“No,” Calla says. “No, I wouldn’t.”

If she stays, there will be stories passed down by every inhabitant in San-Er. In exchange for making an example out of her, August can’t change the record as his forefathers did. He can’t wipe away her work to explain why there were dead Tuoleimis in the Palace of Heavens, how the Palace of Earth lost its last blood Shenzhi. The years will pass, and the reels will alter her part, forget Anton, write out the Crescent Societies and the rebels in the provinces, but they can’t erase Calla Tuoleimi. August cannot continue as though their war were a brief intermission in the kingdom’s usual rhythm.

“Then take this.”

An object thumps down from the third floor, landing right in front of Calla’s barred window. She squints. When that doesn’t offer any information as to what the thin, long object is, Calla reaches for it, sticking her fingers out between the bars. She snags onto one end and maneuvers it closer. Then, with two fingers, she pulls it through the bars. The weapon drops into her palm.

“There is one bullet,” Chami says.

Calla, despite logic, despite the infinitesimal chance that this is worth something, tucks the weapon into her sleeve. It is light. Easy to hide.

“Thank you,” she whispers. “You and Yilas have both cared for me so tremendously. I hope in our next life I will be born as your food to eat.”

A beat passes. “Please don’t get reborn as my cauliflower.”

“Who said anything about cauliflower? I was thinking an ox.”

Chami snorts. Calla squeezes her eyes shut. She presses her forehead hard into the wall, and swallows her sentimentality.

“You need to go, Chami. Before you’re caught.”

“Yes. I will.”

But there is still no sound of her leaving. She sits, three floors above, in companionship with Calla below. Enough of a moment passes that Calla can’t help herself, and she says, “Chami?”

“I’m here.”

“We knew each other, didn’t we? In the heavens.”

Calla cannot see Chami, but she is smiling.

“I think so. My memories have faded significantly already. But you feel familiar. You have always felt familiar. Do you remember everything?”

“Bits and pieces,” Calla answers, her voice dropping to a rasp. “It is as though the timeline of my past life has been cut and scattered into a slot machine. On each pull, I’ll recall a collection of memories, but there is no beginning and no end, no way to explain the order they occurred unless there was cause and effect with another event.” She pauses. “But I remember the times we laughed together. We were an unlikely friendship. My favorite day was the pagoda by the eastern pond. Do you remember? You termed me a King-Killer, and I was so proud.”

Gods have no names. Yet long before Sinoa Tuoleimi’s resurrection could enter the lexicon of the mortals on Talin, there was another King-Killer. The godling of greed.

“Yes,” Chami whispers. “I remember.”

The door into the cells slams open. Calla swallows hard. She says, “Go, Chami,” and she spins around, holding her head high when the Weisannas appear. Despite the haze in her mind, she has the forethought to keep her sleeves close and tight. She lets the Weisannas steer her out from the cell. Into the corridor.

Just as Calla is stepping into the palace, she hears, softly enough that she might have imagined it: “Goodbye, Calla.”



Bibi leads the way, waving for Yilas and Chami to hurry before they are spotted. Despite the Weisannas’ return, there is much in the capital to tend to, and so there are plenty of blind spots at the wall. Even while the Weisannas declare San-Er to be closed again, large sections of the wall remain missing, piles of rubble leading a trail out into the provinces.

Bibi holds the sling closer to her chest. Mao Mao is gentle and accommodating. She thought it prudent to abduct Calla’s cat before she fled the palace. Consider it one last favor done, before all that is to descend on the capital.

“Come on,” Bibi whispers. “There’s no surveillance here.”

The whispers have started in the twin cities. August Shenzhi will not tolerate the old gods. August Shenzhi requires Talin to be loyal to his rule. Anyone who recalls anything about themselves—who possesses power that makes their presence in San-Er tricky—should consider fleeing outside his immediate control.

So Yilas called Bibi, wondering if there was any life in Laho. If she could take Chami out before anything could harm her, and Bibi said she would go with them.

Bibi flickers her flashlight at the watchtower. No movement. She waves for Yilas and Chami to move ahead of her, checking for any sign of a tail. A small meowr rustles from her sling, and she bounces the cat a few times to soothe his nerves.

Bibi offers San-Er one last look. The sun is rising. It runs its kindness over the death that has littered the perimeter of the city, tries to smooth over the dents and ditches that have blown into the grass. The bodies have been cleared, but Bibi can see what remains of their qi. Overlapping each other, hovering close to the ground until enough time passes for everything to dissipate.

She lingers, staring at a particularly bright yellow wisp reaching toward her, twisting and dancing beside the wreckage.

“I’m sorry, Anton,” she whispers. “I thought we’d have more time too.”



