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PRAISE FOR THE “WHAT WE EAT” TRILOGY

“Hugely original while also comfortingly familiar, Seven Recipes for Revolution is a delectable feast of wildly unique worldbuilding and page-turning twists.”—Andrea Stewart, award-winning and Sunday Times bestselling author of The Drowning Empire series

“Rose cooks up a truly sizzling debut: a world where food is identity, meals are magic, and a community starved for justice gets the badass hero they need in Paprick the Butcher.”—Essa Hansen, author of Nophek Gloss

“Tremendously unique; what fantasy needs at the moment.”—Richard Swan, author of the Empire of the Wolf series

“Ryan Rose’s debut is sure to whet your appetite with its cooking-based magic system, and please your palate with how its courses are served. If you enjoy good food, classic fantasy feeling, and charming nods to the culinary, this is for you.”—R.R. Virdi, author of the Tales of Tremaine series

“Seven Recipes for Revolution is a pulpy, bloody blend of Red Rising, Attack on Titan, and Iron Chef with a splash of delectably detailed magic.” —J.T. Greathouse, author of the Pact and Pattern series

“Vivid, vibrant and visceral, Seven Recipes for Revolution weaves a thrilling tale of twisting loyalties and revolutionary carnage through the gleefully unreliable narration of Paprick the Butcher. Rose’s writing thrums with texture, taste and pointed humour, delivering a sensory feast with a jagged edge and a delicate seasoning of social conscience. And let’s not forget the magical, delicious, monstrous kaiju!”—David Wragg, author of the Articles of Faith series

“If you loved Babel but wished it had more kaiju, this book is for you. Rose has created a fresh new world with a sensory explosion of scents and tastes, the flavors lingering long after I put the book down.”—Amber A. Logan, author of The Secret Garden of Yanagi Inn

“Ryan Rose’s Seven Recipes for Revolution stirs together a fascinating magic system, a fully realized world, giant kaiju, and a gritty, conflicted main character, combining them into a consuming story with the same care and attention as a delicious chocolate soufflé.”—Clay Harmon, author of the
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LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.







[image: Daphne Press Logo]
First published in the UK in 2026 by Daphne Press

19-21 Chapel Street, Marlowe, Buckinghamshire, SL7 3HN

www.daphnepress.com

Copyright © 2026 by Ryan Rose

Cover illustration by Kerby Rosanes

Cover design by Jane Tibbetts

Map by Luan Bittencourt © Daphne Press

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent publisher.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Trade Hardback ISBN: 978-1-83784-128-8

The Broken Binding Exclusive Hardback ISBN: 978-1-83784-170-7

eBook ISBN: 978-1-83784-129-5

Represented by: Authorised Rep Compliance Ltd., 71 Lower Baggot Street,
Dublin, D02 P593, Ireland. www.arccompliance.com.

1

[image: FSC Logo]






To immigrants, who enrich us all with stories
and flavors that make the world smaller.
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AMBIENCE

BEFORE HE WAS Chef King, he was chef de cuisine. Not in earnest yet, technically a warchef still, but proving his place atop a kitchen, after butchering his path to revolution. It is no wonder he found himself hunting the very thing that enticed the previous king to madness. The growing vacuum demanded but one criterion: power.

And sourcery offered it.

For all the good it did.

Ranch, particularly the palace, burns with revolution again. Flames lick the smoke-dark sky, remnants wrought by the Butcher’s undead drakephon. Torrent after torrent, the emphon bombarded the building during the prisoners’ escape—and the archivist’s capture—only minutes prior. Now, the place is nearly unrecognizable.

“Queen Zesta will have survived,” the archivist insists, shouting over wind rushing around the airborne emphon. “Commander Wensoan’s age and arrogance allowed you to commit that…” For once, the archivist is at a loss for words.

“Glossectomy,” the Butcher supplies readily. Looking away from her, he stands atop the undead drakephon’s scale-defying skull, one hand casually leaning against its teal antlers, each branch as thick as a bison. A wall of dust and smoke obscures the Empheron’s army to the south, but this man, with tattoos latticing his bare chest and arms, and sweat glistening over muscles lean as corded rope, barely acknowledges the bleak reality of war.

“Pardon?”

“The removal of a tongue,” the Butcher clarifies.

“I lean toward ‘atrocity,’” the archivist says before continuing. “Queen Zesta is powerful and won’t have died in that fire. You’ll be fighting her and the Empheron simultaneously, and you’ve placed me between the rock and the hard place alongside you.”

Snorting a laugh, the Butcher turns from his perch, his Enduring eyes cutting the smoke as he beholds her. “I’m not worried about your fake Panchon bastard.”

The archivist clutches the Rite book in one hand and the notched vertebra at the base of the drakephon’s skull with the other. Behind the Butcher, barely visible, Jives Cutler sits with Musta Common-1 in the creature’s hollow ear canal, the adolescent swinging her legs as she beholds the burning city. If not for Cutler’s form shimmering like a teal veil in the wind, the archivist’d still hardly believe the man a ghost. Even with him—it?—in front of her, she’s had no moment to reckon with a reality where ghosts exist—or much of the story the Butcher shared this last day. Exhaustion threatens her grip on both the book and the skull. She needs a lie down and a think. But her curious nature can’t help but feed her the energy to probe further.

“Seven,” the archivist states, having secured the Butcher’s attention. “The minimum number of greaters you performed while incarcerated, and yet you’ve eaten nothing. That farce with your hair, a distraction. Is this the true power of one who touched the Source?”

“I’m not required to answer your questions anymore.”

“As if you were before. Admit it, you only allowed your capture as a means to emancipate your cousin and to affect your petty revenge. Rather selfish given the current state of affairs.”

“Oh, Yenne,” he chuckles. “Only you could continue to be so cavalier up here. I could have Ignis end your life with a thought.”

“Ignis? Do you name every beast you slay?”

The Butcher’s eyes darken as Ignis bellows a roar. Pale blue flame erupts from the emphon’s open maw, its smoke searing across the archivist’s face as it flies through the fireball. Her life is in his hands, but she won’t be cowed by theatrics. “What do you intend to do now? What’s your plan for defeating the Empheron? Or do you merely wish to raze the city and flee as it dines on the ashes of those you pretend to lead? Why take me? Why circle the city?”

“You’re incessant.”

“I prefer curious.”

Suddenly, the smoke parts to reveal a red-hot work of fire in a flower pattern—not unlike those described to commemorate the mourning feast held for the Butcher’s mothers. A moment later, the drakephon descends, spiraling toward the northeastern limits of the city. Regret tightens the archivist’s jaws as Ignis glides past the remains of the Culinary Academy. While the archivist missed the tower’s maiming in the Return, the consequence of her actions screams at her from the tower’s unrepaired holes and ash-stained white brick. Though it had been her utmost priority to restore the icon, the queen couldn’t spare the common for the work. They’d had to prepare for the inevitable, leaving it derelict.

Even at the end of the world, the archivist blames herself for leaving it so.

They dip below the smoke, and their destination becomes clear. With a fireball, the drakephon ignites the wooden roof to the old Pen Stables and leans back to beat its wings over the smoldering wreckage. Cooled and buffeted, the ceiling crumples into the interior with a sound so much less dignified than a monument of Olearth engineering deserves. Unperturbed—or perhaps unaware of its history—the Butcher orders his emphon to land on the untamed grazing field, its sepia stalks of bull grass taller than even the Butcher.

Coiling from snout to knuckled tail, the drakephon settles within the confines of the Stables. A shudder runs the length of its spine, and the bones transition from the stillness of sleep to the rigor of death, apparently released by the Butcher’s magic.

“Off,” the Butcher orders.

The archivist hesitates, the dismount requiring a dozen meters’ scrambling from neck, to shoulder, to elbow, to ground. A hammer to the nails of her brittle bones. But when he gives her a testing shove, she obliges, maintaining placidity of expression despite the pain gripping her ankles upon reaching the ground. If not for the sting of each step, she might consider darting into the tall grass. Cutler and Musta have already disappeared into the stalks. She could run. Her body hasn’t yet betrayed her utterly.

But how is he doing all this? The question stays her feet more than the tantamount suicide of escape.

Then the Butcher’s bare feet strike the dirt beside her, and another shove propels her toward a corner of the structure. More than a year has passed since the Empheron’s forces liberated the last bull emphon held within the Stables, releasing them into the wild outside the city in hopes they would join the Empheron’s army. Zesta envisioned no merit in maintaining the vacant field. Mostly dead, the grass still smells of lemon.

The history books claim the smell of this grass inspired Aion’s children, those first refugees of Olearth, to butcher a bull emphon and cook it alongside the grass and, inadvertently, create the First Flavor Recipe. But after hearing the Butcher’s account, the archivist questions history. According to the “Chef King,” greaters are born of intent. There can be no inadvertent creation.

“Chicken or egg,” she says as they trudge through the stalks.

“Excuse me?”

“If your theory of intent is legitimate, then the first greater creates a chicken-or-egg causality dilemma.”

“Fennel ever use his telepathy to get inside your head?”

“Only once,” the archivist responds, perplexed.

“Yeah, that’s more time than I’d ever want to spend there, too.”

As she rolls her eyes, the Butcher parts the grass to reveal Musta absorbed in the hug of a middle-aged man only a smidge shorter than the Butcher. With red hair and an uncanny resemblance to the girl in his arms, there’s no question that he is her father.

“Well, if it isn’t your late uncle, Macen Common-1. Alive and well,” the archivist says. She wishes she had the energy to suffuse sufficient venom in the words. Of course he was lying; she even had the evidence to prove it. But she can’t summon the spite because, despite it all, she wants to know why he bothered to lie.

“Maybe he’s a ghost,” the Butcher remarks sarcastically before catching a toffee tossed by his uncle. “No greeting on me, Uncle. Sorry.”

“You brought me the only thing I need, Pap. Thank you.”

“I made a promise.”

“Who’s the stray?” he asks, chin jutting toward the archivist.

“Yenne Corzon, Archivist of Law, traitor to the Old Herd.”

By instinct, the archivist almost corrects the surname, but cleverness stays her tongue. When the Butcher twisted her gut with his romantic history, she’d thought he’d known about her beloved, but he’d misjudged her partner, suspecting the late king. He’d hurt her well enough when he’d been off the mark. She wouldn’t arm him with the truth.

“Hostage?” Macen asks.

“Something like that.”

“And Cutler? I thought he—”

The Butcher cuts Macen off with a shake of the head. “Not now.”

Cutler reemerges from the tall grass with distant eyes. When he comes back to himself, his sharp gaze cuts into the Butcher.

To the archivist’s surprise, the Butcher avoids Cutler’s stare, an air of chagrin present in his hung head and shoulders. “Come on,” he says. “We have a lot to do before the Empheron arrives.”

“We’re out here,” Macen says, finally lowering his daughter. “Just like you wanted.”

Outside, the archivist sees what was previously obscured by smoke. The North Wall near Pen Stables boasts an enormous hole, through which common flow in both directions. The crowd is weapon-clad, leading armored bison and wagons brimming with supplies, but those exiting are the common with whom she’s most familiar: thin, dirty, broken. Standing to either side of the hole are two giants under the effects of Emphon Rub or its taco Enhancement. On the left, a man with a bow carved from the horns of an emphalope. On the right, an agender common with a wolphon’s claws attached to gauntlets.

They walk silently past the crumbling remains of a long-destroyed statue plinth, and the archivist notices how staunchly the Butcher’s gaze avoids the spot. Can she use that past against him at some point? He brought the Rite book. Could that mean he wishes to speak more about his past? She is sure there are deeds there he wants kept secret. Do his allies know?

“Over here,” says Macen. His hand remains locked around his already-bored daughter’s wrist as if she may escape him again. He leads the group toward an area where armored troops corral the bison and erect tents. “A portion of leadership arrived with the assault.”

“Auntie Gynger?” the Butcher asks.

“Oh, she’s here,” Macen answers, looking down at his daughter. “And she’s got some questions for you.”

Musta sighs with an angst beyond her years. “I haven’t even been back five minutes, and I’m already in trouble?”

“You were in trouble before you left.”

“Auntie Gynger?” interrupts the archivist, unable to contain herself. “What auntie?”

The Butcher, now halfway through the encampment, nods back. “You were so worried about Macen, you never bothered to ask why I avoided mentioning the true power in the family, my aunt. While I was working in the King’s Factory, she was working alongside Cori’s parents as their Head Warchef. Macen and Musta left for Far Common the day before Bessa was freed. Didn’t even tell me they were going.”

“You weren’t Herd back then,” Macen says in his defense. “Asabi wanted no part for you in my business. Barely entertained me as it was.”

“Why tell me this now?” the archivist snaps, the spite finally finding its way through.

The Butcher motions to the Rite book. “You would’ve claimed that Auntie Gyn gave me Emphon Rub. I needed you to understand it was me who invented it, and I’d never have gotten as much out of you as I did if you thought it was Auntie.”

“So you were interrogating me, then.”

“Wasn’t that obvious?”

Before the archivist can inquire further, they enter a busy tent. Orders fly from mouths as quickly as messengers flee the interior. At the center of it all, a proud, if haggard, woman. A bandolier of spices and jerkies hang from her stained chef’s jacket as she lords over a map of Ranch. Regalia sparkles on her lapels. On her back rests a spear, its tip sheathed but emanating the slightest teal light from within.

If Musta resembles her father in hair and skin color, she mimics her mother in every other manner worth noting. From the way she holds her head and shoulders to the defiant spark of her eyes.

“Thank the Twelve,” Gynger drawls as the group enters, bringing Musta and the Butcher each into a one-armed hug. “We’ve missed you something fierce.”

“I’ve missed you, too, Auntie,” replies the Butcher.

“Yeah, sure,” Musta says. “Is there food?”

After directing her daughter to a tray of rice and beans, Gynger turns back to the Butcher. “I’ve got your war kit here somewhere. Are you joining the press or…” Her question fades as she notices the archivist. “A guest?”

“A hostage,” Macen says.

Unspoken conversation seems to pass between the general and her nephew before the former speaks again. “The sovereign won’t like it, kiddo.”

“I know,” the Butcher says with sullen defeat.

“Ahem, Captain Cleaversaw,” Cutler says, drawing the Butcher’s attention. “Before you get to all this, we need to talk about what you did and what I should do now.”

The Butcher sighs but turns to Gynger. “See that she’s confined—not too comfortably. Guards at every exit, and in places they wouldn’t normally be. Absolutely nothing that can be used as a lockpick, and no writing instruments.”

“Well, howdy,” Gynger says. “Color me intrigued. I’ll see to it.”

“And Yenne? Get some rest. You’ve got a long day ahead of you.” He turns back to Macen. “Make sure that book stays safe.”

Before she can object, the Butcher exits the tent with Cutler’s ghost, and she’s forced away.









TABLE SETTING

SOMETIME AFTER DAWN the next day, the tent flap opens to admit the Butcher. He’s washed and freshly clothed. Luxuries the archivist herself hasn’t been afforded, left as she was in the tent with no rug or blanket, only a bag of straw for any comfort. Though she might have spent the intervening hours plotting escape, the archivist chose sleep. Not the first time she’s slept on bare earth—nor will it be the last, should she survive the day—but her body aches more than usual. Fortunate, then, her mind has long been her sharpest weapon and sleep proved a whetstone.

“Cutler was displeased with you,” the archivist comments.

“Has good reason to be.” “Where did he go? My guards spoke of him leaving camp.”

“Eavesdropping as usual, then.”

“Old habits,” the archivist concedes.

“He’s headed to awaken Atlas.”

“Who?” The archivist can’t place that name within the Rare, common, or even foreign naming conventions.

“You’ll see in time. Assuming the process doesn’t kill him.”

“I thought he was already dead,” she counters. “Or was that a lie, as with Macen?”

Darkness stretches across the Butcher’s face. “It’s complicated, and you’ll get your answer soon enough. First…”

The tent becomes a flurry of activity. Soldiers and attendants transform the bare interior and earthen ground into a furnished dining room, complete with table, tea cart, candles, and place settings for eight people. A map of the south joins a wall, showing Ranch at the center of the conflict between what’s left of Semoli, Panchon’s contested lands, and the broken nations formerly known as the Empire of the Badgeboar. The archivist’s eyes settle on the black circle stretching across half the map, annotated with the words “Empheron’s Army.”

The Butcher takes the seat at the head of the table, nearest the tent flap, and motions for her to take the foot. Three seats separate them on either side. Intrigued but suspicious, the archivist obliges. Her surprise climbs when another attendant enters carrying pens, ink, and the Rite book. The attendant opens it to a blank page roughly where the archivist left off.

“What is all this?” the archivist asks.

“It’s been weeks since I’ve eaten properly,” the Butcher says casually. “I can’t win the war in my state. I need to eat, and so do you if you’re going to be any use to me.”

“And the book?”

“You’ll record as we eat,” the Butcher says. “I’ll be taking some meetings too, so try not to get distracted. I don’t have time to backtrack.”

“What could this book possibly afford you?” Her index finger ruffles the page corners, the familiar texture bringing her some comfort.

“As you’re well aware, I lied on occasion yesterday. There’s a reason for that, and it wasn’t to protect my ego. I can’t tell you why—not until you’re ready—but I need to continue telling you this story and for you to question it. I’d thought others would suffice for what I need. They haven’t. You might. That’s the only reason you live. Trust me, I wish there were an alternative.”

The archivist fails to resist the intrigue. What purpose could he possibly have for this?

“I want to know about the Source, Butcher, and this ludicrous rumor that you ‘killed’ it. I won’t do this otherwise.”

“You’ll get your answers. That’s the whole point.”

She considers this for a long moment before flipping to the back of the volume and grabbing a pen.

“What are you doing?” the Butcher asks, sitting up in his seat as if he could possibly see across a table this large and crowded with tableware. “That’s not where we left off.”

“If I’m going to record anything further, I’m maintaining a notes compendium for myself. Yesterday was a long day, Butcher, rife with new greaters and events that may bear referencing. I have no doubt you’ll fail to resist being as loquacious or duplicitous today. I intend to find the truth in your lies, and if I’m to succeed, I require a place to record my suspicions.”

The Butcher considers this for a moment and then shrugs. “Fine. Make your little notes.”

When she finishes doing so, the archivist looks forward. “Where do we start?”

The Butcher nods to the guards and attendants. “Alright, thanks. You can leave now.”

One of the guards looks pointedly at the silverware within reach of the archivist. “Sir.”

“PAT YOUR HEAD AND RUB YOUR STOMACH, YENNE,” the Butcher commands, eyes glowing from the words.

Furiously, the archivist does as ordered, unable to resist.

“I can protect myself,” the Butcher says to the guards. “Leave us.”

“Must you do that?” the archivist complains when released.

“On occasion, yeah,” he says, with satisfaction in his tone. “You asked where to start, but it’s more important to establish when. Three years after Fennel murdered my moms, during the ‘ceasefire’ between New Panchon and Herdland. I won’t bore you with a montage of murder as I fought my way through your pitiful excuse for an army those other years. Honestly, I can’t remember most of the war. I was so starving angry about my moms. The important parts will probably come up as we go.”

“Shame,” the archivist says, preparing her pen. “I’d have liked to learn how you managed some of the tricks you pulled at the Front.”

“Like I said, the important parts will come up,” the Butcher confirms. “Now, that’s the when. The where: right here at Pen Stables.”

“Why then, there? What is it you hope to achieve by telling me all this?”

“Because we’re going to talk about the Source for real this time, and we can’t do that without talking about the Empire. That story begins here, with Minx and Hili.”
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Course 1: Insight Enchiladas

A hearty, balanced meal all alone, these enchiladas are often safest paired with a healthy amount of alcohol or other substances to distract you from their Effects—at least among company you want to trust.

Ingredients (serves 3–4):

450g mushrooms (king oyster works the best)

Mushroom marinade


	Juice of 1 lime

	½ cup dark beer

	1 tbsp guavocado oil

	2 tsp paprika

	1 tsp garlic powder

	1 tsp ground cumin

	½ tsp chili powder

	½ tsp dried oregano

	1 tsp sea salt



400g badgeboar bacon

Bacon marinade


	Juice of 2 limes

	¼ cup dark beer

	¼ cup orange juice

	1 tbsp guavacado oil

	1 tsp paprika

	1 tsp garlic powder

	1 tsp ground cumin

	½ tsp chili powder

	½ tsp dried oregano

	2 tsp sea salt



1 tbsp olive oil

1 yellow onion, diced

3 ½ cups of red enchilada sauce

Vegetable oil

12 corn tortillas

2 cups marbled jack cheese, shredded

Cilantro, for garnish

Steps:


	Remove the caps from your mushrooms and shred the stalks with a fork. Lightly press shredded stalks with a towel to release some of the moisture and let sit.

	Preheat oven to 175°C.

	Whisk all mushroom marinade ingredients in a bowl and add the shreds. Marinate for 15 minutes so the mushrooms absorb the liquid.

	With a slotted spoon, remove the mushrooms from the marinade and spread into a single layer on a baking sheet. Bake for 30 minutes or until the mushrooms have released their water, flipping once.

	While the mushrooms are baking, slice the bacon into thin strips, roughly 5cm x 1cm, and repeat the marinade process.

	Remove the bacon from the marinade with a slotted spoon and move to a cold skillet with 1 tablespoon of olive oil and the diced onion. Cook on medium heat until the bacon begins to caramelize and the onions become translucent.

	Remove mushrooms, bacon, and onion from the baking pan and skillet, draining off any excess liquid, and combine in a bowl.

	Spread enchilada sauce into the bottom of a glass baking dish.

	Add enough vegetable oil to create a thin layer at the bottom of a pan and warm on medium heat. Once hot enough to bubble on contact, add tortillas one by one, cooking 5 seconds on each side so they remain flexible.

	Lay a tortilla in the glass dish and spoon a heaping portion of the mushroom, bacon, and onion mixture into the center of the tortilla. Roll the tortilla and press into the sauce, seam side down. Repeat until all tortillas have been used.

	Spread leftover sauce over the top and sprinkle with shredded cheese.

	Bake for 10 minutes until the cheese is melted. Broil on low for an additional 2 minutes or until desired crispiness.

	Remove and garnish with cilantro.



Expected Endurance Effect(s):

Endurance, 2–4 hours

Ability to determine when someone is lying, nervous, insincere, etc with certainty, 2–4 hours

Enhanced Endurance Effect(s):

Unknown

Variance Effect(s):

Unknown

Emphon Effect(s):

Unknown
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THE WAR MEMORIAL

“I’M SORRY,” SAYS the archivist before the Butcher can begin his tale. “Variance Effect? Emphon Effect? What do these mean?”

“Exactly what they sound like,” the Butcher answers. “They’ll become clear in a minute or two. Now listen up, traitor.”

*   *   *

Three years after the deaths of my moms, my brigade and I stood in the courtyard outside Pen Stables on a temperate afternoon in midwinter. It was one of the few days of the year where our military uniforms were more comfortable than stifling. They might’ve looked like the breathable chef jackets I’d grown used to in kitchens while at the Culinary Academy, but they were thicker, repellant against greater recipes that threw flames, and slightly more protective against Rare spears. Neither of which should be coming at us for the afternoon, at least. But that isn’t to say I was comfortable wearing them. Far from it.

We had gathered to remember the people who had died at war with New Panchon. My people, my responsibility.

I didn’t wear my apron slung over my jacket, the one Cori gave me before the war. I’d rarely gone a day without wearing it in the intervening years. But worse, my uniform was heavy with medals across the lapels. I left them off most days. I remembered exactly how much Rare blood I’d drained into the Crel Swamps without the medals clanking around each time I took a step. But I couldn’t get away with “forgetting” them now that we were back in Ranch. Auntie Gynger Grilkwin, the Head Warchef of the Herdland Army, had been happy to look the other way at the Front. The Cabinet, Herdland’s governing body, which remained seated behind us, needed our valor displayed to their constituents now we were back in Ranch.

Laven stood in uniform beside me, leaning on his cane. Sunlight glinted off the wok over his back, blinding me when I turned to regard him. In the years after suffering his injury, he had developed a habit of grinding the bottom of the cane into whatever surface we stood on when he was annoyed or bored. As the Cabinet members’ speeches went on and on, he was clearly feeling both, the tightly laid stone beneath us starting to squeak beneath the habit. He had to keep catching himself, smirking at me when he did.

I tried to return the smile, but those were harder to form after the war.

“Chef, sir?” whispered a voice from behind us. “Do you know how much longer this’ll last? We have to—”

“I know what we have to do, yeller,” I snapped. “Mouth shut, eyes forward.”

Behind me, Hili Duelon, one of our youngest yellers, clicked his heels together and did as he was told, but not without the faintest sigh. The kid was going to be the death of me. Hili’s drawl was more pronounced than Vanil’s, but he looked so much like his dad it was uncanny. They had the same black skin and tall, thin frame. If not for his shorter cornrows and the baby fat still clinging to his cheeks, he could’ve passed as Vanil, even to the revolutionary’s closest friends. But never to me. Vanil didn’t look at me the way Hili did, like I was a hero.

Laven gave me the same look he always gave me when I used my commanding officer tone on Hili, specifically, his you’re-too-hard-on-him look. But I ignored it. If I had to stand out in the sun and be told how great we all were with a smile, my subordinates could at least keep quiet.

“—and I implore you all to join me as we honor our heroes,” the Executive finished from the stage ahead of me, raising her hands to clap.

The Servers of the Cabinet launched into applause that rebounded thunderously off the steep walls of Pen Stables. I winced. The sound was too much, almost reminiscent of the Front, and far, far too loud for Minx to be comfortable inside. It went on for only a moment, but I knew my day, and Hili’s too, had just gotten a whole lot more difficult.

While the crowd continued applauding the army, Cori’s parents walked across the temporary stage and regarded us with practiced honor. Mahogani looked regal as usual in an elegant dress that came to her knees and a Medical Corp jacket adorned with her own medals from back before the Revolution. Her hair fell perfectly curled to her shoulders, and her somber smile remained as serious as a knife’s edge. Cori’s dad, Arjoram, sported far more medals on his military livery, but they were equally out of date. The man seemed perennially tired. He’d come to visit me at the Front with Cori a few times, and if anyone understood how I felt today, it was him.

War changes even the best of us.

To the world, the Herdons were simply Mahogani and Arjoram Victsoan, the two heads of the Old Herd. For their protection, only a few of us knew they were actually the royal Herdon family. People still thought I was the secret Herdon princeps, and we only encouraged that. The real Herdons didn’t want to rule as monarchs. They wanted to entrust the people with their power.

Which was why they weren’t alone on stage. The applause concluded and the third member of the ceremony, the Executive, joined the Herdons at the edge of the stage. It wouldn’t have been proper for her to stand and receive the adoration, having not served herself, but she certainly held her own among the royals, her expression just as resolute. The woman who led Ranch and all of Herdland was a pensive black woman in her late sixties with a matronly demeanor earned from the weariness of raising and scolding six successful children.

As usual, she wore a plain, straight dress more like a long t-shirt than the pleated, frilled things coming into style in the city. In the old days, she’d been Rare, serving in some bureaucratic office that kept her close to Laven’s dad. Like Hoppus Florento, she’d never bought into the king’s cruel opinion of common—or so I was told. Laven had respected her before the Revolution, which went a long way, but I still distrusted her motives occasionally. Not like I saw her slitting carvers’ throats during the Revolution like I had the other candidate.

The Executive reached for the curtain covering the memorial statue with seasoned showmanship, dramatically pulling it away to reveal the granite effigy of a carnephon. The names of soldiers fallen to the war covered every centimeter of it.

On stage, Auntie Gynger stood from her honorary seat among the leadership, turned sharply, and saluted the statue, placing her right hand flat over her belly and balling her left fist at her side with her feet together. My training kicked in instantly. I followed suit, and my full brigade took the cue behind Laven. Silence fell over the Cabinet and esteemed guests there for the remembrance ceremony.

They didn’t know, but they knew enough.

A moment later, Auntie stepped back, and the pageantry fled all at once. Backs relaxed, lungs released, and the rigid lines of the war brigade broke into easy stances. The moment we had all come for had passed. The weight of loss clung to shoulders and expressions, but so many of us chose to believe the worst was past us.

I couldn’t. I couldn’t rest easy believing that a ceasefire would last. I’d killed their king. They’d killed my moms. I’d spit on forgiveness, and they’d happily put a knife in my throat. Three years of bloodshed had only deepened that truth. But it only took one firm look at the people around me to see how unsustainable the war had become. Laven’s face had thinned. Eyebags clung to every face in my brigade. We were tired, and worse, nearly bankrupt. It just so happened New Panchon was, too.

As a warchef myself, I should’ve called my yellers back into line and organized their return to the barracks, but Laven was already on it.

“What is this mess?” he called. “Get in line! You lot have provisions to catalogue.”

I flashed a stern but half-hearted expression from behind him, and the soldiers snapped back into discipline. As they began parading back into the hauntingly empty city, I held Laven back. “Are you good at the restaurant? We’ve only got three more nights of practice left.”

As he turned to regard me, his gaze fell on the memorial, and his eyes glistened. I knew he was thinking of the soldiers we lost from our brigades over the years, but I wondered if he was thinking of the people whose names weren’t up there, too, the Rare cousins and neighbors he’d killed. He plastered on a smile for me. “Yes, Chef. Feng’s finally getting the hang of things, but I want to give her a fresh challenge tonight. What time are you off duty?”

Off duty. What a weird concept. Today would be my last day on duty until the ceasefire ended, whenever that ended up being. It could be tomorrow if we were unlucky and New Panchon found a way to rearm, or it could be a year.

“Depends on how much trouble Minx gives us after all that noise. I’ll be there in time to hear the complaints, I’m sure.”

He gave my shoulder a squeeze and started to walk away before stopping. “Can you please, mate, please remind Cori what time she needs to be there? I don’t want our grand opening ruined, and—”

“She’ll be there,” I said, for the fiftieth time.

He sighed deeply and saluted half-heartedly. “Right,” he said, the disbelief clear in his tone. “Just remind her when you get home tonight, and again in the morning.”

As he joined the ranks of departing soldiers, Hili stepped into his place in front of me. “Howdy, Chef,” he drawled, saluting. “I’m ready when you are.”

“Yeah, come on, yeller,” I said, turning toward Pen Stables.

Two guards stood on either side of the entrance. Like Hili, they reported directly to me, and they’d recently been promoted to the rank of yeller, denoted by the yellow bandanas wrapped around their arms. But they’d been on duty, so each of their eyes glowed with the yellow of Endurance, where Hili’s remained normal. The guards relaxed when I approached, saluting as I entered, with Hili practically stepping on my heels behind me.

Minx, my badgeboar—er, Ranch’s badgeboar—threw her shoulders at the bars of her cell, her star-shaped snout still snarling with rage from the clamor outside. The endurium-enforced steel and the rubber padding around the bars both held, letting her thrash without hurting herself much, but the two carnephon that shared the opposite side of Pen Stables shrank away from her, snorting with annoyance. At thirty-two meters to the shoulder and fifty tons, Minx made the young pair of bulls look feeble in comparison, but they were natural adversaries and neither side would back down until I intervened, size be damned. Angus the Third, the braver of the two, was already starting to stamp down his foreclaws like he meant to charge.

He wouldn’t though. He didn’t enjoy slamming against the bars the way Minx did.

*   *   *

“I’m surprised you caged your emphon,” the archivist interrupts. “I would’ve thought your time with Bessa and the King’s Factory would’ve made it abhorrent to you. What was it you said yesterday about how cruel it all was?”

An annoyed scowl crosses the Butcher’s mouth at the interruption, but he nods a concession. “I didn’t like it. But some things are necessary, especially during war. I didn’t assert myself into the governing of Ranch often, but when we started capturing emphon to supply the war effort, I made demands. I don’t think there was another time when the Herdons and the Cabinet were so united—they both shot me down. Didn’t believe we had the knuckles or knowledge to do what I wanted and voted no.” His tone grows decidedly bitter and mocking. “But I was still Paprick, hero of the Revolution, sous to the Head Warchef. When I publicly demanded conditions that treated the emphon with more respect, ranchers protested their Servers and the Cabinet was forced to vote in my favor. The padded cages were only a small part of what I did for them.”

“How noble,” the archivist replies.

*   *   *

“Easy, Minx,” I called to her, but if she heard, she ignored me, which was fair, given the noise. Her ears were far more sensitive than those of carnephon, a product of her natural habitat. While bulls roamed the plains and deserts, badgeboars typically tunneled through the mountains to the west, using their ears and noses to navigate dark caves.

Pen Stables smelled as close to home as I could find those days, more so than a kitchen. The bull grass filled the air with lemon, mixing with the musk of the two carnephon, which reminded me of the First Flavor. Then there was Minx, who smelled like salt, copper, and earth, almost like blood. Vats of Grey Milk, the Enhanced recipe I invented for Cori at the King’s Palace, added the scent of vanilla to the air, and somehow it was that singular note that always stood out the most. If only I had made enough Milk that day for my moms, too…

Grief caught up with me faster than I could’ve expected—the damn memorial had opened me up. How could I consider any place home without them? I’d never let myself call the Front home. Cori owned our shared apartment, which meant it was hers, not mine. Home was where my moms were. I didn’t deserve a home.

My chest tightened and I focused on the harder copper smell of blood.

Death was my new home—and would be until there were no Rare left to answer for my moms’ deaths.

“Ain’t a better place in Ranch.” Stepping up beside me and breathing in deep to savor the air, Hili whistled. “By the Twelve, just look at them, sir. Thank you for the opportunity.”

I cleared my throat and tried to be the stern, heroic commander he saw. “Don’t thank me yet, yeller. You’ll be knee deep in manure in fifteen minutes.”

We approached the picnic table beside the gated entrance to the pens. The previous shift had laid everything out for our arrival, perfectly orderly. “What’s first?” I asked.

“We inspect the ingredients for any signs of degradation or tampering, Chef!” Hili’s excitement bled through the monotony of a textbook answer. “Barring such signs, I will assist you in the preparation of the greater. We will consume the greater and enter the pens to begin maintaining the hides. You will then retrieve the apportioned cut from each stock as I prepare the Grey Milk vats for feeding. If all goes well, our livestock will be fully healed and all the better for it.”

“Wrong.”

The light fell from his face, and he scrambled inside his pocket, retrieving a wad of paper. As he opened it, eyes flicking across, he stammered. “No, sir, that ain’t right. I-I was word for word!”

“Wrong,” I repeated, “because I’m not making the tacos today, yeller. You are.”

His eyes widened. “Chef? Really? Paprick, I don’t—”

“Should I change my mind, yeller?”

“No! No, sir!” He approached the plate of badgeboar ribs with something nearing reverence. One hand reached out to stroke the glistening purple meat. “It’s just, Papr—I mean, Chef—I…” He trailed off, the emotions of the day catching up with him as he wiped his eyes.

I looked back toward the door. Confident that the other two yellers wouldn’t overhear, I lowered my voice and told him to relax. “You’re ready, Hili. You’re a yeller now. The next step is sous. You won’t get there unless you start cooking.”

“You know it’s all I want, Chef. Watching you during the Revolution. Serving this year, but… Dad’ll be furious.”

“Don’t think about him,” I said, knowing he was right. “His guilt isn’t yours to bear.”

He looked back up at me, all seventeen years of him in the innocence of his eyes, reminding me so much of myself before the Revolution. “You really think I’m ready.” It wasn’t a question.

I reached into my heavy jacket and removed a small vial of skyroot powder. As I pressed it into his palm, I shook my head. “You have the intent, the knowledge, and the strength. You’ll develop the skill through the necessity.”

He grinned. “Look at you, sounding all wise.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I’m sorry, yeller?”

He tightened his lips into a semblance of respect. “I mean, thank you for the advice, Chef.”

“Go on,” I said, motioning toward the grill. “Minx needs our attention.”

Before he did, he looked back at me, and in complete breach of protocol, threw his arms around me in a tight hug. “I’m going to make you proud, Chef. I promise. And one day, I’m going to make my own greater. Mark my words, it’s going to kick your tacos’ ass.”

After three years of war, I was less the boy my moms raised and more the man their deaths demanded. My face grew harder, my eyes deeper, but Hili always softened them. Unable to hold my stoic expression, I shoved him toward the grill with a genuine smile. “I’d like to see you try, kid.”

He simply touched his temples twice. “Mark my words.”

I’ll always remember the way he smiled as he bit into those tacos. His tacos, after he finished making them. For all the trouble that boy gave me since joining up without his father’s blessing, I’m so glad we had that day together. Working the Stables was always relaxing compared to the brutality of the Front. It kept me from thinking about the memorial outside. About the people I’d lost during the war.

And the people I lost before it.

We rarely get to choose our last memories of the dead. When they die, they choose for us.

At least with Hili, I got a good final memory.
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THE MURDER AT PEN STABLES

THREE DAYS LATER, I hurried toward Pen Stables, thinking about that afternoon with Hili. That morning, news had broken that had shocked the city: New Panchon had signed a trade agreement with Semoli. Our enemies would be ready to rearm quickly, and that meant I’d be sending Hili to the Front. It made my business that evening all the more important, and I did not have time to be crossing the city for whatever this summons was about.

The first few people I saw in the streets called, “Stand tall!” and saluted me. Despite being gone for more than two years during the war, I was still a symbol of the Revolution. With the news circulating, I needed to offer strength. Despite my hurry, I forced myself to slow and project calm. People came closer, offered me greaters, and smiled, reminding me how much Ranch had grown.

In the wake of the Revolution, Cori’s parents returned to the palace in secret, ruling through the Herd without much of the populace even knowing they existed, and they had to. Change lives on a knife-edge, and assassination is that knife.

War demands efficient leadership, but once the war hit a steady cadence, the Herdons established the Cabinet and helped elect the Executive to balance the voices of ranchers from all walks of life. A bunch of starving debaters more interested in their voices than their actions, if you ask me. But I didn’t have to interact with them much. The Cabinet sent orders to Auntie Gynger, and she turned them into actions for my brigade to execute.

Together, the “Victsoans” and the Cabinet rebuilt the nation while we fought. They restocked our stores. They housed and fed our people. But I kept them safe. It’s awful to admit, but things might’ve stayed smooth forever if we’d stayed at war like that.

But the Cabinet signed a ceasefire when both sides ran out of money and bodies. Soldiers returned to the varied cities and farmsteads of Herdland, our newly-named country, and the Cabinet gobbled up more power, relegating royal influence by the day. I should’ve seen what was coming, understood what would happen when they took over completely, but I was only barely out of the war fugue, working in a civilian kitchen for the first time since my moms died.

“You got a summons too, killer?” Cori drawled.

I blinked rapidly, realizing Cori and Laven were both walking alongside me. I was getting soft in the city, not noticing them. Cori was in simple shorts and a sleeveless shirt, having come immediately from her new hobby—tending the greybark arbor in the Herd’s old Greenhouse. Laven had swapped his war jacket for lighter clothes, returning to the linens he liked before the war. As ever, his wok glinted in the sun.

“Any idea what this is about?” I asked them.

“Not a lick,” she responded, her expression sour. There wasn’t much Cori didn’t know about in Ranch these days—that was another change, of a sort. Laven and I had gone off to war, becoming more like icons of the Revolution than leaders. Cori, who’d stayed behind against her will, had evolved into something else entirely.

“Crooked Rish only said it was urgent,” Laven added.

I frowned as we approached the man, seated in his wheelchair beside the war memorial. As 11th Server of West Ranch, Crooked Rish wore the finest linens befitting his station. Without the wheelchair, you’d barely recognize him as the man who’d kept a black-market stall in a derelict tenement.

“Why are we here?” I asked, arms folded over my chest. Off-duty, I wore my worn leather apron over a breathable chef’s jacket. I couldn’t be bothered to wear my war jacket now that I didn’t have to, but I kept the spear-shaped patch of my rank on my sleeve lest Auntie flay me alive. A butcher’s cleaver hid in my secret sheath, not really much of a secret anymore, and my cleaversaw rested over my back, slung with simple rope. “When I left last night, the livestock were all tucking into their Grey Milk, good to go.”

He tossed me a candied lemon. “Pappy, baby, you could at least say hello to friends.”

“We aren’t,” I responded. But I tossed him a small sourdough cracker anyway.

“Mate,” Laven cautioned. “We don’t have time for fights. The badge delegation will be here in a few hours.”

Smiling politely, Cori interposed herself between us and Rish and tucked a candied habanero into Rish’s hand. “It’s good to see you, Server. How can we help the Cabinet?”

Crooked Rish winked. “Ever the princeps, so amicable. You would do to teach your playmate the correct way to do business, eh?”

“Nobody teaches him anything,” she responded gleefully.

“It’s opening night, Rish, and I’m responsible for extending an olive branch to an entire starving empire,” I reminded. “I truly don’t have time for this. Now what’s the problem? Did Minx break a tusk or something?”

“This way, little legend.” We followed him around the corner of the Stables. “Tell me, Pappy, was this hole here when you left last night?”

The crude, jagged hole in the wall to Pen Stables was large enough for Angus the Third and Chucky to escape through but not for Minx to follow them. At her height, she struggled to get through the doors to the facility, and this hole couldn’t be any bigger than those. Scratches and furrows indicated she’d tried to enlarge it with her foreclaws and tusks—both so well suited to digging—but she’d had about as much success with the wall as she had when she tried to tunnel her way through the bedrock each week.

“Scalding suns,” Laven whistled. “What happened?”

Rish led us through the bull grass, the copper tang of death smothering its lemon scent even more than usual. Minx was damn near feral, the way she was bleating and scratching at the walls.

Server Semary Andala—Chef Ilantra’s sister, who supported the Herd secretly prior to the Revolution—appeared ahead of us, parting the grass to reveal the reason we’d been summoned.

An enormous human body lay dead among the swaying bull grass. Over the years, a handful of people had died while under the effects of my tacos, and they’d all shrunken back down. This person hadn’t.