The procession runs from the palace and around San’s main thoroughfare, then into Er. They haul Calla with her wrists bound to chains, pulled behind a cluster of children who have been assigned to throw petals onto the spectators, but the audience is as somber as death.

Nobody cheers. They stand, stony-faced, fulfilling their duty as loyal civilians without showing outright displeasure.

Calla looks them in the eye while they lead her along. Each and every one of them. The elderly who have dragged themselves out on their walking sticks. The students who wear pressed-clean uniforms, though the schools have not been in session since the attacks that came through the wall. Since the gods in San-Er defended the twin cities and were shunned as payment.

The spectators do not speak to her, so she does not speak to them.

Her procession ends inside the coliseum. For one final time, Calla is brought within these tall walls, her eyes squinting under the lights as they flare on, section by section upon her arrival. There are more spectators packed behind the ropes than she has ever seen. The Weisannas must have issued mandatory attendance notices to the apartments nearby, demanding that they be present for their king’s return. The slow-moving parade has taken up the entire morning, and now the sun beams over the twin cities. The rain has stopped. From the coliseum, the one place in San-Er where the skies are visible from the ground, there isn’t a cloud to be seen. A good sign for August, because the crops can regrow and the overflowing paddies can clear—all that once funneled into San-Er can continue once more, supposing the provinces continue sending it.

But Calla has a feeling they may desire otherwise.

August Shenzhi is already waiting up on the balcony. His arms are relaxed, propped on the railing. The throne room glows golden behind him, emitting an aura that surrounds his silhouette.

“Cousin,” August calls down. “A long time ago, I warned you that this was how it would play out if you tried to contest me.”

“You did,” Calla replies. “You also promised me far more. The people fed. The city wall open. The kingdom flourishing. What happened?”

August barks, “Hah!” and from the shadows behind him, out steps Galipei. Calla spots the crown then. It has been placed on a pedestal, at the far side of the balcony. Ready for the moment of his true coronation, when the heavens will declare him worthy.

“How was I to keep my promises?” August asks. “I have been occupied like a plaything since the moment I was crowned.”

“You know what you did,” Calla says. “You know what damage you fostered in your bid for this throne.”

August shakes his head. “I admit to it. Because I am a king, Calla. I have valued the kingdom over the individual, again and again. The crown will show its approval.”

Galipei gestures for another guard to push the pedestal over.

“Long live the king!” a Weisanna in the crowd shouts. He means to start the chant, but the spectators are quiet. They have filled the coliseum to the brim, the space clustered with witnesses—and it is quiet.

“Do you hear that?” Calla asks. “Silence.”

August frowns. “Bring her forward.”

“You may be king, August. But the heavens will not give you their approval.”

“Enough,” August snaps.

“The heavens rebuke you,” she goes on. “You wish to use the heavens as your vindication, but such a defense has gone on too long. If the gods are dead, then the divine crown ought to be. No mortal in the kingdom shall have the right to rule. The divine mandate shall be no more! Anyone who is righteous enough ought to take your throne from you!”

August’s expression has grown black. Even from the ground, Calla sees his knuckles whitening, his grip tightening on the railing. He stands high above the rest of the twin cities, above his sea of subjects, and still, she sees him.

“We are finished,” he declares. He wants control over the situation. He wants to be the benevolent ruler who allowed her to live. He does not want to be made into a mockery. “Take her away.”

The kingdom believes her to be a queen reborn. From the moment she was named Calla Tuoleimi, Talin has afforded her the leeway to cut through everything and anything she pleases. They wait eagerly, ready for her most transformative act.

“I will enforce it if you will not,” Calla shouts. “Hereafter the divine crown shall kill anyone it touches. You have this tool in your arsenal no longer. A king will be decided not by the heavens, but by the people!”

August lunges forward on the railing. He is the first to react when she shakes the firearm from her sleeve. He stabs a finger at the Weisannas to her side and yells, “Disarm her—” but it is too late.

She cursed that crown once before. She can do it again. She only needs the sacrifice.

“Poor fool,” Calla spits.

The gun fires.





CHAPTER 56

Calla Tuoleimi dies as all mortals do.

Her blood paints a crimson picture around her body, running, running, half her head blown into morsels upon the ground. Her qi disperses back into the earth. A faint tremor shakes beneath the coliseum—and whether it is her death that causes it, or merely the footfall of screaming spectators, that is hard to determine.

Galipei puts the Weisannas on the mess. They mop her blood and burn her body. The spectators are told to go home, urged to remember that this was an act performed by a mutineer, a grisly attempt to sow fear. Calla Tuoleimi has no ability to curse the divine crown. No individual can wield their qi in such a precise manner. She is not a god.