As I approached, I noted that a carnephon had gored him. Two symmetrical horn holes in his chest were proof enough, but the extent of his injuries sickened even me. The skin from his pelvis to his clavicle had been flayed. His flesh along his left ribs had been removed, butchered like Panchon would a bull, and stacked to the side. The man’s tongue, cheeks, eyeballs, and a swatch of thigh muscle as large as me all buzzed with flies. Other than his remaining black skin, nothing easily distinguished him from the other yellers who served as guards.

A part of me knew though, even then. I refused to believe it.

Laven gagged, and a wave of anger balled my fist. I trained all the yellers who served here. And no one, no one, killed my people and lived.

“Who?” I asked.

“We don’t know yet.”

“When?” I demanded.

“Sometime in the night,” Rish answered.

I fixated on the puncture wounds. For that to happen, the guard would’ve had to have removed his breastplate before being gored. Yellers practically lived in their armor, constantly rotating duty while they enjoyed the benefits of my tacos, tending the bulls and the boar in their respective pens. Long gone were the gruesome alchemics of the King’s Factory, primarily because the guards I selected for this post took protecting their safety as seriously as that of the emphon. We only took superficial cuts from the beasts, and afterward, we poured literal tons of Grey Milk down their throats to heal them.

(Laven was the one who figured it out. Carnephon nurse their young with Emphon Milk, so maybe they could stomach other greaters, too. Turns out, they could—though not always as we expected. Anyway.)

“What happened exactly?” Laven asked.

“An investigation is underway,” Semary answered, “but the early conjecture is that the wall was destroyed, and then the bulls escaped, rather than the reverse.”

“The yeller died in the escape?” Cori asked, examining the body, or what little of it she could actually see from our vantage beside it. “Why didn’t he shrink down?”

“That is why the Cabinet called you,” Semary answered. “Three years and no one who’s died under the effects has ever stayed large postmortem. Chef Bessa supplies the meals for the guards here. Have you been experimenting with the recipe again?”

“No. I have no idea why he’d stay like that,” I said.

Rish wheeled forward. “I hope I do not need to remind you that the Freedom of Recipes Act dictates that you must answer truthfully, Pappy. There are no secrets among ranchers anymore. Have you been working on anything new?”

“It’s the truth. As I’ve told the Cabinet repeatedly, we haven’t created or Enhanced a greater since Laven figured out how to make the height of Emphon Rub variable at the Front, which we also shared.”

“That was two years ago,” Semary noted, implications heavy in her tone.

“Yeah, and for thirty years before that, no one invented shit,” I reminded.

“Do you know what caused the hole?” Laven interjected, probably trying to save me from myself. “Or what became of the carnephon? There were two, right?”

“An explosion of some kind, we think, but no one heard a sound. Perhaps a greater, perhaps an alchemic. We hope the investigation yields more insight.” Semary’s hands twitched anxiously. “As for the bulls, a search is ongoing.”

“How do you lose two forty-ton carnephon inside the city?” Cori asked.

“Are you saying they didn’t destroy anything?” I asked. “Just disappeared?”

Rish cleared his throat. “Friends, friends, there’s no need to worry yourself over the emphon. We will find them. Like you say, it is not so easy to lose emphon, eh? We are more concerned about the deceased and whether Pappy altered his greater. Well, that, and there is more to see, unfortunately.”

Rish and Semary led us around the body to the crown of his head, where his short hair had been shaved. I was too angry to manage a sigh, but I felt the slightest relief. Hili’s hair wasn’t this short. This was someone else in my brigade. I considered the black yellers with short hair, until I saw why they’d led me here. Carved into the skull itself was something hauntingly familiar: two butcher’s cleavers crossed above a campfire, encircled by a thin line.

Laven, Cori, and I all made quick eye contact. That night the Academy House, my restaurant, was set to reopen its doors for the first time since the Revolution, and what was stamped on every menu, napkin, and to-go box? The same symbol.

“Paprick,” Rish said, seriously. “Why is this carved into his scalp?”

Across the Stable, Minx slammed against her cell, shaking some of its foundations.

I stared at her and thought for a moment, before wiping the sweat from my face. “I don’t know, but I’ll find out, and whoever carved it won’t live long enough to regret it. Laven, send a roadrunner to the yellers. I want answers.”

“Yes, Chef.”

“You don’t intend to work with our investigation?” Semary questioned.

“This soldier deserves justice, and he won’t get it from you,” I fired back. “But let’s say, for the sake of argument, the Cabinet actually manages to find something of use. Then you can certainly let me know.”

“You have no right, citizen.”

“I’ll kindly remind you, Server, that Paprick is protected by my authority,” Cori said, though her gaze on me made it clear she wasn’t happy about it. Semary and Rish, being members of the Herd leadership, were among the few that knew Cori’s real standing in the constitutional monarchy. “Unless the Cabinet is finally able to agree on a vote to remove my family’s hidden veto?”

That seemed to cow Semary for the time being.

“Now,” I said, turning back to the Servers. “The badge delegation and half the starving Cabinet are supposed to eat at my restaurant tonight. I have a staff to prepare. May I go?”

With all the disdain befitting of his position, Rish waved a hand. “Yes, Chef.”

*   *   *

“Is that how you did it?” the archivist asks.

“Did what?”

“Maintained such endless supply of emphon at the Front? You fed your livestock a greater that regenerated their flesh as you butchered them?”

The Butcher frowns. “I can’t know for sure if it eased their pain, but it was the closest thing to humane I could think of.”

“And all emphon can benefit from greater recipes?”

The Butcher plays with his fork, uncertain. “In the case of Grey Milk, yes, as far as I know. But not all emphon will eat greaters, and the quantities necessary to achieve any noticeable result are prohibitive. We haven’t tested everything.”

A sudden thought strikes the archivist. “Are you—is this responsible for the Empheron?”

“As much as the world would love for me to be the creator of its newest monster, no. Now, where was I?”
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PURPOSE AND PROPOSAL

LAVEN AND CORI wanted to talk about what we’d seen the moment we were outside, but I hushed them. Knowing Rish, he’d posted ears along every meter of cobblestone between Pen Stables and the Academy House to eavesdrop. Not that he would’ve gotten a whole lot out of us. I had no idea how or why my restaurant’s logo had been carved into that yeller’s scalp. No idea why that guard had been butchered or how he’d stayed large either.

I suspected it was a message for me. But it wasn’t like the threats I’d regularly received from New Panchon over the years. Typically, those involved obnoxious assassins in the middle of the night, and I had greaters and weapons stored in every crevice of Cori’s and my apartment in the Clouds to deal with those. I even had some at the restaurant.

But I wasn’t sure what it was threatening, exactly. Butchery? War? Some plot to destroy the reputation of my House before the Empire of the Badgeboar’s delegation arrived?

Or maybe it was a warning for the badge. If they heard this happened in the city, maybe they’d back out of negotiations. Ranch quite literally couldn’t afford that. We had too little food and too little time to restock should New Panchon attack again.

Cori broke the silence when we were a couple blocks from the Stables. “I can hear rocks rattling around in that empty head of yours,” she noted gently as she grabbed my hand. “You can’t possibly be plotting revenge yet.”

“I should be headed to the barracks to figure out who that was and to console the other yellers, not sending a roadrunner. But with the badge coming, I don’t have the starving time.”

“They know you’re busy, killer. They won’t mind you prioritizing the dinner. Don’t fry yourself for it. I need to chat with Mama anyway before tonight.” Three years in and that word still stung. Mama. I couldn’t blame Cori for using it, but famines, it always brought up that day. “Maybe she can do something for them. A special mourning feast or something.”

“As long as you’re back by doors open,” Laven added. “You’re entertaining.”

“I know where to find the stage,” Cori laughed, eyeing me greedily. “We’ve used it plenty.”

“I meant,” Laven insisted, still embarrassed despite how open Cori was about our sex life, “that you’ll be liaising with the badge. You know, in your official capacity as—what is your current title exactly? People still call Pap ‘princeps’.”

“You’re his minder, Lavy, not mine.” Cori gave me a kiss, blatantly avoiding answering his question. “I’ll be where I need to be.”

“We’re serious,” I said. “We can’t have service interrupted because some diplomat wants to ask what vinaigrette I used on the salad. Not when you could be there charming them instead.”

“You’re talking to that delegation, killer. You promised. They’re only there tonight because they want to meet you. Rest is all official formalities. They came to eat your food.” When I didn’t answer, she added, “Think of it as an order from your princeps if you have to.”

“Not sure you have that authority anymore,” Laven half-joked.

“You’ll both see what authority I have if you don’t hop along.” She started to leave before calling over her shoulder, a hint of uncertainty in her tone. “Oh, killer, there’s, uh, something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about for a little while. We should chat later.”

Laven gave me a “you’re in trouble” look.

“Should we talk now?” I asked.

“Nah, it can wait. Have a good dinner. Knives hot or whatever.”

Laven and I walked another block before he departed to send the roadrunner to the barracks. It wasn’t often I was alone in the city. Between my fame—or infamy—and my duties, I always had ranchers needing something, even if it was just a moment to thank me. But that day, the city languished with anticipation.

During the Revolution, the Empire all but ignored us, willing to import our thinning supply of spices and peppers, happy to export their greybark and the odd shipment of wood or steel, but they ignored every request we made to ally against the Rare. Then in the last six months, they acknowledged us formally as a state and sent us a greybark sapling so we could start an arbor as a sign of good faith, but their emperor declined Cori’s request to serve in his capital as an ambassador. Suddenly, they were sending fifty senators and a princess to eat at my restaurant.

Cori said it was because they wanted to sign a trade agreement. Auntie Gyn said it was because they were starting to consider an actual military alliance—concerned the nation of Semoli might join New Panchon and leave their peninsula. Laven wondered if they might just want to see whether we were ripe for the taking.

I didn’t know what I thought.

I didn’t like the timing.

But I did try to enjoy the city’s quietness. Solitude in a large place can be lonely or comforting depending on my mood, and as former common walked and bicycled through the city with genuine independence—freedom I’d won them—I pushed myself to do as my moms would’ve: to take comfort, even if I wasn’t the man my moms raised anymore.

I couldn’t ignore the nervous speed at which they walked and rode. I felt the heat rising off the pavement, the dryness in the air. How long had it been since we’d had rain? Would the crops hold out? I could see the same worry in the faces of those ranchers.

The Culinary Academy rose into view as I approached, its chimneys gushing. Some of the anger and worry crept away. To think, I’d be teaching Knifecraft and Laven would be teaching Alchemic Gastronomy, a year and a half after when we would’ve graduated had the school not closed during the war. At least Chef Sagen was around to keep Theory of Flavor going and to help us find our way as young professors. By all rights, I was still a second-year student and stage according to the Academy’s record, but I had learned a lot working under Auntie in the war. Outside of Ilantra and Cutler, she was probably the best Chef the city had seen before Laven and me. No one was debating whether I’d earned my place teaching. Even if it did feel weird.

“Howdy, Chef,” a student called as I entered the front doors, accent thick with common drawl. One of my yellers had been mutilated, but I had a responsibility to so many people now who looked up to me. I needed to put on a pleasant face. “Stand tall,” I said back.

My kitchen was busy when I entered, but everyone stopped with military precision to check I was someone who should be there. Two of the seven staff immediately broke away from their stations and marched toward me as the others got back to prepping for the evening service, trying to act like they weren’t listening. I groaned internally, used to letting Laven deal with the staff directly as my sous. Starving man had left me to the wolphon.

I braced myself as the first, my sommelier, Sincera il Cappero, swept forward. She wore a loose, nearly baggy, pinstriped suit with a vest that both androgenized her chest and hid a seemingly infinite number of stark white handkerchiefs. If a drop of wine spilled this side of the Bay of Semoli, over which she’d immigrated after the Revolution, she’d wipe it up in an instant, one of those napkins disappearing before you could blink. I couldn’t name a cleaner, more precise person. No hair out of line in her bob. No centimeter of her olive skin marred by sweat or dust, no matter the situation. Never a word wasted.

Before she could speak one, though, my pastry chef pushed ahead and drove a finger into my chest. Feng Ladwait couldn’t have been more Sincera’s opposite. Flour covered nearly every centimeter of her exposed mahogany skin and stuck under cracked fingernails. Some even whitened her long eyelashes, and the silliness stole a little of the sting out of her angry amber eyes. Her braids tangled in a mess around the base of her neck, having avoided the dusting, but they—and she—had a sense of impending unraveling.

Despite Laven’s insistence that kitchen staff wear chef’s garments, Feng had stripped her jacket, leaving only a light sleeveless shirt similar to Cori’s to cover her from collarbone to belly button. From her belt dangled two rolling pins, which, speaking from experience, you didn’t want to be hit with. And unlike Sincera, she’d immigrated to Ranch before the Revolution—from the Empire of the Badgeboar. We’ll get to that later.

Unperturbed by Feng’s brashness, Sincera stepped aside and wiped away the flour transferred to her suit, seemingly satisfied to wait.

“You are late, Chef,” Feng said sharply, though even when she was angry, her accent had a near sing-song quality, with vowels stretching. As she chastised me, she shoved a chocolate truffle into my palm, which I devoured instantly. Couldn’t have stopped myself if I wanted to. Like drugs, those greetings. “I made it very clear—”

“Don’t start,” I said, sharp. “The Cabinet called me out and one of my yellers was murdered. Now is not the time—”

“Not the time? When were you going to tell me we were hosting the badge delegation? I am a political refugee!”

“That isn’t my concern, chef,” I snapped. “Your cooking is, and we didn’t want you to get overly stressed. Clearly, we didn’t succeed. How did you even find out?”

“My biodad is a senator! If he is here, if he sees me… All of my parents were extremely—”

“Angry that you came here instead of following in their footsteps,” I finished. “I know, but even if your biodad is here, there’s no way he’s going to be allowed back here. No one will find you. Now, get back to your station. If you’d let me into my kitchen, I can get started on preparing for them and the rest of the delegation.”

She seemed to realize that what she really wanted was for me to get to work and she was currently delaying that, so she hissed a badge swear and returned to her station. With arms stronger than any person I’d ever met, she “kneaded” some dough with enough force that the wood counter groaned.

“Paprick,” said Sincera. Her accent always made it sound more like Papa Rick. She greeted me the Semoli way: raising an imaginary glass in my direction.

I attempted to hand her a sourdough cracker in return, but she shrugged me off. “No distraction. My palate must be pristine.”

I pocketed it. “What can I do for you, somm?”

She turned me away from the rest of the kitchen. “A Server called Soryl Cutler came by earlier. They intend to propose marriage to their partners tonight and asked for a special accommodation. I refused, but your maître d’ insists this is necessary here and requested a bottle of my finest sparkling. He even wishes for me to pour it into the flutes though a ring will be in each glass already. It is ludicrous. Tell him no.”

“Soryl’s a good friend, and this is definitely something we can and should do. When you propose, you have to have food or drink available. You don’t do this in Semoli?”

“Tarnish good wine with metal?”

I’d never thought of it that way. “It’s just the way we do it. You give the person, or people, the ring with food or drink. If they want to accept the proposal, they take the ring. If they don’t, they eat or drink what it came with. It’s a sign of respect and less awkward than someone just outright saying no.”

“They won’t even be drinking it? Despicable.” She straightened her already-straight jacket and nodded. “Fine. Ranch is a backward place where food leads and you are Chef.” As always, she said the title like it were a swear. “I will do this horrid thing.”

Resisting the urge to rejoin this never-ending argument about Semoli’s “better” system of restaurant hierarchy, I simply nodded. “Thank you, somm. Let me know if I can help.”

As she walked away, my thoughts drifted to Cori. A year into the war, she’d come to visit the Front. I was in a bad place at the time, and it didn’t end well. We’d been back together since I returned. Six months that hadn’t been easy exactly, but I loved her. She loved me. Her mom was always going on about the need for an heir, though, even if that heir would never rule. Every time I got close to considering marriage and kids, I saw myself seated at the table of matrimony, her parents beside her, and the seats beside me empty. With imaginary cake like ash in my mouth.

“Chef,” Laven said, interrupting my thoughts as he entered the kitchen. “Message has been sent.”

“Thank you, Chef.”

“Always, mate. Now, if we’re going to do what we discussed, we have to do it now.”

I sighed. “Soryl plans to propose tonight. I’m having second thoughts.”

“That’s not like you.” Laven ground his cane into the tiled floor, considering, and I repressed a wince. Nails on my bones, that sound. But I weathered it. Famines, he weathered me. “It’s your opening night, mate.”

“I didn’t want a restaurant yet,” I whispered. The death of that yeller was getting to me at the worst possible time. I just wanted to disappear.

Laven handed me a mint from his greeting pouch in sympathy. “I know, mate, and they gave you this one with all its baggage.”

My gaze fell on the woodpile by the back entrance to the Academy House kitchen. “I still see her sometimes, when I’m by the grills. I’ll grab wood and suddenly, it’s as if Chef’s right there, hanging in front of me like she was that day.” I closed my eyes and cursed. Laven had been down there, too, that day. When we bunked together at the Front, I heard his nightmares, how he used to repeat the prophecy they told him about me maiming him in his sleep. It had come true, in its way. “Sorry, I shouldn’t.”

He looked away, but his tone was steady. “The Cabinet needs to show that veterans can come back and step into life again, Pap. I know cooking isn’t what it once was, but you’re still the best there is. The other vets look to you. We don’t know how long we have until the ceasefire ends. If they see you struggling, they’ll struggle too, and before we know it, we’ll be back in the Swamps, just as depressed as we were when we left. We can’t win that way.”

He was right. I knew he was right. “You should be the one running this kitchen.”

He scoffed, “No scalding thanks, mate. I’ll stick to giving you shit, thanks. Now, if you’re serious about defining yourself and your cuisine beyond your reputation, I don’t see an alternative. We have to start tonight.”

I hadn’t even opened, and the news sheets were calling me a brutish butcher who attacked your palate like a pragmatic warchef. During the war, I’d fallen out of love with cooking. I’d done it so efficiently and practically. Add that on top of not completing school and you had a recipe for “He only got the Academy House because he’s a hero.” I needed to prove I belonged.

“Twelve help me,” I breathed. Then my voice rose loud over the din of chopping knives and slapping dough. “Chefs, stop what you’re doing. I’ve been lying to you.”
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MY MENU

SEVEN PAIRS OF eyes regarded me with varying levels of hostility. Then an eighth as my maître d’ entered. You hardly would’ve recognized him, and not just because of the gray in his beard or his lack of cornrows, bald now. It was the eyes.

When Vanil recruited me to the Herd, his brown eyes were fierce but hopeful. In them, you could see the better world he wanted for common and for his son. He wasn’t gentle, exactly, but I’d never expected him to be capable and eager to use Chili Control.

Then, victory had still left Vanil’s eyes as gaunt as the corpses the revolution left in its wake. He’d started strong in the aftermath of the king’s death, but it caught up, first taking his hair, then softening the hard, muscular parts of him. After a few months, he stepped down from the Herd and faded into the crowd trying to make a living.

When he interviewed for the position, I’d thought he was joking. Some silly way of reconnecting after two years without seeing each other. But then he’d said, “You were right. You said there was no going back from Chili Control, and you were right. I never made it, but I would’ve. And then you had to use it to make me destroy Common-5. I could feel what it was like in your mind. I know what it was like to do it. I-I just want to serve people now. To make their night special. Chef, I set the wrong example for my son, and he went off and joined the yellers. Let me have this. If you need, I have references. I’ve been working—”

I stopped him and hired him on the spot. I understood. Starve me, I understood.

As he entered the kitchen at the pass, he nodded his encouragement.

Though regret hung heavy in my shoulders for lying to them, my voice solidified. “For the last six months, I’ve constantly changed our menu. Frustrated you. But you put up with it because you thought I was a fickle young Chef trying to find the perfect menu. I let you think that. What I really wanted was to give you practice mastering techniques. To learn new flavors. I’ve fired three members of this brigade and replaced them. They were good chefs, but they weren’t nimble. They couldn’t adapt. You can.”

“What are you saying, Chef?” asked Feng. That she wasn’t screaming at me or cursing or throwing something was terrifying. She was not a cool, collected person. She was a fire that raged and burned with passion. Calm words from her were a pot of hot oil.

“Unlike every other house in this country, our menu will change nightly. No one who dines here will ever taste the same thing.”

“That sounds like tomorrow’s problem,” said Sincera.

“No,” Laven interjected. “We start tonight.”

“I printed sixty menus,” said Vanil. “You’re saying they’re wrong? The press requires weeks to schedule. I won’t be able to replace them.”

“That menu was the final practice,” I said. “But not what we’ll make tonight.”

I nodded to Laven, who removed a stack of papers from a locked cabinet. The only thing printed on them was my restaurant’s logo. “Each night, we’ll handwrite the menu on these.”

“What about ingredients?” my stage asked. “How will I know what to stock?”

“Congratulations, kid, you just became one of the most important people in this room. It’s up to you and Chef Laven to veto any menus that we can’t support, and up to you to anticipate things we might need.”

From the look on his face, you’d think I raked the boy over hot coals, but he was ready.

Still unsettlingly calm, Feng asked, “So what’s on our menu tonight, Chef?”

“You tell me, chef.”

“Excuse me?”

“These are your people. They’ve traveled a month through rainforest and desert to get here with a legion of soldiers in tow. They’re tired, hungry, and eager to see what we have to offer. You know them. Tell me what they’ll want.”

“You are chef de cuisine,” she insisted. “You choose, not me.”

“Not here.”

Laven ground his cane, drawing attention. “This isn’t a trick. Chef respects us and our tastes enough to let our voices determine the menu each night. Respect him by taking this seriously. If you need to grapple with it, do it like this: we’re calling it ‘continuous cuisine.’ Embrace change, mates. There’s no escaping it outside this kitchen; it’s responsible for Ranch’s existence. We honor it by centering our menu on it.”

Silence hung as the chefs exchanged looks. Maybe I’d made an unforgiveable mistake. I wasn’t just going to embarrass myself, but them. Feng in front of her people. Sincera before a swath of people who already distrusted her because of her nationality. Other chefs who’d left good houses to join me.

“You, stage, do we have ghee?” Feng asked, suddenly.

“Uh, yes, some. How much do you need?”

“Not much, a quarter kilo. Assuming Chef spoke truth to the number of people we are serving. Did you, Chef?”

That was much more like Feng, which sent a wave of relief through me. “Yes, same numbers. Stage?”

“We have that.”

“Appetizers are samosas,” Feng decided, and I nodded for Laven to write it on the menu.

“Saucier,” I addressed, “what are we pairing them with?”

“Mangos are in season,” she suggested. “Chutney? Or is that too familiar?”

“You can’t make a chutney the way they can,” Feng said, rolling her eyes. “Do something else.”

“A mango-habanero salsa then? Different but familiar.”

Feng nodded, and Laven seized the momentum. “Good, chefs! This is good! We need a salad. Garde?”

An hour later, my kitchen thrummed with energy. It was far too early to determine whether we’d succeed, but we had a menu.

Laven groaned next to me, his head dipped over a notebook full of math. “You chose this dessert to spite me.”

“Damn right,” I said. “If I recall, I said no self-respecting chef would ever take time out of service to figure out exactly how long something should spend in the pressure chiller, and you said that any self-respecting chef would figure out the ratios and timings when they made the menu. It’s not my fault you never imagined a self-respecting chef making a menu during service.”

“Only you would carry that grudge for this long,” he growled, but he was smiling.

“That grudge inspired the whole damn thing.”

Watching my staff work so hard, harder than I’d ever seen them, sent butterflies crawling across my arms. To see them love the food and the process, not just the power that came from eating it and how that might affect the war effort. When I looked at each station, I couldn’t help but see the logistics: how far the peppers had traveled, how much longer the mangos would stay ripe. I barely tasted flavors in the air anymore, but tonight, I was starting to again.

I just wished I could put away the voice in my head whispering it wouldn’t last.

Laven looked up briefly, enjoying the energy, too. “They’d be proud of you. You know that, right? All of them, your mums, Ilantra, even grouchy Old Banan, may all their bellies remain full. If they could see this…”

“He never forgave me,” I said sullenly. “Banan. Even on his death bed. You’d think someone dying of old age would be more forgiving. He got what we all want.”

“He’d respect what you built, mate.”

“Soryl’s proposing tonight.”

“You mentioned that.”

“Do you think I’m hurting Cori, not doing it yet? Her parents keep hinting at it.”

Laven worried at his beard for a moment. “I don’t know, mate. The whole idea of romance is gibberish to me. Have you asked her about it? Like, generally speaking, whether she’d be interested in it or even wants it?”

“Am I supposed to?”

“Even I know the answer’s yes.”

“I thought it’s supposed to be a surprise.”

“When has Cori ever enjoyed surprises?”

“I can think of a few—” I started, smirking, but he snatched his notebook and left me standing alone.

“You should be cooking,” Sincera said, appearing out of nowhere beside me.

“I told you to stop doing that!” I said, my cleaver half-drawn.

“You have weak ears. It is not my fault.”

After massaging my temples, I asked, “What can I do for you, somm?”

“I prepared the wine pairings for the evening, including the special accommodation. Would you like to review?”

“No, thank you. Notify Vanil of the selections for the menu.”

“Yes, Chef. Will you cook now?”

I withdrew my cleaver fully, my eyes finding the cut of badgeboar resting at my station. I’d carved it from Minx the night before, and though it was no different from any of the other cuts I’d made in recent years, it felt different, special. It would be the one I opened with, and it made me nervous.

“Alright,” I said, but Sincera was already gone.
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A BUTCHER, AGAIN

ASK THREE DIFFERENT butchers, and you’ll get three different answers, but if you ask me, the badgeboar emphon produces twelve distinct cuts. Under Auntie’s tutelage, I’d learned to cook each of them. Same as I did the eight cuts of gryphon, the four cuts of emphalope, and the ten cuts of dolphon. They’d all been a part of the training I’d completed during the war, while my life swayed in the balance, like those very cuts on a hook.

I’d wanted to quit at times, when the blood and the exhaustion and even the taste of my tacos sickened me. But each time, I remembered my moms, and hatred burned away the uncertainty. Like a blade in a forge, with Auntie as my blacksmith, I honed myself as Ilantra’s knife. My flavors precise, my memory of greaters encyclopedic. I knew how long every meal took to prepare, where I could go to for a sudden, unexpected defense mission, and what I needed to prep far ahead of a planned campaign. It all went back to the butchery. Some things—and some emphon—you just couldn’t cut fast enough.

Citizens of the Empire generally eat far less meat than ranchers—more like how common used to be before the Revolution. A lot of ranchers are emphonists, but the badge’s imperial government forbids the slaughter of emphon outside of sanctioned usage in accordance with their religion, Immemorialism, which we’ll get to later. When they do eat meat, it’s almost always from superficial cuts of emphon like the belly, which is what I’d serve them tonight—on Feng’s recommendation.

Unlike carnephon, badgeboar bellies are unscaled. No significant effort goes into taking partial cuts. As long as you’ve got a knife thick enough to break the epidermis, it’s no more invasive to take a belly cut from a badgeboar than it is to cut a sliver off the stomach of a human. I don’t recommend trying either, generally speaking. But when badgeboar fight each other, their tusks rip chunks off easily enough.

Badge cuisine evolved from harvesting those ripped-off pieces and quickly preserving meat from dead emphon. I wouldn’t be making a badge meal. They hadn’t come to Ranch to eat what they had at home; Feng even said the samosas could only be an homage. But the Cabinet insisted I serve them emphon as a sign of our military strength and had already forewarned them so no one ingested a greater before coming, gorging by accident. I didn’t want to overwhelm them, so with my brigade’s help, I settled on a traditional common meal, replacing half the mushrooms from the original vegetarian recipe with badgeboar bacon, which I began to slice.

*   *   *

The Butcher stops as the tent flap opens suddenly, and a handful of soldiers enter with carts covered in platters and cloches. As they begin to set them around the table, the Butcher breaks the familiar cadence of his oration, leaning back into conversation.

“I didn’t intend to invent a greater that night. I really starving didn’t.”

A cloche lowers in front of the archivist, sweating with condensation. The smell rising from within—rich cinnamon and sugar—teases her empty stomach, but the archivist glares across the table at him, angrily.

“I know,” he says, hands up in mock-supplication. “I just spent an entire day telling you that everything I did led to the theory of intent. That you couldn’t make a greater without intending to. But I was wrong. There was a hell of a lot I didn’t yet know about greaters. This story’s about the consequences of my ignorance. About what I learned on my way to the Source, the murders in between. About Cori and me, about Feng and the life she left, about love, again. Always. It’s about Jives starving Cutler and the other sourcerers, hellbent on killing all of us. And about emphon. Never forget the emphon. They sure as hell haven’t forgotten us.”

“How grand,” the archivist mocks. “Where is Cutler in all this? You really expect me to believe you ignored the vision of the Source? Even after killing Fennel and training under your aunt for three years?”

He shrugged. “You know I did. I was at the Front the whole time. Besides, Cutler left Herdland shortly after the war started. Said he had somewhere he needed to be. He visited me at the Front from time to time, but he didn’t want to talk about sourcery yet. Not even when I brought up seeing him use it with Observant Omelet. It wasn’t until Banan’s mourning feast that he started to answer my questions about the Source, and even that was just acknowledging that there was a Source and the people who touched it were called sourcerers.

“But we’ll get to that, don’t you worry. Go on, eat. I’ve got no need to poison you, and I had them make yours special.”

Wishing she had more self-control, the archivist reveals a plate of toast, lathered in butter, cinnamon, and brown sugar with raspberries and blueberries. Her eyes nearly water. She hasn’t had fruit since…

“I learned that lesser in Ryespur,” he says, interrupting her thoughts. “From a man named Terry.”

The name stills the archivist’s hand, nearly shaking her to her core, but she hides it quickly by feigning confusion elsewhere. “Why aren’t you eating?”

He motions to the other cloches set around them. “I’m waiting for my guests, but go ahead. I’ll start again when you finish.”
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A DIPLOMATIC BLOODBATH

“ENCHILADAS ON THE pass!” Laven shouted to the brigade. “Vegetarian and vegan there, Vanil,” he added, pointing.

A few of the badge had declined the inclusion of emphon, which I almost envied. My life had been so much simpler when I didn’t feel a need to consume it at every turn. And for all I knew, those veggie plates would taste better. I hadn’t actually had the chance to sample my complete bacon enchiladas yet—only individual elements as we cooked—but I’d made the mushroom version plenty of times alongside my moms, Uncle Macen, and Auntie Gynger growing up, and Laven’s cashew cheese was blasphemy it was so good.

I took a deep breath. It’d be fine. We could do this continuous thing.

“How’s dessert coming, Chef?” I asked Laven.

“We’ll be aces,” he said. “I’m more concerned that Cori still isn’t here.”

I was too, but I didn’t want to admit that. “She’ll be here.” Just then, I heard guitar strings tuning. “See, nothing to worry about. She’ll be playing before service hits the table.”

“You try these yet?” Laven asked, pointing to my reserved plate of enchiladas. One for him and me to share, and another three in reserve in case a server dropped one or something was sent back. We should’ve tasted ours before sending them, but we were already running behind, the samosas taking longer than we’d budgeted for an appetizer.

I grabbed a fork and chopped through spongy red and gold beauty. The taste hit me like a shock. I expected a deliberately Ranch-forward cascade of flavors, building from mild, buttery cheese to sweet, spicy red salsa; the crunch and corn of the tortilla; all enhanced finally by an in-your-face salty, umami interplay between the mushrooms, onions, and bacon. Instead, I got a delicate inquisition of flavors. A probing smoke like on the back of a shot of mezcal. Each element like a question whispered across my tongue: is this what you mean? Is this who you are? Dare you show me yourself?

It was good—don’t get me wrong, one of my best—but not what I wanted for that evening. Endurance kicked me in the back of the eyes immediately. “Shit.”

“A greater?” Laven supposed. His fork clinked into the plate as he hastily scooped it up into his mouth. “Oh, that’s unexpected,” he mumbled through his bite. A corner of his eye twitched as he mumbled, something I never could’ve noticed naturally.

“You don’t believe that,” I said without really meaning to. “You expected that when you saw my eyes.”

He regarded my still hands. “You’re very sure of that, mate.”

“So are you…”

“Lie to me,” he said suddenly.

“I don’t value you or anything you’ve done for me.”

His expression told me that he could read my lie. Just as I could when he’d spoken.

“These tell us when someone is lying,” I realized. “But I didn’t intend for that. This shouldn’t be.”

“Chef?” Vanil’s voice carried into the kitchen, concern floating like the steam below the ceiling.

“The guests.” Was there anything more dangerous to a bunch of politicians than the truth? I hurried out of the kitchen.

The main dining area was much as Ilantra had left it, though I’d made some changes. Tables still surrounded the concert stage on the first floor, and a balcony still overlooked from the second, but Cori had carved depictions of the Twelve Emphon into the stage apron. Where large windows once provided a view of the river behind the tower on the first floor, a patio deck now stood over the river, opening the space into an indoor-outdoor feel and adding more seating, which we needed, packed like empanadas with badge delegates and Cabinet members.

On stage, Cori held her guitar protectively, the midnight-purple suit she’d chosen rumpled as if she’d been lightly accosted, not that you’d know it from her serene expression. Fuming, a dark-skinned badge man wearing their traditional, flared culotte trousers beneath an open cloak of woven emphon feathers reached toward Cori’s guitar, his eyes Enduring.

“You’re lying! Where is my daughter?”

All around the room, Enduring badge delegates shouted and pointed at one another, accusations everywhere. And they weren’t alone. Several members of the Cabinet argued with each other. The only people uninvolved were those that hadn’t eaten the emphon enchiladas yet, Vanil’s staff, and the vegetarians—one of whom caught my eye. A man with caramel skin and broad shoulders, who stood from his veggie enchiladas and turned for the door as if ready to depart. No one left my food half-eaten.

“Are you the cause of this?” a badge woman asked, pointing at her eyes as she approached me.

“It was an accident,” I said, but even as I said it, part of me felt that couldn’t be true. I believed my theory of intent was legitimate, which meant that it couldn’t have been an accident.

And everyone in that room suddenly knew I thought so. Half the room ran at me. They leapt tables, knocked down chairs, and drew weapons. Some even rushed in from the patio.

Which was good. Because two shadows fell over the patio.

Pen Stables’ missing carnephon had leaped over the river and were about to crash into the Academy Tower.
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IMPACT

“EVERYBODY DOWN!” I yelled, throwing myself to the floor with my hands above my head.

Angus the Third didn’t make the distance, splashing into the river and sending a wave into the stilts holding up the patio deck. The crunch of shattered beams brought me back to the King’s Factory, the day Bessa escaped and destroyed the scaffolds. My beautiful patio tables slid off the slanted deck and into the water, one after another like plates off a broken shelf.

Chucky hit the riverbank awkwardly and careened into the tower itself, shaking the foundation. Silverware and bodies flew across the dining room. The carnephon’s bulk crunched through the remains of the patio deck, and its left horn smashed through the open space where I’d removed window and wall. Steak knives impaled the floor. Plates shattered. Candles caught the linens.

As Chucky pulled himself away from the hole in my restaurant and backed away, shaking his head, Angus came ashore and shook out his feathers. Drops the size of boulders rained on the flames, limiting the spread but causing just as much water damage.

Badge, Cabinet, and staff alike hurried to their feet and fled where they could. Well, the rational ones anyway. Cori appeared by my shoulder, lifting me up. “Emergency stash?”

Before answering, I searched the smoke for Laven, overly protective of him because of the injuries I’d caused. But he was already on his way out. I gestured to one of three secret cabinets, and Cori went running, clearly unharmed.

By then, the carnephon were throwing their cast iron-hard heads at the tower as if trying to knock it down, which wouldn’t be easy and gave us a moment. I took half a step after Cori before cursing. I was already under the effects of a greater. I’d either have to puke it out and risk gorging, or leave the wrangling to Cori.

“Chef, I can’t find Sincera!” Feng called through the dust-thick clouds, stopping me from choosing the former.

We found the sommelier pinned under a table. I tried to lift it. When it wouldn’t budge, Feng stepped in front of me. I expected her to help me, but she lifted the slab of wood on her own, face straining but astoundingly solid. Quickly, I dragged Sincera out. When Feng let go, the table crashed down with enough force to shake the nearby debris.

By then, the only people left in the dining room were dead. Two badge had fallen on top of each other. One had their arm over the other, as if to shield her from impact. Just like how my moms had fallen from the palace.

I couldn’t move until Feng dragged me forward.

As we broke through the smoke, Cori sprinted out of the kitchen, growing with each step. Across the river, three other giant humans thundered toward us, enormous lassos in hand, ready to corral the carnephon, who were still strangely preoccupied with the upper-middle floors of the tower.

This wasn’t the old Ranch. Gone were the days that emphon could destroy significant portions of the city. My tacos, especially the thirty-meter Badgeboar Carnitas Variant, leveled the playing field too easily. Yellers couldn’t be everywhere immediately, but they were a lot faster than I had been with Bessa.

As Feng and I carried Sincera out, I studied the movements of the carnephon, looking for signs of Chili Control. At the time, I already suspected New Panchon of the attack. Who else would want to attack Ranch while the badge delegation was here? Chili Control was their standard MO.

But I knew Angus and Chucky. They weren’t being controlled; their movements were natural. Attacking without coordination, bumping into each other and getting in each other’s way, even their breathing. A human controlling them would have to concentrate hard to mimic those elements perfectly. With the old king dead and several of the Rare’s top leadership killed during the war, I imagined myself the foremost expert on both carnephon anatomy and the use of Chili Control. I didn’t think even I could’ve managed it.

What the hell did they want with the tower?

And where had they been?

Those same questions would come up hours later at an emergency Cabinet meeting. I’d regale you with Cori’s heroism and all that, but we simply don’t have the time. The carnephon were returned to Pen Stables and no one else was hurt. Besides, the real carnage came during the meeting.

We’d built the Cabinet chambers from the wreckage of Common-5, a half-ruined coliseum among the old tenements, with pieces of the original walls and foundations used for the auditorium seating. Even I understood the symbolism of blood beneath our feet, an open sky above. When we met during the day, heat kept meetings from going on too long. That night, darkness, stars, and the damp smell of the blood did something to everyone, though it wasn’t obvious what.

At the coliseum’s center was a raised platform, not too dissimilar from the stage in my now-destroyed restaurant. Where mine had carvings of the Twelve, this had the names of every person, common and Rare, who’d died during the Revolution. Some, like the king’s, were scratched and defaced. Others, like my moms’, were painted with filigree or honored with flowers nailed into the wood beside them. I felt a flash of rage every time I looked at their names. That night, I couldn’t even bear to look in that direction.

I fidgeted in my seat atop that platform beside Cori. She sat with ash still on her suit, next to her mother. Even in stained medical clothes, Mahogani’s gaze pierced the middle distance as sharp as Cori’s flatsword. I could feel her anger at this affront on her city. She’d been the first one back inside the tower when the carnephon were cleared, and she’d been forced to concede there was no saving the guests found inside.

Arjoram, though, fluttered tired eyes beside his wife. It looked like he hadn’t slept since I’d last seen him at the memorial ceremony, and knowing what I did about his war history, it was quite possible that was true.

The Executive observed the clamoring crowd with placid alertness. She’d already been in two closed meetings with the badge delegation, and I doubted anyone envied her role in what would come next.

Despite the midnight hour, the rest of the major players were in attendance. Rish and Semary represented the centrist faction, the Old Herd, which had about a hundred Cabinet seats. Soryl and Auntie Gyn were among the liberal faction, called simply the Conscientious, with eighty seats; and conservatives who I called the Panchon Sympathizers, but preferred to be known as Historicals, filled the rest of the seventy seats. In practice, the Old Herd, despite having the majority, bickered with the Conscientious enough to give the Historicals far too much power. I hated every moment of those meetings.

But this one was different. Half of the Cabinet represented cities and towns throughout the country and dozens hadn’t made it to the city yet. Their seats had been granted to the badge diplomats. Those that had survived uninjured anyway. And they were furious.

“Senator Scalen Ladwait,” introduced the Host, who was basically the Cabinet’s secretary. “You have the floor.”

The man who’d grabbed at Cori’s guitar rose from a seat among the Historicals. Scalen’s behavior with Cori simmered my blood. Like most of the other diplomats, he wore an open cloak made of emphon feathers—probably badgeboar from the blue and yellow coloring—and flared trousers. I’d never seen the Empire of the Badgeboar, but Feng’s description of the weather made it sound confusingly variable, and I could see how the light, water-repellent feathers could still come in handy in our dry heat.

The entirety of the coliseum seemed to hold its breath in wait of Scalen’s words. There’d been some political niceties in the beginning. The Executive gave a speech showing her gratitude for their attendance, relief for their safety, blah, blah, blah. But it was time to find out why the badge were here in the first place, and how pissed this disaster had made them.

“Unacceptable,” he began, his accent even more sonorous than Feng’s. “Un-accept-able. You invite us here, away from the safety of our borders, with promises of peace and good faith. And what do we find? Violence and sabotage. Seven of my people are dead. Seven! Had I the authority, I would demand reparations, but I do not. I can only demand answers. How did this happen? Was it deliberate? If so, by whom, and how will they be brought to justice? Moreover, whose justice? Your nation’s? Ours? I see no dead ranchers.” He studied the stage for a moment, glaring down at me specifically. Waiting.

When no response came, he shook his head. “Thus is the way here, I see. You mythologize your so-called heroes, pardon them for untold crimes, and trust them with the sacred act of offering sustenance to travelers. Perhaps we should not be so surprised that we would be poisoned by your so-called Chef. It is your way!”

“Please!” interjected Soryl Cutler. “You were not poisoned. You were given an original greater. Most never enjoy such a pleasure.”

“And accidentally,” added Rish, “if Chef Paprick and his staff are to be believed.”