In the aftermath, Galipei instructs a palace guard to pick up the crown. It had fallen off the pedestal during the commotion and rolled away into the corner of the balcony. The guard drops dead a few seconds after setting the crown back on the pedestal. A second guard is asked merely to touch the crown, the barest pad of his finger grazing the ridge.

His heart stops too.

Galipei, acting out of precaution, urges the royal guard to exit the throne room, to take their rest. All night, he has fretted, trying to wrangle an explanation. The pedestal has been pushed against the wall, some malevolent entity waiting to lure victims to their death. He doesn’t know what to do. When August finally grows tired of watching him pace, he waves him out onto the balcony, away from the crown.

The entirety of San-Er is whispering Calla’s name, and before long it will spread beyond the wall, into the rest of Talin. Calla Tuoleimi is dead, but her qi turns immortal. The divine crown is rendered obsolete. And a king is not a king without his crown. A king of Talin is only king after being confirmed by the heavens.

“It doesn’t matter,” August says.

The horizon is starting to lighten. Beads of orange, nudging at the swaths of ink. They will need to act once the day starts anew.

“Of course it matters,” Galipei returns quietly. “It is the cornerstone of the kingdom.”

“So I will build new cornerstones.” August pulls his hands behind his back. “It has been done before. It can be done again.”

The crown was supposed to support his legitimacy. Adopted son, common blood. But they have entered Talin’s first free fall, and being common is only one problem on top of a kingdom overrun by gods.

“Our only advantage is the wealth of San-Er,” Galipei says. “It is the hub of the kingdom, and it is where the people go when they want more for themselves. For as long as that holds, your reign continues.”

“And when it falters?” August asks.

Galipei observes his charge. No—August is not his charge anymore. But it is hard to pull himself out of the practice. Harder to remember that he need not shrink into the guard line, helming the protective detail. King consort. A circlet sits around his dark hair. It is his first gift of regalia. This is higher than any Weisanna could have risen.

“In the coming few days,” Galipei says, “there will be trouble from every province. We are not only dealing with opportunistic rebel forces. We are dealing with gods. They will change the landscape of the kingdom.”

August hums beneath his breath. He is assured. He tilts his head, unadorned by circlets or crowns, and Galipei cannot help but see their youth superimposed over the scene. Their idle time and idle plans, harboring lofty ambitions at the bottom of their school bags. At some point between plotting to kill Kasa and ascending the throne, August stopped convincing himself he deserved to be king and settled into believing it truly.

“I was once an orphan in a palace of nobles,” August says. “I can handle being king in a land of gods.”

“You’ll want to put the sigil back up, at least. There is little that the Crescents are good at, but they were onto something with blocking qi. It won’t stop the entire pantheon, but it will affect a good portion.”

It will make the Weisannas an ordinary family, short of their loyalty. Perhaps that thought does not occur to August when he nods, but Galipei has been stewing over it. He understood what he was agreeing to when August took his hand. From the moment he was born into the palace, he has belonged to August. Even before knowing him, before entering his orbit. Careful, fair August, who grew up lesser than most in San-Er and played every move trying to prove himself. Galipei’s assignment to August was not the ordinary duty of a Weisanna to a royal, but an alignment of exemplary devotion. The faithful paired with the zealous.

But August has nothing left to prove, and the Weisannas are soon to dissolve. This is not how Galipei imagined it would feel. August glances at him, quirking a brow as though to ask what he is thinking, and Galipei reaches inward, searching desperately for that unwavering allegiance. It seems lacking now. August wants to rule as king in a land of gods, and he must seek piety fit for his new stature. Who else will soon join Galipei among these ranks of worship?

“August,” Galipei says. “Don’t grow lost.”

August casts his gaze onto San-Er. “How can I grow lost? I have you.”

At the other end of Talin, in West Capital, Rincun changes its name back to what it used to be. Its rulers declare that they will not conduct business with the kingdom of Talin, but will trade with other independent provinces. Actia follows suit. Youlia falls behind a god, who earns his worship by raising field after field of perennial crops.

In the following weeks, Ediso will be the first to proclaim themselves entirely hostile to the palace. Three gods in the province promise their aid. The palace shall not claim jurisdiction, because councilmembers assigned to the territory will be killed on sight.

Laho and Lankil fuse into one. There is talk that they are ruled by a god who has her sights set on the capital. They say she is gathering the forces and the steel to challenge the throne one day. It is anyone’s game now, after all.

But here, now, Galipei only suggests that they get some rest before the mayhem begins. He chooses not to consider his sovereign’s question any further, putting his hand on his back and steering him away from the balcony edge. August, reluctantly, pulls his eyes away from his twin cities. San-Er, living, breathing. San-Er, the heart of the kingdom.

There is much to do. August steps inside. Galipei is close behind him.

And the sun rises on a new day.
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