“And why should I believe them?” countered Scalen. “This is the man who would kill a king for disagreeing with his politics. Why should I accept his truth?”

“Because your own daughter says so!” Feng leaned over the railing of the surveyors’ pavilion, where ranchers watched proceedings at the top of the coliseum. With a lamp right beside her, there was no mistaking her clothing and its association with my restaurant. Laven—who was almost as famous as I was—cleverly eased her away from the railing, further proving her association with me.

The senator sputtered in apparent shock and turned to another sitting beside him. Murmurs raced through the crowd, and I felt a sudden, deep admiration for Feng. She’d been hiding here. To reveal herself to her dad just to give me authenticity had proved a loyalty I didn’t know I’d earned.

“As a reminder,” the Executive said, raising her voice above the clamor, “the surveyors’ pavilion is for surveillance only. Leave commentary to your Server, Miss Ladwait.”

That, I had to admit, was well done. Even the Historicals couldn’t deny the ramifications of the Executive confirming Feng’s identity.

After conferring with a few others, Scalen stood and continued angrily. “Accident or not, you told us that he was your very best. That his food would be a ‘gift’ to our delegation. The only gift we’ve been given is that of clarity. This reception and this nation are a farce. Thank Garuda the princess retired early, or she might’ve been included in the dead! I ask again, where is justice?”

“What is it you seek, Senator?” asked the Executive, ever calm.

“We left the Empire with the intent of offering an engagement as a sign of our respect and agreement. Your Chef Bessa to a princess of the Empire.”

“What?” Cori and I said, both shocked. But we were ignored.

“It might have been a strong, united alliance against New Panchon and Semoli,” he continued. “But in the wake of this attack, we know this can never be. You are a nation of terrorists, and this was an act of war.”

Objections cried across the coliseum, dozens rising to voice their assurance that it was not.

“You would deny it?” Scalen laughed. “We were willing to excuse the first attack, given the uncertainty, but a second? Insulting. You must think us fools.”

“What do you mean, first attack?” the Executive asked.

Another badge ambassador stood. “Some days before arriving in Ranch, we received a missive from our emperor detailing a heinous, coordinated attack within our borders. In sanctuaries across our kingdoms, badgeboar and gryphon were stolen, civilians and rangers working the sanctuaries were slaughtered, and incendiary anti-imperial doctrine was spread through the cities. The propaganda incited rhetoric of revolution, emphon freedom, and claims that our last elections were illegitimate. We now believe these attacks were the work of your nation, and specifically, the work of your so-called hero, Paprick Bessa.”

“I’ve never even been to the Empire,” I objected. “Let alone done all that.”

“Then how do you explain this?” asked the ambassador as they threw something down on the platform, where it landed with a thud. “It was captured in our capital city of Mangtier two days after the departure of this delegation.”

They’d thrown a thin slate rock, about the size of my forearm, completely unremarkable on one side, and incredibly unique on the other. By what I would later learn was a greater recipe’s magic, the surface of the slate captured a perfect, realistic image of a wall. Like that of Pen Stables, a jagged hole filled most of the image, and within, the bodies of a dozen imperials lay covered in gore. Each of their heads had been shaved and their scalps carved with an image I was growing uncomfortable recognizing: my restaurant’s logo. Next to their bodies lay pamphlets—presumably propaganda—all stamped with that logo.

“There can be no mistake, Butcher. You tried to create chaos with your poisonous greater and kill us with your ability to control emphon—do not presume we are naïve to your war stories. We demand justice and we will stop at nothing to get it. Even if this means war.”

Few though they were, the badge delegation roared louder than their namesake. The Historicals began throwing their support toward the delegation’s demands. The Old Herd tried to defend me. No one could really hear anyone else.

My knuckles grew white at the end of my chair’s armrests. I was going to have to go to war again. I was going to have to kill again. And while I did, I’d be leaving Herdland open to attack from New Panchon.

Cori leaned over and gripped my hand. Whispering for only me to hear, she said, “Think, killer. Something ain’t right about all this. If they really wanted a war, they wouldn’t be here making speeches. They’d be leaving and getting ready to attack.”

That made sense, and my fist relaxed.

“Then what do they want?”

Cori winked. “Let everyone simmer down a minute. Then, I promise, I’ll find out.”










ENTREMET I
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TABLE GUESTS

BEFORE THE BUTCHER can continue, the tent flap lifts and a bruised white man in chains is pushed forward by a husky guard—a yeller, if the archivist understands the yellow bandana beneath his bearded chin. But his eyes aren’t Enduring.

“In you go,” the yeller says, pressing the prisoner into the chair closest to the Butcher’s right hand. “Send in the rest.”

Five more chained individuals shuffle in. The yeller seats them at the dining table, seemingly in particular places.

“Please,” says the first prisoner in a Rare accent. “Please don’t kill us.” There’s something vaguely familiar about him. Despite the archivist’s position in the Rare government, few faces ever warranted memorizing.

“Kill you?” the Butcher repeats. “Why would I kill you?”

“Don’t mock us,” says another Rare, a blonde woman with blood under her fingernails and a black eye.

“Fair enough,” replies the Butcher. “You’re right. I have hundreds, if not thousands, of reasons for each of you to die, but I’m not going to kill you at my dining table. If I wanted to, I’d simply snap a finger.”

With that, the Butcher snaps, and the Rare flinch. As he chuckles to himself, the yeller lifts the Butcher’s cloche to reveal a reddish dish that the archivist struggles to identify from the distance.

“Ranch-style eggs,” the Butcher announces.

The prisoner closest to the Butcher inhales longingly and begins to drool. The archivist sneers at the man’s behavior. Doesn’t he know not to show one’s belly to a predator? Who were these people?

A set of guards enters the tent, one for each of the prisoners. In unison, they lift the cloches, and the archivist is thankful the Butcher let her eat first. Though some of her meal remains, she won’t be touching it. On each prisoner’s plate is a chunk of raw meat the size of a kidney. Some even have flies buzzing over them.

The Butcher points at each plate as he names the flesh residing there, starting from the prisoner on his left and working clockwise. “Carnephon, gryphon, dolphon, badgeboar, wolphon.” He hesitates a moment before the final one, which belongs to the man who’d been salivating. “Human. I’m sure you can guess who.”

Suddenly, one of the prisoners—gryphon—vomits over their plate.

Several splutter at once, all desperate for some mercy as they beg.

“SHUT UP AND EAT,” the Butcher commands, though still he hasn’t consumed a morsel of endurium.

And so, they must. But the archivist need not watch. Instead, she busies herself by flipping through pages, looking for some clue as to why she’s here as she adds to her notes. She pretends not to hear the sounds emanating from the prisoners, not to smell the rising stench of bile, rot, and blood.

Eventually, the prisoners finish what’s difficult to consider as meals. The prisoner forced to eat human flesh looks less like a man and more like a mannequin, hollow and stiff. No one looks capable of speech. They are green to the gills and sweating. The archivist isn’t even sure whether the woman forced to eat wolphon is conscious, though her eyes are open.

“Do you know why humans cook meat?” the Butcher asks idly, picking at his egg, and chewing as no one answers. “We don’t have to. Most of us can digest raw flesh in a pinch if it’s fresh. It’s the creatures that get inside the flesh that usually cause us problems. Cooking kills them. But here’s the thing. The longer you leave the flesh out, the more likely something gets in. I’ve left yours out awhile. You might be fine. You might not.” He grabs a bottle from the corner of the table. “One sip of this though, and everything comes back up. No need to worry.”

One by one, the Butcher asks each if they have anything to share with him, but he’s seemingly pushed them too far. Only one even seems to register the question. He sighs, waves a hand, and the yellers drag the sickly prisoners from the room. “Let me know when one breaks.”

“Who were they?” the archivist asks when they’re gone.

The Butcher crunches through a tortilla chip, his appetite apparently unaffected by the display. “Spies of the Empheron, working in your government.”

“Since when does the Empheron employ human spies?”

“Always has,” he answers.

“Why the different types of flesh?”

“That’s not for you to worry about.”

“It could kill them.”

“And they deserve nothing less.”

“Like Commander Wensoan deserved his punishment? Like I would’ve deserved it had I not confessed my reasons for aiding you during the king’s victory feast?”

The Butcher wipes the corner of his mouth with a napkin, eyes locked on the archivist. “You really didn’t know.”

“Know what?”

“Wensoan spied for the Empheron, too. He sold you all out so that he might survive. I thought you were in on it.”

The archivist scoffs. “Please. Wensoan was a lecher and a bigot, but he was loyal to the Rare. After you killed Fennel, he raised Zesta in New Panchon as if she were his own daughter. He wouldn’t betray us, least of all to an entity so diametrically opposed to Consumptionism that it would deserve its own classification of blasphemy.”

“The Empheron has declared, loudly and proudly, that no human who opposes its doctrine will survive its purge. You really think Wensoan would risk that? He was a scared old man who’d already watched his only friends die. The leech gave his entire country up for a chance to eat scraps from the victor’s table.”

“You promised me information about the Source,” the archivist reminds him, “but so far I’ve had to suffer details I already know about the badge delegation and watch you torture people who supposedly ally with the enemy. I have no reason to trust you, to believe that’s the truth. Get to the Source or kill me. I know this plot well enough already.”

“Not everything, if you think this story’s unconnected to the Source.”

“Spare me, Butcher. You can say that at any turn and hope I’ll follow along like a dog seeking a bone. Yesterday, my job was to record, and I did. My patience won’t last half as long today.”

He nods, a smile sneaking up his face. “I see eating returned your spice, but don’t get carried away. Whether you want to or not, I’ll command you to write. You don’t want to trust me, fine, but ask yourself why I’m bothering to tell you any of this in the first place, why I’m having you sit here while I—how did you put it?—torture people. I don’t need your glares and moral superiority at my table. I’ve felt what it’s like to be under the commands. You can see and feel and even remember what’s happening, but it’s hard to think. I want you to think, Yenne. Don’t ruin the opportunity because you think I’m gloating.”

“It might help to know what I’m thinking about, Butcher, or why, for that matter.”

“If I understood the way you think well enough to answer that question, I wouldn’t need you here. Be yourself. You’ll find the answers.”

The archivist considers the map on the wall, the empty table, the Rite book, and finally, her pen. She detests the uncertainty hanging over it all. She’s never been comfortable with uncertainty. The discomfort was the core of her curiosity. Only in assurance was there security. Only in knowledge was there power. Was the Butcher using her discomfort against her to undermine her somehow, or did he truly want her to find answers?

What answers?

Why?

“Fine,” she says finally. “Continue.”

“I won’t bore you with the hours of debate, rhetoric, and bullshit that spun out of the near-declaration of war. It became clear that the badge wanted me and my ‘accomplices’ to stand trial in their Empire for the attacks. To make it all stop, I stood up and volunteered to go.”
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STRATEGIC NACHOS

“KILLER, YOU KNOW I trust you,” Cori said as she took a stool at the bar. “You know I love you. But what the fuck were you thinking?”

I took the stool next to her. “New Panchon could rearm any day. We can’t afford the Empire being anything less than an ally. If that means I have to give myself up, I’ll make that sacrifice.”

The Cabinet meeting had just ended, and dawn itched to rear its yawning head, the first lines of pink streaking across the metal stools along the outdoor bar. The bartender eyed us with an expression somewhere between I-was-just-about-to-close and holy-hell-you’re-all-famous. While most of Ranch would be waking up, tequila the last thing on people’s minds, Cori, Laven, and I weren’t most of Ranch.

“Three shots of tequila and some nachos,” I said to the bartender.

“Light on the beans,” Laven added. Though he and I had both been accused of pretty much every major crime the badge had, we had come down from our initial shock. By all measures, Laven was handling it well. Maybe even better than I was.

Cori was not.

“Look at it from my perspective,” I said. “Whatever they think I’ve done, I haven’t. For once, I’m innocent. Surrendering myself to a trial buys us time to prove that and protects our people from a war that we absolutely couldn’t win right now. I hoped you’d be happy. You finally get to go to their capital like you wanted, and in official capacity too.”

“Killer, I’m your jailer!” She fiddled with a coaster, her voice lowering. “Even if ambassador was what I wanted, it ain’t right. You couldn’t have done those things they’re saying. You have alibis, witnesses.”

Pretending he wasn’t listening, the bartender trailed the neck of the bottle across three shot glasses, gold falling evenly, and slid them forward. Each of us pounded ours and took the lime wedges he supplied immediately after. It was decent fare, the agave undertones only slightly second to the burn going down.

“I’ll grab those nachos,” he said before disappearing into the back of the wagon parked beside the wooden bar. While I was away at war, the Cabinet lifted restrictions on restaurants and where they could be. Used to be that food wagons and bars were limited to houses or Tall Grass, with a few pubs approved around the city. But Tall Grass had always closed after dark. Now, barcarts lined the streets of every district, some operating all hours as cafés. Most became so permanent they never even moved their wagons anymore.

“Sure,” I said, “we have alibis, but let’s assume this isn’t all some bullshit ploy.”

“Which it very well could be,” Laven added.

“There’s no denying that was my logo. Three different members of the Cabinet, including your own mom, confirmed that their magical slate can’t be faked. That means the picture was real. I don’t know why my logo was in the Empire a month ago, but I’m damn sure it had something to do with the death of my yeller.”

Laven tapped his shot glass, knowingly. “The timing is notable too, ain’t it? The first attack was right after their delegation left Mangtier. Then another happens in Pen Stables, right after it arrives. A host that long moves slowly, so it wouldn’t be too hard for the culprits to catch up and then get ahead. Could be someone in the delegation.”

“Are you two starving serious right now?” Cori said. “Do you hear yourselves? You’re banking on this person going back with them. What if they stay here?”

“Auntie Gyn will take care of it.”

Cori lowered her voice. “The people don’t want the military in the streets, killer. If Historicals hear you even implying that, they’ll use it to turn the city against you.” Uncharacteristic panic rose in her tone as she spoke faster and faster. “Hell, the Conscientious are probably going to use your absence to jockey with the Old Herd. They could lose the majority. Mama might lose her veto power. And then there’s the soldiers to think about. And that—”

“Slow down,” I said as I reached over the bar for the bottle and poured us tumblers. “None of that matters.”

“Of course it does! You—wait a second.” Cori’s face turned up like she was about to chop an onion. “You think you can get me to wax poetic about politics. You don’t want me focusing on how you willingly turned yourselves in to the badge for a crime you couldn’t possibly have committed.”

“For a trial,” Laven corrected. “Which Pap can use to his advantage.”

“Don’t take his side.”

He put his hands up.

“I leave you kids for one minute,” said a voice behind me.

I groaned because it was expected, but part of me perked up. This could be exactly the trump card we needed right now. “You chose now to come back, old man?”

Jives Cutler’s ghost had appeared beside Cori at the bar, slightly teal, and barely visible in the pre-dawn.

“What are you doing here?” Cori asked.

“Someone might see you,” Laven said.

“This is my city,” Cutler said. “I come home and go when I want to. Don’t worry about me being seen.”

The bartender chose that moment to return with nachos lathered in beautiful queso, barely off-white with green chilis and tomatoes half submerged. A disappointed sigh washed out of him as he noted the tumblers and the bottle. He only said, “You’re paying for those,” before turning back to the cart. Fame had its perks.

“He didn’t see you,” Laven noted. As he spoke, he reached into his jacket and removed a notebook so that he could literally note it. “Why is that?”

Cutler ignored him. “Soryl told me what happened. When do we leave?”

“We?” Cori emphasized. “You disappear for months at a time, and now you want to come with us to the Empire?”

“I have my reasons.”

I reached for the pan of nachos. The queso’s texture sent a spike of glee up my cheeks. The way the queso melted over my tongue and washed into the slightest aftertaste of tequila and lime. The chips, too, with a sprinkling of paprika-salt, applied after frying—they worked well alongside the beans, pickled onions, and jalapeños. I’d need to return to this bar. It’d been the only one open this late (or early), but damn.

“He’s not going,” Cori said, flicking the coaster through Cutler’s ghost. “We’re not going!”

“What reasons?” I asked.

“We can discuss that later.” He eyed Laven and Cori. “Privately.”

“He’s going to tell us whatever you say,” Cori complained. “Save us the trouble.”

Cutler and Cori had an…interesting relationship. She seemed to be the only person in Ranch he respected—definitely more than me. And he’d mentioned offhand that he’d been very close with the first Herdons. But Cori didn’t trust him or his near-limitless capacity for Endurance and power. Mostly because he refused to share where it came from with anyone but me.

After a long pause, Cutler relented. “You know I’ve been traveling since the war started. Partly, I’ve been doing that to protect Papwit from enemies a whole lot stronger than the Panchon brats. There are sourcerers like me in the Empire that have concerns about him and his greaters. I’ve held them at bay for the last three years while he was busy fighting, but time waits for no one. They’ve heard about the nonsense he’s being accused of. He needs to meet them and change their minds before they stop listening to me.”

“There are other sourcerers?” Laven asked. “Are they dead too?”

“Does anyone want some of these?” I asked, offering nachos. If it seems like I wasn’t taking things particularly seriously, consider that I’d just watched my restaurant and all the work I’d done destroyed in five minutes, was shocked by a rescinded engagement, and gotten charged with a dozen crimes to prevent a war. I needed more nachos and less everything else.

“Why should we care what sourcerers in the Empire think of him?” Cori asked, genuine and cool-headed despite all the previous bluster.

“Because they’re powerful, corset, and they may try to stop him from touching the Source.”

“Call me corset again.”

Cutler had the decency to mutter an apology. Weird how he never did that for me.

“Why do they care if he touches some rock?” Cori asked, still annoyed.

“It’s more like a god than a rock,” Cutler said. “I’m old as dirt but I know we’ve talked about this.”

“We’ve talked about a lot of things,” she said. “One of which was your ghost appearing unannounced. Or did you forget?”

“I’m three-hundred-something years old! I barely remember my name, let alone conversations with children who think they’re special.”

Cutler mentioning children drifted my mind back to the week I’d returned to Ranch from the Front. It was just in time to attend Old Man Banan’s mourning feast. Old age caught the old man. I held my tequila tumbler. He never had forgiven me for my behavior at Black Spice with Ruda, or for how deeply involved I got with the war, and I found no closure at his feast.

During the Revolution, Cutler led me to believe Banan was his half-brother. At the feast, I learned the truth. He’d been Soryl’s half-brother. One of eighteen children Cutler had passed around to disguise his age over the centuries.

“Who are these sourcerers?” Laven asked, interrupting my thoughts. “Can they actually stop Paprick from touching the Source? Is it actually a problem if he doesn’t?”

“I’ve said enough already, and I have better things to do than being interrogated by children. Pinprick knows where to find me.”

“More nachos, please?” I shouted toward the bartender. “Or maybe just a vat of this queso?”

Cutler disappeared as silently as he’d come.

Laven took a chip and scribbled in his notebook. Before I could ask what he was noting, a news sheet salesperson pulled up to the bar on a bicycle and offered us the morning paper. Dawn had spilled fully over the horizon now, and signs of life stirred into the city, with people entering the street here and there. “Sorry for the bad news,” they said, before taking off.

RESTAURANT IN FLAMES. ACCUSED OF MURDER AND CONSPIRACY, WILL THE BUTCHER EVER ESCAPE HIS BLOODY PAST?

Cori read it, crunched it into a ball, and tossed it into the nearest trash bin.

Maybe it was the alcohol hitting my system, but her anger really did get to me. She was concerned, scared even. I needed to be, too, no matter how little I wanted to feel.

“Okay, fine!” I shouted. “You’re right. It’s bad! We should be here, ready to protect Ranch if someone attacks, not headed to the Empire. But I can’t just punch the Executive in the face and do my own thing anymore. This isn’t the Revolution. I have to do the smart thing. And even I know the smart thing is figuring out how we ally with the Empire.”

“Let’s think tactically,” Laven suggested quickly. “What does the Empire gain by starting a war?”

“You heard Feng’s dad,” I said. “They want justice.”

“That man doesn’t give a bison’s ass about justice,” Cori groaned. “They came to marry you to a princess. That means they wanted an alliance with us, which they didn’t want for three years, no matter what we offered. The question is, why pivot so hard from a marriage-alliance to outright war?”

Laven pointed at Cori from behind his tequila. “That is a better question, mate. And an obvious one. Power. Greaters. You name it. They probably thought they could eke them out in the bedroom. Maybe something—these attacks, even—makes them nervous enough to want them sooner.”

“Torturing prisoners ain’t beyond the Empire,” Cori added.

I frowned. “But why demand my whole kitchen staff once I surrendered? I could see wanting Feng back, but most of my staff didn’t even serve in the war. They’re civilians.”

“What do we really know about Feng?” Cori asked.

“Not much,” Laven admitted. “When she applied, she said she was looking for a new start after her last House closed. She’s been in the city something like five years.”

“She mentioned once that the Empire was too strict, and she didn’t agree with its politics,” I said. “I think there was also something about an ex-girlfriend?”

“I’ll dig into it with Mama,” Cori offered. “It’s not like we’re leaving today. I should have time.”

Laven cleared his throat. “We should also be asking why bodies are appearing with your restaurant’s logo here and abroad.”

“Our restaurant,” I corrected for the thousandth time. “Speaking of your mom, did you find out which yeller it was, Cor?”

It was Cori’s turn to knock back a drink. “Yeah. That’s why I was late to the opening.”

My stomach sank. “Why does your face look like that?”

“Hili.”

“Scalding sun,” Laven sighed.

I knew. Again, then, a part of me knew she was going to say his name. It’s funny how we can convince ourselves that one irregularity discounts all the other facts. Like the truth gives a damn about how it fits into our perception of the world.

If the bartender hadn’t walked out of the wagon at that exact moment, I would’ve crushed the tumbler into the pavement. Instead, I sat, blood boiling as he slowly brought me another plate of nachos. I had no appetite for it. For anything. As he walked away, my anger drained, replaced with the memory of Hili eating those tacos.

“Are-are you sure it was him?” My voice broke as I asked.

“We’re sure, killer.”

A long breath burst from my throat and I looked up at the waking sky. “Does Vanil know?”

“He’ll be finding out right about now,” Cori answered.

“He asked me to kick him out,” I said, tearing up. “When Hili made yeller, I went to Vanil immediately. He begged me to discharge him. ‘He’s my only son,’ he said. Fuck!” I slammed the pan of nachos, sending them flying into the street behind me. “I should’ve listened.”

“Is everything alright?” the bartender asked, turning away from the glasses he was polishing, but Laven ushered him away.

Cori put a hand on my back. “It ain’t your fault, killer.”

“Then whose is it?” I demanded. “They’re my guards. He looked up to me. He joined because of me!”

“I know,” she repeated, rubbing my back.

“I’m going to kill them,” I said. “Whoever did this. I’m going to put my cleaver through their skull. I starving swear it.”

“We’ll find them,” Laven promised.

When I finally got control of myself, my voice was hard. “If I’m going to kill this asshole, I need answers. How the hell did my logo end up all over the Empire before we designed it?”

“I’ve been thinking about exactly that, mate.” Laven flipped open his notebook, backtracking to the front, and pointed at a list. I recognized it. We’d made it shortly after the Cabinet passed the Freedom of Recipes Act. Didn’t matter if we knew how it was made. Even a name would do. Laven and I had sat down and written every single one we could think of.

“Foresight Fried Gryphon,” I read aloud. “The king’s prophecy greater?”

“Only thing that explains it, ain’t it. Someone must’ve seen your logo when they looked at the future.”

The bartender returned to us with a guilty expression on his face. “Look, I’m really sorry. Y’all have done so much for us, but my shift’s been over for a bit now.” His eyes strayed to the nachos scattered across the ground behind me. “Can I send you off with a fresh box?”

I nodded and thanked him with a generous tip.

As we waited for the box, I said, “I want to punch something.”

“Me too, mate.”

Cori squeezed my hand. “I’ve had that feeling since we went to the Stables.”

“I’m going to talk to Cutler,” I decided. “It’s time we find out exactly what Foresight Fried Gryphon does and what I can expect in the Empire.”

“You still think we should go?” Cori asked.

“I need answers if I’m going to avenge Hili. If this asshole’s part of the badge delegation, I’m not letting it out of my sight, even if it means going through a bullshit trial.”

“I’ll talk to the staff,” Laven offered. “Make sure everyone’s ready for the trip. You should steer clear of Vanil, mate. I’ll send him a roadrunner to make sure nothing’s expected of him while we’re gone, but don’t make things worse by going to see him.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Okay.”

“And I’ll talk to Mama,” Cori said.

The bartender came back with my box. “Y’all look like you’re about to keel over. Stand tall, alright?”

With a pained “Thanks,” I handed the box to Cori to take home for us and looked up at Fen’s Plateau. I wanted nothing less than a hike up to Cutler’s and nothing more than to carve a starving hole through some training mannequins with my cleaversaw. But I never got what I wanted. That day was no different.
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CUTLER’S BASEMENT

BEFORE THE BUTCHER can continue, the tent flap snaps open, and Musta, the Butcher’s young cousin, pouts her way to the table.

“Mama said I have to stay in here,” she explains as she sits. “Why does it smell like puke?”

“I had to teach some Rare a lesson.”

The girl’s eyes perk up. “Did you kill them?”

“Not yet. Just gave them a taste of what they’ve done.”

“Lish. Is that what you’re doing with her?”

The Butcher follows the girl’s gaze back to the archivist. “In a way. Did Auntie Gyn say why you’re supposed to stay in here?” His speech is oddly quick, as if he’s trying to sound more casual than he really feels, and the archivist can’t help but turn him a curious gaze.

“I’m grounded. Like it’s somehow my fault I got captured.”

The Butcher’s face relaxes. “You ran away, swe’me.”

“Stop,” the girl says, drawing out the word. “I’m too old for that.”

“Mother called me swe’me until the day she died,” he says sullenly.

The archivist loses patience. If there was anywhere in this story she was going to learn about the Source, it was from conversations with Cutler. “Can we continue?” she asks spitefully.

“You should watch your mouth in front my cousin,” the girl spits back. “He’s the strongest man in the world.”

“Musta,” the Butcher says. “Mind yourself.”

“What? She’s just a wasteful Rare.”

“She was common once,” the Butcher says.

“Sorry,” the girl says insincerely. “Not a wasteful Rare. A starving class traitor.”

The Butcher shrugs at the archivist as if to ask, “Kids—what can you do?” before explaining to Musta that he’s going to be telling a story she hasn’t heard before.

“Do you kill anyone in this story?” the girl asks.

“Yeah,” he answers, but bitterly.

“Lish,” she responds, not seeming to catch the tone.

Apparently satisfied, the Butcher returns his gaze to the archivist. “Try to contain yourself for the next part. There’s going to be a lot there for your obsessions, but more of it raises questions than answers them. Do me a favor and keep the questions to a minimum.”

“Fine, but I have one before we proceed,” the archivist responds.

“Why am I not surprised?”

“You’ve mentioned a few times that you learned”—she refers to the book—“rather, Laven learned to make your taco recipe variable. What does that mean, exactly, and how?”

“Great thing about tacos is that they’re pretty versatile. Doesn’t really matter what the protein is. With the right preparation, you get a good bite. Some taste better than others when designed around the protein, but you toss protein with my rub, add some garnish, and stuff a tortilla and you’ll have a good time no matter what you use.”

“I don’t follow.”

Apparently bored by the conversation, Musta reaches into a pack and produces a sheaf of paper alongside a set of sharpened charcoals. A bit old for coloring, the archivist thinks, but at least she’ll be entertaining herself.

“Couple days after we captured a badgeboar for the war effort, Laven came to my tent and asked what I thought would happen if we replaced carnephon rib in tacos with a badgeboar rib. We took some spare badgeboar, and he ended up thirty meters tall. Tried it again a few months later with dolphon and nearly destroyed the whole base. Turns out, my tacos grow you as tall as the emphon that you make them from. It was only twenty meters originally because that’s the height of the average carnephon.”

The archivist blanches. “And if you made them with drakephon?”

He raises an eyebrow. “We were about to talk about your precious Source.”

“Proceed,” she says dutifully.

“Aye-aye, captain,” he mocks.

*   *   *

“What do you know about Foresight Fried Gryphon?” I asked as I walked through Cutler’s shop and threw Cutler a sourdough cracker.

Cutler, in the flesh this time, spiked a walnut at my forehead, which I caught before he came around the shop counter, scowl deepening. Though the years had turned over and he’d been long absent, the shop remained almost exactly as I’d left it the day before I killed the king. Clean and orderly.

“It’s always greaters with you. Is that any way to welcome someone home? No ‘how was your trip? Did you do anything fun?’”

“Fine. Welcome home, oh great elder. Did you do anything fun?”

A cloud passed over the sun, darkening the windows and hiding his expression. Cutler’s tone grew somber. Frighteningly so for someone so often making light of everything.

“No. In between dealing with people who make me look friendly, I was cleaning up the mess your war made in the Crel Swamps. Do you know how many species you destroyed or displaced? Hundreds. Thousands if you count the scalding bugs. Disgusting how much blood and endurium you lot poured into the ground. Could’ve blighted it forever.”

I recalled the soft, wet grass, the reeds, the mosquitos, the alligators. The Crel Swamps had been drastically different than Ranch in so many ways. Even the heat was different, heavy and wet. When we arrived, anyway. By the time the ceasefire was called, it was more mud than foliage, stained red and dead. Between the fireballs, the hurricane, and slaughter, it’d looked unsalvageable.

I wasn’t going to let him escape without telling me more about Foresight Fried Gryphon, but I couldn’t help myself. “You actually healed the land? How?”

“How?” He teetered over to a nearby shelf and ran a finger across, tutting at the dust that accumulated despite Soryl’s maintenance of the storefront the last six months. “Do you think I sang it nursery rhymes? With sourcery, that’s how!”

I grabbed a rag from where I’d stored it all those years before and took care of the dust. “And that is?”

His expression softened as I cleaned. “I’ll show you how one day, but for now, the Swamps are on the path to restoration,” he said. “It’ll be years, but I did all I could.”

Sunlight crept through the window to reveal just how haggard Cutler had grown in the last few years. In so many ways, he looked like the dozens of old common that had joined and survived the war, only to come back looking as if they wished they hadn’t. He dwarfed all of them with his age, but he only started to look it since the Revolution.

I was tired, up all night. I was angry about Hili, but running a rag across familiar shelves—neglected despite all the love I held for this place—allowed me to keep my tone nearly level. “You sound tired, and I’m sorry. But New Panchon is rearming. The Empire’s on our doorstep. You were cagey at Banan’s mourning feast last I saw you. Time’s up, Cut. I need to know. What even is sourcery, really?”

He rubbed his temples. “If we’re going to have this conversation, we aren’t going to have it here. You need to see the consequences up close. Follow me.”

“What consequences?”

Without answering, he rose and led me through the backroom where he’d done his cooking demonstrations over the years and into his garden—though it was more Soryl’s than his these days. The younger Cutler had recently started branching out into chili breeding, trying to produce new variations of habanero. Shortly after the war, they’d debuted one so hot it made Laven puke and kicked off a race among ranchers to produce the hottest peppers in the city. By the looks of the scorpion-shaped fruits in the garden, Soryl was likely going to win when they reconvened at the spring equinox.

I’d likely miss it on trial in the Empire.

Cutler uncovered a cellar hatch I’d never paid attention to.

“Where are we going?”

“Down,” was all he said. With a flick of his hand, he created four floating balls of milk-white light that danced down into the hole. His eyes had gone from muddy brown to teal, as if Enduring. It wasn’t the first time I’ve seen him do his strange version of Endurance, which he called sourcery, but it unnerved me each time.

I descended a ladder into the plateau. We climbed for what felt like several minutes, the lights following us until my feet landed on groaning wood planks. The balls of light spread away from the ladder, growing as they did to illuminate a chamber as large as Pen Stables, with ice along the walls, ceiling, and floor. A labyrinth of bones and flesh lay within. An entire dolphon, longer than the wagon trains that carried supplies to the Front, snaked across one side, a fleshy gryphon and a flayed badgeboar filled the nearest corner, and even a carnephon skeleton stood tall in an opposite one on a plinth as if memorialized.

“Is that…is that Bessa?” I asked, recognizing the bones.

*   *   *

“Cousin,” Musta interrupts. “What’s a dolphon look like?”

“You didn’t see one in Semoli?”

“I was in the tower, remember?”

“A dolphon’s basically an impossibly long snake with five blowholes around the base of its head and a single, rounded dorsal fin on its back. Instead of a snake’s triangular head, it’s bulbous and bloated, the eyes popping out like they’re about to explode, and a long, fanged snout. Slimy suckers. One time, I even saw one wrap all the way around a Rare ship, breaking its masts and killing a hundred soldiers trying to sneak up on us from the Bay.”

“Lish,” she said, grinning. “And a gryphon? I can barely remember them.”

His expression grew dark. “You’ll see them again in no time when the Empheron comes, but where to even start? Think of a big muscular lion with a wings as long as a carnephon. No fur, and unlike carnephon and badgeboar, no feathers—oh, dolphon have those too, by the way—just pale and leathery as a plucked chicken, taloned feet instead of cat paws, and those awful orblike eyes that extend from the eye stalks of its vulture-like beak and face. I’m shocked you don’t remember Garuda, even young as you were. Flying starving nightmare.”

*   *   *

Cutler joined me at the foot of the ladder, looking out at Bessa’s skeleton. “I moved her bones here after the Revolution,” he said.

“Why?”

“I wanted to study them. No one had ever done what you did, controlling her bones. I wanted to know if it changed her.”

“And the rest of these? I’ve never controlled any of them.” I paused. “Don’t tell me you used Chili Control.”

“Of course not,” he spat. “I would never. I rescued these poor beasts from your scalding Front when the Panchon asshats tried to use them against you.”

“I never saw any of these.”

“You think a bunch of spoiled children and some dimwitted old warchefs could’ve beaten the Rare and the semoli? Semoli has more powerful greaters than you can begin to comprehend, boy. If they cared about conquering the world half as much as they do pruning their vineyards, this whole planet would be theirs. I was out there distracting them for you.”

“I didn’t know.”

“I could fill this room with the things you don’t know.” He scoffed and started pacing along the thin boardwalk. “I hoped to learn more about emphon bones. It was always something I thought I should know more about, but never got around to. I thought if I could give you the power you so obviously crave, you’d leave the Source alone. But all my time down here, and nothing I didn’t already know. I kept them in case I needed to start training you.”

“Training—”

“I’m not done with my monologue yet!” he said. “I practiced it the whole way back from Cashwool, damn it. Don’t interrupt.”

He had a monologue? Famines and locusts, Vanil’s son was dead. Who was he performing for? Me? Bessa being right there was enough drama, for Twelve’s sake.

“But then the ceasefire came right as I lost another son, poor, crochety Banan. I saw you at the funeral. You looked angry, but I could tell for the time being you were done with war, and I thought maybe you wouldn’t go looking for more power. So I left to go clean up that mess, hoped my absence would keep you from pursuing the Source alone. Color me shocked that you actually did. But now, here you are, as I always knew you would be, asking for answers.”

We stopped in front of Bessa.

“Are you going to give them to me?” I asked.

Cutler waited for a long time, looking at the bones of the creature that gave me my name. “Are you ready to give up Cori?”

I startled, head snapping away from Bessa to him. “What?”

“Look at me,” he whispered, nearly sighing, as he motioned to his body. “I’m over three hundred years old, boy, or dead that long anyway. What do you think happens to you if you go down the same path? You love her, I know, but you can’t bring her with you. She grows old and dies; you remain. That’s the price of sourcery. You watch everyone you love wither and die while you persist. It’s why I’ve avoided dragging you into it.”

“I’ll make her a sourcerer, too.”

He shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way. You don’t just walk up to the rock and become a sourcerer. You have to fight for it, demand it, survive it. She’s an exceptional young woman. Even Laven is more impressive than most. But neither of them has what it takes. There’s a reason you saw the vision when you did. It was when your moms’ deaths were freshest, and you were your angriest. How many did you kill during the war?”

“I don’t know,” I lied.

“Not like you to feel guilty,” he said knowingly.

“Ninety-three.”

“Yes, and I bet you liked each one, didn’t you?”

Each time I killed a Rare, there was a moment right after. Just the briefest moment where I didn’t feel anything. No hate. No grief. Just nothing. I didn’t like it, but I relished it.

At my silence, Cutler continued. “And how many did your little sous chef manage, huh? Five, ten? I bet his hands never took more than a minute to wash clean. He and Cori don’t have the hate. Not like you. They’ll die in the attempt.”

“Hate isn’t the only thing that keeps people surviving!” I argued. “We’ll train them, too.”

“Aren’t you listening to me? You can’t teach this.”

“Maybe you can’t. After I do it, I’ll teach them.”

He hung his head. “Maybe the others are right. You can’t be allowed to join us, even if you have the skill. You don’t listen.”

It had been three years since anyone told me what I could and couldn’t do. I knew what I could do. Even if I didn’t want to live forever without Cori. I’d seen Cutler’s power, and I couldn’t let power like that out of my reach without a fight. I couldn’t risk the people I loved coming up against someone who had power, without me to protect them.

“Can’t?” I spat. “I drank enough Emphon Milk during the war to heal a village. I nearly lost my eyes—twice—in explosions. Who are you to tell me I can’t be allowed? You haven’t been here. You could’ve wiped half their troops off the board with Stormsquall! You chose to stay out of it. Don’t chastise me for wanting to do something good and for finding some little starving sense of peace in making a difference.”

“That’s what you’re telling yourself, eh? That those ninety-three deaths made a difference? You think that means you should have the right to kill hundreds of thousands over centuries?”

“Five minutes ago, you were talking about training me! Now—you know what? Fine. Keep your undead club’s secrets. I didn’t come here for the Source. I need information about Foresight Fried Gryphon and the Empire. Are you going to help me, or should I go get some sleep before I’m extradited?”

He waited a beat, glaring at me. “Feel good to get that off your chest, oh almighty hero?”

Before I could storm out, his eyes fell to the gryphon. “Foresight’s a nasty one. Not as nasty as Chili Control, but twice as unruly. Emperors rise and fall on its prophecies. Have since the moment it appeared.”

“What does it do?”

“Glimpses of images. Snippets of words.” He waved a hand. “Closest thing I can compare it to is some mushrooms I ate by accident when I was a kid. Thought I was flying through the sky inside a drakephon.” He sighed nostalgically. “Ah, the old days.”

“Hallucinations?”

“That’s what I said!”

“When the king used it,” I recalled, “he got things mostly right, but he missed the larger context. He ended up creating the future he was trying to exploit.”

“He was a scalding idiot, trying to interpret what he didn’t understand! Which is exactly what you’re doing,” he muttered.

“Does that mean there are people who can interpret it? Someone who might’ve understood it well enough to use my logo against me?”

He sighed. “What do you think? It’s like anything else. The more you use it, the better you get with it.”

“Do you know how to make it?”

He shook his head. “It’s been too long. I can’t be sure. You shouldn’t mess around with it anyway. It’s just as likely to get you killed as to help you.”

My grip tightened around the ladder railing. “What am I supposed to do, then? You won’t train me. You won’t fight. Should I just walk into this trial blind? Will you help me or not?”

“I am helping you, boy! If you listened, you would know I will train you when you’re actually ready to pay the price, despite my better judgment. You just can’t see past the tip of your own nose.”

“And if I’m not willing to give up Cori?”

He motioned to the bones all around me as if they were an answer and started back toward the ladder. Unsure what he meant, I stared at Bessa for a while longer. Some nights, in the space between waking and sleeping, I remembered what it felt like to raise her bones from the ground and control them. How deeply I understood who she was.

Without her, Ranch might still be Panchon’s. I might still be indentured.

I reached out and laid my hand on her third rib, trying to remember the sensation of her heart beating beneath it.

But the bones were just cold and still.

I sighed, heading for the ladder without looking back on her skeleton again.

I might not be a sourcerer or know how to stop someone who sees the future often enough to use it against me, but I’d killed a king on my own. If Cutler wouldn’t help me, I’d be fine. I was fine during the war without him, and I’d be fine now.

I’d clear my name.

I’d get revenge for Hili.

I’d even convince the Empire to ally with us against New Panchon.

Just starving watch me.
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NEW FRONTIERS

A TRAIN THIRTY wagons deep stretched along Ranch’s central road, parked ahead of the South Gate. These weren’t like the wagons you saw around Ranch serving food. These were for fast, luxurious travel. More like wooden rooms on wheels than a cart with a canvas stretched over it. The biggest of them, Cori’s ambassador suite, was the size of my old apartment in Common-3 with my moms, complete with a bed, a sitting area, and a dining table.

About a quarter belonged to us ranchers, driven by bison. During the war, Auntie Gyn forced me to ride the beasts, and I’ve avoided every possible opportunity since. Starving pain, having the saddle chafe against your inner thigh while your hips are flared far too wide. And the grueling thunking up and down as the ton of anger thunders across the plains. Far better that they pull a wagon or six.

Still, they weren’t half as nasty-looking as the things that pulled the badge’s wagons. Their pack animals were like normal-sized emphalope, only as tall as men instead of cresting fifteen meters, with red-brown hair instead of scales and feathers. Like emphalope, they had enormous horns flaring out of both sides of their heads and knuckled, thin legs with hooves that left deep impressions in the earth.

“What are they called again?” I asked.

Laven followed my gaze. “Moose.”

“Moose,” I repeated. “And multiple are meese, like geese?”

“No, multiple are moose, like emphon is singular and plural, mate.”

Mother always loved weird words like that. Beef and beeves. Biceps and bicepses. Octopus and—gods, I still don’t know what the plural is. A sharp, grieving laugh tried to escape my throat as I remembered her yelling, “Beeves, beeves!” and pointing at each cut of meat we’d seen walking around in Black Spice one day before the Revolution. I’d been so embarrassed at the time. What I would give to have it all back.

To steady myself, I quickly said, “You ever notice how similar some emphon look to animals? Like how yakrats kind of look like bison and emphalope look like moose.” I hated the feel of the word in my mouth. “Should be mooses at least.”

Laven retrieved his notebook and leaned it against his cane, awkwardly, to make a note. “Feng said wolphon look similar to dogs and coyotes. Well, similar to something called a wolf, which she said is like a coyote. I don’t know. Said we might see one if we’re lucky.”

“Auntie Gyn mentioned wolphon to me a couple times,” I recalled. “Meat’s poisonous.”

Laven scribbled. “Truly? Any other emphon with poisonous meat?”

“No,” Cutler said, appearing behind us. In the flesh, too. “Now, which one of these is mine?”

“I didn’t think you were coming,” I said. We hadn’t talked since our spat.

“I’m headed to Ryespur.”

I looked to Laven, and he said, “Northern Empire. On the coast, I think.”

“We’re only going as far as Mangtier,” said Cori, joining with a bag in hand. She and I had barely had a moment together the last two days, but each time we’d run into each other, she’d mentioned that she wanted to talk to me about something when we had more time. Most of hers had been spent with her mom, planning the delegation that would serve as my surrender for trial. As ambassador, Cori organized everything in the rancher delegation, most of which proved to be logistics. How it wasn’t a conflict of interest that she be in charge of my surrender still baffled me, but frankly, all politics do. I think it helped that she’d spent the last three years with every book we had on their history and culture.

“I’ll make my own way from there,” Cutler snapped. “Unless you’d rather my friends come looking for Papwit.”

“You’ll have to share with Laven then,” Cori said. “He’s the only one with extra space.”

Cutler eyed Laven like he was rancid meat. Before he could make some comment though, Cori added, “Or else, you don’t come. Teleport for all I care. Wouldn’t be surprised if you could.”

“Tastes like dung,” he replied, as if to imply there was a greater that could do that. “Not worth it. Bah. Fine. Keep your mouth shut whenever possible, poshy, or I’ll shut it for you. Understood?”

Cutler didn’t stay long enough for Laven to answer. “Poshy?” Laven asked.

“You get used to it,” I said, taking Cori’s bag. We still hadn’t talked since she’d said she wanted to. I was starting to worry that the reason no one saw a conflict of interest in her escorting me was because they knew something I didn’t about the two of us. I was starting to feel the same foreboding I’d had before we broke up.

*   *   *

Musta’s charcoal screeched across the paper. “You broke up? When?” she asks, and the archivist sighs. More of this relationship drama? Hadn’t she had enough yesterday? “But in Ryespur—”

“During the war,” the Butcher interrupts. With a sigh, he pushes the dregs of his breakfast from one side of the plate to the other. “You weren’t here earlier, but I mentioned that Cori came to visit me at the Front about a year into the war. The distance and time apart had already made things hard. With her stay so short, it felt like everything had to go perfectly.”

“Seriously? Musta’s what, twelve?” the archivist asks. “Is this really necessary?”

“Don’t tell me how to raise my cousin,” he snaps. “At the Front, I was careless, belittling what Cori was doing in Ranch. We got in a fight and I told her I didn’t deserve to be happy anyway so she might as well just go be happy with someone else.”

“Why would you say that?” Musta asks.

“I didn’t think I deserved happiness. I was so angry, swe’me. I couldn’t love food, couldn’t love myself, couldn’t love anyone or anything after letting my moms die, let alone Cori. It took a lot of long nights talking with Laven in our bunk before I started to believe I deserved Cori.”

“Yes, yes, and clearly you made up,” the archivist adds. “You were leaving Ranch.”

“When I came back to Ranch,” the Butcher says, ignoring the archivist, “Cori sat next to me at a feast thrown for returning veterans and acted like nothing had changed. I mentioned I didn’t even know where I was supposed to sleep that night—the barracks, or Common-3, or the Academy House. And she said, ‘In my apartment, obviously,’ like that was that. Almost like I’d had no say in it.”

“I always loved Cori,” Musta says quietly.

The Butcher gives her a wan smile and turns back to the archivist.

*   *   *

I was nervous as I loaded the wagon. I’d hardly been the model partner. Prone to anger, depression, even jealous fear. Exactly why she’d left her parents to escape before the Revolution—that protective worry. Meanwhile, she’d only continued to grow as a person. Adept at the post-war politics. A brilliant leader. Talented musician. I couldn’t help but feel like every moment with her could be my last.

Her skin brushed my hand as I took the bag, but she pulled away quickly.

Proving things could in fact get worse, Scalen Ladwait approached with an unusual gait, as if he was swinging his right leg rather than bending his knee with each step. As he neared, I realized that he must be suffering from a condition I hadn’t noticed in the chaos of the attack or his speech. He cleared his throat and handed Cori an overripe mango in greeting. Yeah, an entire mango. Might as well just have said he didn’t understand our customs and moved on. Instead, he asked, “I trust everything is in order, ambassador?”

“Should be,” Cori said, returning the greeting in the badge fashion, with a tap to the lips and a slight bow. “Is your part of the train ready?”

“Indeed. Though I can’t help but notice that Bessa and his ilk remain unrestrained.”

Cori’s hand settled on the grip of her flatsaw, a now ever-present fixture at her side. “We’ve discussed this at length. They all surrendered freely to allegations we all know are, at best, as firm as the shit pouring out of that moose’s backside. We won’t be restraining a war hero in our capital, or in the countryside for that matter.”

“Fine, but I require one of my own to drive your wagon. I won’t allow you all to slink off into the desert.”

“Whatever tastes best, senator.”

Sincera and Feng watched menacingly from a distance. Despite the travel ahead, Sincera still wore a beige three-piece suit. Feng, however, wore the clothes of her people, including a feather cloak that she must’ve brought with her when she left the Empire.

Both were armed for the dangers of travel. Sincera sported a long javelin over her shoulder and a semoli-style shortsword that looked decidedly out of place sheathed against her suit pants. Feng had her rolling pins buckled to her waist as usual, but she also had what looked like a spiked rolling pin attached to a quarterstaff slung over her shoulder. I’d only seen it once before, when she’d joined me to spar with the yellers a couple months prior. I needed three cups of Emphon Milk to heal my bones after our match. With her strength, she could easily break someone’s fibula with a swing, and then roll the spikes over their body for good measure.

I still couldn’t understand why the badge insisted my whole kitchen join us.

“Is there anything else?” Cori asked. “I’d rather like if we could get a move on.”

Scalen hesitated a moment, his eyes following mine to his daughter before his posture straightened. “I require the meals of each accused be made before my eyes. No emphon shall touch their tongues until they are convicted.”

“I believe you mean ‘acquitted,’” Cori said.

A thin smile wormed across his face. “Of course! How frivolous of me. Should any be convicted, no emphon will ever grace their tongue, anyway, as they’ll die in the badge fashion.”

“And how’s that?” I asked.

“Fed to a gryphon.”

“You would do that to your own daughter?” Cori asked pointedly.

A strange expression crossed Ladwait’s face before disappearing into stoic distaste. “I’ve tarried too long. Here’s my driver now. Let’s, as you say, get a move on.”

Cori waited for the driver to climb the wagon before whistling loudly and twirling a finger to get the ranchers’ attention. Everyone took the signal for what it was, and a few minutes later, we rattled forward. Cori and I were alone at last with no pressing distractions. My stomach tied itself in knots over what Cori wanted to talk about.

I waited for her to start that conversation, afraid of what might come out if I did. As we passed through the gate, though, I realized she might not want to break up and then spend a month in the cart with me. Was that why Laven had been given a cart to himself? Did Cutler’s arrival change her mind?

If I let that fester, I’d lose my mind.

“What was it you wanted to talk about?”

She shifted her legs, suddenly seeming too large for her seat inside the wagon, despite it being wide enough for us both to lie down on.

“Right. That.” She paused long enough for us to clear Ranch’s gates and enter the desert. “Look, killer, I don’t really know how to start.”

My gut plummeted. I had to fight to keep my arms from shaking. “Maybe with—why now?” I suggested, losing a piece of myself with every word.

“Because we’re leaving.” She peered back at Ranch, the walls still filling almost the entire view. “Don’t have to worry about my parents, or our duties, or anything. We just have…time. I thought it would be easier. Wait, you know?”

“The engagement offer seemed like a pretty big clue,” I said. “There’s no way that was a surprise to your parents or the Cabinet. They must’ve known this was coming. Something you said to your mom maybe?”

“You think?” She pouted and looked away. “Yeah, I guess something might’ve tipped her off. Look, it’s just to try out. Us two, for now. I don’t want to make a big deal of it with the others.”

“You want to hide it? Why? Because of the badge? Cori—”

She grabbed my hand. “If you slip, it’s alright. I think it’ll help me know for sure. You know, seeing other people react? But I’m more expecting you to struggle with it than to slip right away.”

I pulled my hand away. “That’s one way of putting it.” My temper heated toward a simmer. It wasn’t enough that she was eager to leave me behind on our way to my starving execution, but she wanted me to lie about it, too?

Her brow furrowed. “This is exactly what I was afraid of. You being churlish. Can’t you—”

“I have a right to be upset! The last six months have been some of our best. I’m allowed to miss you.”

“Miss me?” Her eyes grew fierce. “Killer, I’m the same person, still. If you can’t see that—”

“That doesn’t—” I cut myself off, not understanding. “Of course you’re the same person. What does that have to do with anything?”

“Everything,” Cori said immediately, like that was obvious. “A minute ago, you said you saw it coming. Now, you’re mad. I don’t get it.” Tears formed at the corners of her eyes. “I convinced myself you’d be supportive.”

“Just because I saw it coming, doesn’t mean I support being broken up with.” I started to reach for the wagon’s door handle. Even if it was moving, I’d be fine. And if not, well. “What should I say? ‘Go be happy with someone else,’ like I did last time?”

She grabbed my wrist. “That’s not what’s happening right now.”

I looked into her eyes, confusion keeping words from my throat. My stomach hurt so much I wanted to puke.

But despite the anger fierce in her green eyes, there was a desperate earnestness. A clear and decisive plea for me not to do anything foolish.

I took a breath. “What’s going on, then?”

Assured that I wasn’t about to leave, she turned facing the other window, with her combat boots on the seat so that her knees were tucked into her chest. “Just forget it before I do break up with you. Starving asshole.” She wiped her eyes.

I knew, quite suddenly, that I hadn’t just made the wrong assumption. I’d sincerely, utterly ruined something important. Cori never cried. I know exactly when, where, and why every tear has fallen from her face.

I went back through the conversation in my head, and the pit in my stomach sank even further. This was the other thing I’d always seen coming. The good one. In truth, I’d known what Cori was going to say for years, but never wanted to overstep and prompt it. It wasn’t my place.

“Cori,” I said with every ounce of sorrow I could manage in my voice. “Can we start over?”

“Figured it out then, huh?”

“Please,” I said, getting on my knees between our seats. “You can tell me and know that I’m here to support you.”

Cori hesitated. “This wasn’t how I wanted it to go.”

“Do you want to wait and do it some other time?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been trying to say it for months. Years maybe. During the war, if you hadn’t…”

I took Cori’s hand after it was clear she wouldn’t finish that thought.

“You were kind of right,” she continued. “The prospect of losing you to some princess scared the shit out of me. I knew I needed to do it sooner than later. I’ve been planning to say something since the memorial ceremony. I-I don’t want to be remembered wrong.”

“For what it’s worth, you were never going to lose me, least of all for this.”

“I’m just going to say it. Okay?”

I waited as Cori’s shoulders straightened and knees unfolded.

“Just gonna say it. Just gonna say it.” A deep breath. “Any second now.”

We made eye contact, and I nodded.

“I’m non-binary,” Cori declared. “I mean, I think. Well, I want to try it out, using they and them. Just us for now.”

Relief was the last thing I expected to feel, but as they said it, tension washed away from me. How long had I been holding onto this—almost rude—assuredness that I knew Cori better than they knew themselves, that I knew they were non-binary long before they wanted to admit it? I thought back to all the times Cori flinched slightly when people used “her” or insisted on them wearing dresses instead of pants. Every time the Herd leadership said “princess,” not “princeps,” Cori flushed. I’d wondered for years if Mahogani had stopped everyone from using princess on purpose, sensing it too. I had to keep relief out of my expression as I said the words I’d long memorized for this moment.

“I’m proud of you,” I said. “And honored that you want to try this with me.”

A smile tipped up into one cheek. “You should be. I’m the starving shit.”

“You absolutely are.” I pulled them into a hug.

When a moment had passed, and they laughed in a relieved way that almost sounded like a hiccup, I kissed their forehead. “I’m sorry I made your coming out all about me.”

They hesitated but kissed my lips. “It’s partially my fault. I made it ominous.”

“You had every right to.”

“Why would you think I wanted to break up? I tell you how much I love you every day.”

I swallowed and looked out the window at the desolation around Ranch, a lone cactus the only thing to see in the desert. “That’s not what’s important. Tell me all about the decision. Tell me how I can be the best partner I can.”

“You can start by assuming I want to be with you rather than the opposite.” Cori hesitated. “You promise you feel the same about me as you did yesterday?”

“I love you like I have every day since I saw your face.”

“My face?” They punched my arm. “If I recall, killer, you knew me for three weeks before you saw my face!”

I laughed. “I mean, I had to be sure. I’m not perfect.”

“No,” Cori laughed. “You ain’t.”

“But you are,” I said seriously. “No matter what words we use to refer to you.”

Their smile turned into a smirk. Then a shyness washed over them. They pushed their hair out of their eyes. “Laven comes up to you and says, ‘Oi, mate, how you feel about that Cori, eh?’ What would you say?”

“Is that what Laven sounds like to you?”

They punched my leg this time. “Humor me, killer.”

I turned to face them. “I’d say, ‘Cori? I love them with all my heart. They’re my family. My everything. I’d kill for them, raze cities for them, cut out my own heart for them. Famines, I’d starve so they could eat the last food on this planet to live one more day. They’re the only thing in this world that I need.’”

“No, you wouldn’t,” they said.

“Maybe not quite that long-winded,” I admitted. “But certainly, always, ‘I love them.’”

“Them,” Cori said.

“Them,” I repeated.

With another giggle of relief, they pressed their lips to mine.

*   *   *

“Aww,” Musta says before the Butcher can continue. “You were so sweet, cousin.”

The archivist isn’t so sure. She’s only ever considered her identity tangentially, mostly in reflection of her own parents’ choices of presentation. When Dyl, the former Dean of the Culinary Academy first adopted her, they had explained their pronouns and reasons for them. The archivist had wondered if she felt similarly for all of maybe five minutes. In Cori’s place, the archivist imagines she would’ve felt coerced by the Butcher’s anxiety, forcing the conversation in a confined space. And that assumes he hasn’t doctored the telling to hide any further buffoonery. Sweet? Not so much.

“No,” the Butcher says. “Cori overlooked my mistakes because they loved me. That day more than most.”

The girl shrugs and stands, dusting off her drawing as she does so. “Can I put this up by the map, cousin?”

He cranes his neck and nods, impressed. “That’s really good. You got all that from my description?”

Smiling at the praise, the girl hangs a black-and-white portrait of a gryphon on the wall beside the map. Much to the archivist’s surprise, it’s very good. The girl has talent. Not just coloring after all.
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FRUITS AND LABORS

I’D SPENT MOST of the years since the Revolution east of Ranch. There was no shortage of beauty there: wheat fields, the high planes of the emphalope, even the sulfuric clouds of the Melting Mines, which muddled the horizon into a vision of some tantalizing apocalypse. I’d sought glimpses of the Bay of Semoli and had been both awed and unsettled by the expanse of dark blue. But I’d never been farther than a few days’ ride west, and we’ve already established how often I avoided riding.

As we left the familiar, desolate earth west of Ranch, the landscape rolled into small hills I’d heard from traders’ stories. Morning rains brought spring and greenery into the beige lands. The nights were still frigid—at least by my standards—but lonely mountain mahogany trees began to replace cacti along the road. Bushes and shrubs popped up. Even some early season flowers, too. Jackrabbits and hawks dueled each other for survival, and the occasional herd of carnephon diverted our course—nothing that added much time.

The rolling hills became mountains biting the sky. Rainforest reached between the peaks like gristle in the yellowing fangs of a drakephon. I wanted to stare ahead and imagine what new foods lived within my future. What tastes they offered. But part of me knew I was steadily climbing into the mouth of a predator.

We had to turn the Empire into an ally. Had a drakephon’s prey ever thought friendship likely? If so, it wasn’t after it ended up in the beast’s mouth.

I said as much to Cori, and they politely encouraged me to keep that to myself. “Or better yet, killer, come up with a plan,” they said.

So on the sixth day of our trip, which had passed lazily to that point, I lay atop our wagon and stared into the cloud-swept sky. We needed to answer what questions we could.

First, who really was Feng Ladwait, and why was her biodad, Scalen, out to get us? Also, why did she call him biodad and not dad?

Who was the mysterious figure behind the use of my logo, what did they want, and why were they using so much Foresight Fried Gryphon to get it? Was I already doing what they wanted by coming here? Was this all a trap?

I almost felt I could see my logo in the clouds. As my eyes unfocused, anger turned the afternoon sour. I kept seeing my logo in Hili’s bloodied scalp. Why hadn’t Hili shrunk after being murdered? Was it because he was butchered?

To get answers, I would need to consult everyone. Cori and Cutler. Laven and Rish. Lucky me. But especially Feng. I’d start with her.

What did I know about her? What could I use? As I pondered the clouds, I considered her love for sweets and bread, ideal in a pastry chef, but she wasn’t particularly soft-hearted. Her skill with a weapon hinted she used her muscle for more than just kneading. She argued with everything and everyone. Not unlike me, I supposed. I half-considered challenging her to a duel where the winner would get answers, but I doubted Scalen would be pleased, and the last time we’d fought didn’t exactly inspire confidence in myself.

Then it hit me.

At the dining table in my wagon, I laid out a sweet spread. Chocolates, strawberries, and Laven’s own secret whipped cream recipe. All prepared in front of Scalen, which was a special sort of irony. Then I poked the badgeboar. “How long have you been spying for the Empire?” I asked as Feng sat down.

She cocked an eyebrow. “You think I am behind this? That I would take what you did for me and spit on it?”

“No,” I conceded, “but I didn’t expect to be accused of crimes either. You want me to believe you’re on my side? I need to understand where we’re headed and to understand your biodad. Tell me about him.”

“Prick,” she cursed, taking a strawberry. “He does not care about you. He is mad I did not do what he wanted.”

“What did he want?”

The gist is familiar. The way Feng told it, Senator Scalen Ladwait’s delightful attitude was the bitter result of his divorce. Not Feng’s new stepdad, whose reputation as a ranger—a title given to the few badge legionaries deemed worthy of consuming emphon within the Empire—preceded him. Not the mother, who served as one of the lauded apicii, leading the Temple of the Gryphon in Mangtier. But Scalen, the politician who ended up doing most of the caregiving—and disciplining—of a rebellious child disinterested in following her older sisters into her parents’ careers. Feng’s decision to leave the Empire destroyed what little self-worth he had. At least, that’s how Feng saw it.

“He needs me back,” she said. “My eldest sister will follow Mother as Apicius of the Gryphon eventually. My other sister is already a ranger with my stepdad. He needs me to become senator or something so that he can feel equal. I just want to bake.”

“It doesn’t sound like there’s a lot of love there.”

I didn’t really know what it would be like not to love my moms. Not to ache for their absence with every little reminder of what they loved. Had Mom or Mother loved politics half as much as they loved food, I might’ve been as eager as Cori was to participate in the Cabinet.

“Do not get me wrong, Chef. He raised me. But he raised me to question everything and everyone, their intentions and motivations. He should be proud I am so determined to break the leash he would choke me with.”

So she had left the Empire. Her passion was pastry, and there, all cooking’s controlled by the Apicii. With her elder sister already in line to replace her mother, the only ways were for her to go to another temple where she’d never be fully trusted, or to leave entirely.

Nothing else she said seemed to answer my questions about these attacks and who was behind them. She was just a person who happened to be related to people involved in…something. What was I missing?

*   *   *

“That all seems rather obvious to me,” says the archivist.

“Oh, was it?” the Butcher growls. “How fortunate that you have the benefit of hindsight and history to help you.”

“I don’t care about your petty legal troubles,” she continues, feasting on his insolence, knowing now that her position is more precious to him than that of a captured scribe. “I want to know about the Source. Skip ahead to your arrival in Mangtier. If my memory serves, you met the Apicius of the Yakrat there.”

He falters. “How do you know that?”

“Do you think New Panchon stopped monitoring your every movement when you left the Front? You might’ve deceived us into thinking you were the princeps, but that only made us watch you more closely.” The archivist forces a derisive laugh, though her ribcage aches from the strain. “I was in the Empire for most of the tale you’re about to tell.”

“That can’t be.”

“Where do you think those assassins came from?”

“Be respectful!” Musta barks, throwing a fork at the archivist.

In reflex, the archivist tries to swat it out of the air, but her arm seizes in protest halfway through. As the fork sails over her shoulder, the archivist’s face contorts with pain, plain as day. Not now, she thinks.

“What was that?” the Butcher asks.

“Nothing,” she lies.

“Are you ill?”

“No.”

In the dark tent, the Butcher’s face grows inscrutable. Yellow rings of Endurance appear in his eyes. “TELL ME IF YOU ARE ILL,” he commands.

“Nnnn-yes,” she admits, compelled.

“What’s wrong?”

“My body isn’t your concern,” she says defiantly. “Now continue.”

The Butcher stares at her for a long moment before capitulating.

*   *   *

“What did your mom say about Feng?” I asked Cori later. “Laven said you got a roadrunner already.”

In the week since we’d left, Cori had embraced their new identity bit by bit, trying different makeup here, or different clothes there, but today, it was like they’d found a comfortable fit. Their hair, previously cut into curls that fell to their shoulders, was trimmed higher and tighter. Their makeup emphasized the jaw more than the lips. Even their posture was different—relaxed in a way I hadn’t seen except in our safest and most intimate moments.

With a moment’s hesitation, Cori plucked the last surviving strawberry from the platter and dipped it in chocolate. “Not much. The Rare documented her immigration when she entered the city, and we have some employment records from before you hired her, but she wasn’t causing trouble or anything. She was another hard-working immigrant, not worth keeping any eye on. We needed all the help we could get, ’specially after the Revolution.”

I licked chocolate and cream from my finger, savoring the dance between the dark, bitter nuttiness and frothy, lightly-umami sweetness. “But…”

“But,” Cori echoed, “that’s what Mama had on her. We got a whole lot more on her family.”

A sheaf of nearly-transparent thin paper fell into my lap, light enough for a roadrunner to carry.

“This all tracks with what she told me,” I said as I read. “Mom at the temple, stepdad a ranger, biodad, sisters…”

Cori pointed to a section on the third page. “You remember how the Panchons used to hate emphonists?”

It was hard to forget. Using slurs, destroying iconography of the Twelve, killing heretics that dared blaspheme their Consumer God. It led to the emphonists forming a cabal of masked assassins—the same masks later worn by the ex-king’s cult—and trying to kill the Panchons. Plus, Cori was themselves an emphonist.

“Well,” Cori continued, “Immemorialism, the imperial religion, ain’t that different in some ways, but it’s sure different enough that it might deserve the scorn.”

I read the section Cori pointed at. “This is…dramatic.”

“I can’t wrap my head around the rituals they’ve got,” they said. “And Feng’s family seems like some of the most devout.”

According to the dossier, the Ladwait family dated back to the founding of the Empire of the Badgeboar. For as long as the Empire existed, the family’s matriarch had served as Apicius of the Gryphon Temple. Now, if you’re like me, you hear “Gryphon Temple” and think it’s probably like revering the Twelve in Emphonism, but it’s not that simple. Immemorialism claims some emphon have lived long enough to know where humans came from, that they’ve actually spoken to the “First Ones.” The apicii who lead their temples preach absolute devotion to these ancient emphon in hopes that they’ll reunite us with the godly powers of our ancestors so we can return to our “true home” one day.

Cori explained each of the Temples had slightly different customs, but the Gryphon Devotion had a history of sacrificing their own children to a clutch of gryphon roosting near the temple.

I flipped a page. “Feng had a twin brother?”

“Seems so,” Cori confirmed. “Sacrificed to a gryphon as an infant. All the boys for the last several generations.”

“This is why you made the comment about him sacrificing his daughter? Damn, Cor, and you call me killer?”

They shrugged. “I’d heard a rumor.”

“Even if that’s all true,” I said, “it doesn’t change who Feng is or why she came to Ranch. If anything, it looks like she’s trying to leave that behind.”

“I don’t disagree,” Cori said, which meant they sort of did, “but her biodad came from a powerful family. Scalen took Feng’s mother’s surname because she was apicius, but that boy would’ve taken Scalen’s bachelor name and carried on Scalen’s family line. Having it denied stings enough. Then to have to feed your child to a gryphon directly—and get your own leg bitten off in the process? That’s powerful motive for something.”

“Bitten off? Is that the reason for his gait, a prosthetic?”

“Suppose so.”

“If this were a story, this boy would’ve survived the whole sacrifice thing to become our bad guy,” I joked.

“Maybe he did,” Cori said.

“Or likely he didn’t. You think Scalen Ladwait concocted all this logo stuff?”

“He’s my best suspect right now.” They met my eye and winked. “Especially since he’s a dick.”

“Does he connect to Hili?”

“Not obviously, if so.”

“I double-checked the schedule, and Hili wasn’t even supposed to be working. Who put him on that shift?”

As if to ready themselves for bitterness, Cori dipped a finger in cream before answering. “Rish petitioned Gynger to change the yellers’ schedules because of the badge delegation coming to the dinner. Hili got assigned the overnight because he was the least experienced.”

Of course it was Rish. “I’ll talk to him. See if there was anything out of the ordinary with the decision. He probably knows more than he’s sharing anyway.”

“You’ll have to go to him. He can’t move up the wagon train while it’s moving.”

“Come with me? I can’t afford to kill him while I’m being extradited to a trial.”

“Can’t. Gotta meet with Cutler.”

That surprised me. “Do I need to worry about you killing someone while I’m being extradited?”

“Cute, but no. He’s the only one on this side of the train who’s been to the Empire. I can do their bow and address them correctly, but I need to understand a whole lot more about them as a people if I’m going to get through this with y’all intact.”

“Maybe I’ll wait to talk to Rish until later. Cutler and I didn’t have the most productive conversation last time around. Might be time to eat shit and apologize.”

Cori mocked examining my face closely. “I’m sorry, who are you?”

“Yeah, yeah. He coming here?”

“No, Laven’s going to work out math for some greaters he’s trying to make. He needs a break from Cutler’s jabbering, so I offered to swap wagons for the conversation. You joining us?”

I rose, nodding, and they took my hand but didn’t make for the exit yet. “And, killer?”

“Yeah?”

“Rish just wants what’s best for you. He always has.”

“Yeah, well, he had a funny way of showing it.”

“He did his best.”

“I won’t forgive him.”

“He’s—”

“Let’s go talk to Cutler. I need to get this over with.” I leaned down and kissed them on the cheek. “By the way, I like what you did with your hair. Love you.”

“Love you, too,” they said, smiling as they dipped another finger in the cream. “Until you do something more foolish than funny, anyway.”
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BITTER CARAMEL

BY THE TIME Cori finished interrogating Cutler for every teaspoon of knowledge he possessed about the Empire, the wagon train had stopped for the day. Outside Cutler’s wagon, the badge noisily hacked foliage into twigs for a cookfire by the road. Feng slowly picked around them, gathering nuts, seeds, and shavings of wood she could grind into flavorings for breads, even if we weren’t allowed to cook without the badge watching.

With a kiss on my forehead, Cori excused themselves back to our wagon to handle the evening’s logistics. That mostly meant making sure the ranchers got fed, which felt more like it should be my job than theirs, but there was no convincing the badge on that front.

Cutler stood from a wooden chair almost as skeletal as he was. “Let’s stretch our legs.”

We hadn’t spoken to each other since our conversation in his basement, excluding our brief interaction at the start of the trip. I still wanted to be angry with him, but few grudges survive a week, and fewer still when you have years of good history, so it took some stoking. As we descended the stairs into the wagon, I focused on how thin his skin was, how if I looked just right, his veins and bones were blue beneath.

Outside, sunset colored the road in a fiery orange, giving the trees flanking the hard dirt path a glowing quality. The trees were species I had no names for. We’d officially reached the border between Herdland and the Empire, marked by the transition from foothills to legitimate jungle.

Without a word, Cutler and I walked past Sincera and Feng. Feng was busy smashing a rock into a salty dust with a casual swing of a small hammer. We trudged across a shallow creek. Birdsong and insect wings quickly swallowed the sounds of the train behind us. Eventually, we came out of the trees back into the low sun. Far enough not to be overheard but within finding distance if anything went wrong. The land declined steadily toward the east, and the distant grass of Herdland’s plains waved in a breeze.

“Peaceful,” Cutler remarked as he found a large rock to sit cross-legged on.

I remained standing. “Reminds me of the emphalope grazing grounds between Ranch and the Swamps.”

“You lot killed most of that land with all your wagons and war.”

“Thanks for ruining it.”

He nodded conspiratorially, and I couldn’t help but chuckle, even though I wanted to throttle him. War had changed me, but at the end of the day, Cutler was still Cutler.

Neither of us broached the silence for another moment, letting it hang in the air until the scent of fire carried through the trees behind us, and Cutler grunted. “I’m getting hungry, smelling all that. Make us something to eat or this is going to spiral even faster than last time.”

I looked around mockingly. “Sure, I’ll just whip it up out of thin air.”

His eyes flashed teal and a sound like a whipcrack startled my gaze away from him. When I looked back, bowls filled with ingredients sat in the vicinity of his rock: strawberries, mangos, bananas, and a variety of seeds and nuts. He held two leathery brown spheres each about the size of my fist.

“Can’t ever get these in Ranch,” he remarked as he tossed one to me. I caught it and nearly dropped it immediately, surprised by the sound of sloshing liquid inside and something hard and heavy moving around, like a giant prune.

“What is this?”

“Datonut,” he said. “Pierce it with something sharp and drain the water inside. Just watch out for the pit.”

“What am I supposed to do with it?”

Cutler pointed at the ingredients. “Blend the water with those and make us something to drink.”

“I’m not supposed to cook anything without the badge watching.”

“This barely counts as cooking! A kid could do it.”

“I doubt—”

“Do you want the pleasure of my company or not?” he snapped. “We can talk about you becoming a sourcerer while you work.” He didn’t sound particularly pleased.

“Fine, but don’t waste your time trying to convince me to give up Cori,” I said. The smoke wafting through the trees only made the words taste more bitter. The idea was repulsive. I felt like a disgrace even considering it for the sake of power. With the sunset-red stalks ahead of me, the blood of all the people I’d killed in the Swamps came to mind. “Just give me the facts.”

“Facts won’t protect you,” he insisted, staring out over the grass. “The more you know, the harder this will be for you.”

“I’ve done a starving good job of showing I can protect myself. I don’t need you to—”

“Because you killed every Rare you saw? Good for you, boy. You can cook and you can eat and you can punch. You have no idea what sourcerers would do to you if I wasn’t out there convincing them otherwise.”

I busied my hands to keep from ending this conversation before it could get started. After finding an empty bowl, I removed my cleaver from its hidden sheath and punctured the datonut. Cool, white liquid streamed out, thicker than I expected, but still not quite as dense as milk. When it filled the bowl and its froth thinned, a sheen developed over the surface, slightly brown. I dipped a finger and raised a little to my nose, detecting notes of brown sugar, caramel, and a fresh creaminess similar to cashew milk. The taste was as sweet as the smell implied, but as it settled over my tongue, I marveled at the refreshing tang and nuttiness. Instinctively, I wanted to add tart fruits and chill it. Maybe thicken it too, somehow.

My gaze fell to the bowls Cutler summoned, one of which had bananas. That would do it. I might want to punch the old goat, but he still knew how to cook.

“Why do they even care about me?” I asked sullenly. “If you’re all so powerful that you can just summon fresh fruit out of thin air, who cares whether I touch the Source to keep New Panchon from enslaving my people?”

“That’s exactly the problem, Butcher. Do you think sourcerors want a hothead kid who killed a king to wield the same power they have? They’re frightened of you, the cowards. If they spent ten minutes with you, they’d know you’ve got peas for brains.”

I grunted and started peeling bananas to mix into the datonut water. “Don’t call me that again.”

“Butcher? Why? The way I see it, you proved it in the Swamps. If you don’t want the moniker, don’t be the man who deserves it. It doesn’t matter,” Cutler continued quickly, seeing my face. “What does is that every sourcerer felt the Source call for you. It’s been a long time since it’s made a call, and they perked up to see who it wanted. The Semoli block immediately expressed concern. They saw what you were doing to their old friends, the Panchons. I thought if I could convince the badge sourcerers, it wouldn’t matter. But Shepherd’s word trumps all.”

I was only following about half of this, but it sounded like the sourcerers were just as divided by nationality as us basic humans. “Shepherd’s word? What does that mean? Is that a person, a scripture?” I started crushing bananas with the flat side of my cleaver. “How many of you all are there, anyway?”

“She’s a person. The first of us. And for a minute, she was on your side. She and I go way back. But then, some snotty protégé of hers told her you used Enhanced Chili Control to raise dead emphon, and the mess with these sanctuaries landed on her doorstep. She’s switched sides. It’s the whole reason I have to go to scalding Ryespur. People who concern sourcerers don’t live long, boy.”

He tossed me the other datonut. “Don’t forget this one. You can shave off some of the skin, too, if you want it sweeter.”

The skin tasted even more like caramel than the water.

“Great. So let’s say this Shepherd lady changes her mind again—then what? I just touch a rock, and I can recreate greaters whenever I want?”

“If you give up Cori, yes.”

I frowned and turned my attention to the mangos, stewing in silence as I prepared them for my mixture. Bugs tried to get at our fruits, and still, I didn’t speak. I couldn’t imagine giving up Cori, especially after their coming out. I had my aunt and uncle, Laven, my friends from the Herd and the Army, but no one to love without Cori. I didn’t want to be alive if I had no one to love. You can’t live with only hate. Maybe Cutler could prance through generations, pumping out children to fill the hole in his life, but I had left more holes in me than I knew how to fill.

“I can’t do it,” I admitted.

When I looked up, Cutler’s skin seemed to show its unfathomable age, as if even the wan light in the shadow of the forest was enough to slip through its transparency. The teal skull beneath his skin cast his face in haunting necrosis as he said, “I told myself I’d never tell you this.”

“Tell me what?”

“When you asked me what using Foresight Fried Gryphon is like, I knew the answer. Did you ever stop to wonder what I might’ve seen? Something that ensured I never used it again: my own death. At the hands of a monster called the Empheron while you fought to protect me. As. A. Sourcerer.”

The Empheron. It was only the second time I’d ever heard the name, but the first was branded into my memory, unforgettable as the death of my moms only hours later. The king had said he was building his disgusting army to fight it. “What does that have to do with anything?”

I clung to that, not wanting to acknowledge that Cutler had just told me I’d be a sourcerer according to magic that saw the future, that all my debate and insistence I wouldn’t leave Cori behind like that would prove false, but don’t think it went unnoticed.

Cutler saw right through me. “‘What does that have to do with anything?’” he repeated, mocking my voice. “Everything, and you know it. You will be a sourcerer. Start accepting it.”

I thrust a tall glass into his hand. “Here.”

As his eyes flashed teal, a frost snaked around the glass, and the pinkish liquid inside partially solidified. He looked weaker for it—something that surprised me. I realized I’d never seen him use two greaters so close to each other before.

Wheezing a little, he handed it back to me and grabbed the other in the process. I didn’t want to take it from him, but I couldn’t help wanting to taste it either. I hated how my tongue betrayed me in moments like this, when my curiosity and need to know each taste in the world stole my independence.

It hurt to know even my love for Cori wasn’t enough to make me walk away.

He took a sip, nodding. “Much as it pains me to admit it, your instinct for flavor is unmatched. I gave you no direction and this is better than what I can make these days. It’s why you can do this, boy. I’m not saying it won’t be hard, but you can be the one who saves us all.”

“You just want me to save you,” I said spitefully.

“I’m long past saving.” With that, he hopped off the rock and walked back into the thicket of trees, headed to the trains.

The cold drink in my hands called to me, and for a moment, I resisted. It wasn’t a greater recipe. It couldn’t have tasted any different than it naturally did, with its flavors coming together to make something tart and sweet. But bitterness is all I remember.










13


[image: Decorative]
OBSTRUCTING JUSTICE

AFTER THE CONVERSATION with Cutler, I found myself alone with Laven in Cori’s ambassadorial wagon. I told him everything. Just vomited it all out like I’d accidentally eaten raw potatoes. As he had during the years at the Front, he listened, occasionally making notes in his notebook.

He didn’t need to say anything, not really. By the time Cori got back, it was nearly midnight. Talking to Laven had done me enough good that I gave him a hug and some thanks and went to bed. He didn’t need to give me answers, and he knew that.

Midway through the next afternoon, I remembered I needed to talk to Crooked Rish. Six bison pulled the lead wagon of the Ranch train, but the remaining wagons were connected by ropes and planks. To reach Rish three wagons back, I had to exit mine, climb its ladder, and walk across the planks connecting Laven’s wagon and then Feng’s behind it.

As I crossed Feng’s, Scalen climbed onto the roof from her exit.

It had only been half a day since we’d left the entrance to the rainforest, but it was like we’d been pulled into the throat of a verdant overgrowth. We were well into the sparsely patrolled mountain border called Burrow’s Pass, a winding avenue cut through the rainforest between two peaks. Green everywhere, no sky in sight, blocked by vine-swaddled trees climbing as high as twenty or more meters. Humidity clung to my linen clothes.

I wanted out of my clothes but the only alternative was that of the badge. Call me prejudiced, but at the time, I just didn’t want that. They weren’t me. In so many ways, I felt I was Ranch. A common from the Commons who had loved the people and the city so much that I did what I had to do to bring peace. Changing clothes because I was uncomfortable felt like abandoning that.

Scalen said something when he saw me. In the desert near Ranch, sound carries across the flats like a building tumbleweed. But the jungle was too loud already. Hooting. Hollering. Screaming. I didn’t catch the words and had to lean closer.

“I said you will not go any farther down-train today, Butcher.”

Another person climbed the ladder behind him: a badge guard with rounded weapons that reminded me of cast-iron pans. I couldn’t decide if they were used for slapping people or hammering them. She held one out to block my path.

“Why not?” I asked.

“The one you call Crooked Rish is eating. And you’re forbidden to eat food I haven’t seen prepared.”

The wagon lurched as we hit some errant root or divot in the road. All three of us had to widen our stances to keep our balance, and for a moment, I considered pushing through the guard to keep going.

“It’s not safe for us to remain here,” Scalen said. “The mortal dangers along this pass are numerous. Return to your wagon.”

“I’m not your prisoner,” I said defiantly.

“Oh, you are,” he said, leaning even closer. Garlic clung to his breath.

“I heard about your son,” I said, anger boiling past the part of my brain that makes good decisions. “That must’ve been hard.”

“Don’t put your daddy issues on me,” he retorted, catching me off-guard. “Oh, I know all about your parentage, Butcher. I know everything there is to know—”

A rumble up-train echoed through the wheels and wood of the wagon, causing us all to lurch again. To my disgust, I fell onto Scalen, and he held me up. By the time I’d freed myself from his grasp, the entire train had come to a stop. Colorful birds fled down-train through the jungle canopy, screaming like the world was ending. A low whistle swept in their wake.

“Senator,” said the guard. “That’s—”

“I know what it is!” he hissed. I recognized it, too: a badgeboar trumpeting.

“We don’t have any rangers with us.”

Scalen froze. “Back down the ladder. Now! Butcher, get to your wagon immediately,” he commanded. “We’re being attacked by badgeboar.”

Another rumble shook the train, and I recalled Minx, the badgeboar in Pen Stables. Bigger than a carnephon, with tusks that put the bull’s horns to shame. There’s a reason why Ranch has tall walls, and why people had put up with oppression to stay within them. We like to believe greater recipes and factories give us power over emphon, but travel is a gamble. Most merchants don’t last more than three years.

I sprinted back to my wagon, vaulted inside, and dug through my bags.

“What’s going on?” Cori asked.

“Badgeboar emphon are attacking the wagons,” I answered. “I need my stash.”

“You aren’t allowed to consume emphon,” they reminded.

“That won’t matter if we die out here.”

I withdrew my emergency stash of Emphon Rub—preserved by an alchemic gastronomy technique Laven was adept with, called freeze drying—and leapt out of the door before Cori could stop me.

“Killer!” they shouted after me. “You use that on foreign soil, and they might think it’s another attack!”

“It’s a risk we’ll have to take.”

As I hurried toward the front of the train, stepping through prickly, wet foliage, I removed the dry, jerky-like chunks of Emphon Rub from the packaging. I tried to remember what meat we’d used to make this, gave up, and shoved everything into my mouth.

Smoke, lime, and earth washed over my tongue, dancing alongside the sweetness of the meat I’d used. Not carnephon, but badgeboar. From Minx. The good news was that meant I wouldn’t be at a height disadvantage against the badgeboar attacking the wagons.

The bad news? A few seconds later, I was thirty meters tall and crashing through the jungle canopy as I grew. Branches ripped my exposed skin everywhere, leaving me a bleeding mess before I even got started.

I almost stopped to uproot a smaller tree to use as a club but caught myself. I didn’t fully understand Immemorialism yet, but I knew it wouldn’t be smart to bring a weapon to a fight with the Empire’s most sacred beasts.

I charged up-train naked and unarmed, breaking through trees and branches in my path. Running through a city while under the effects of my greater can be frustrating. People get in the way, and occasionally, you smash through a building, but running uphill through the rainforest while being slapped by giant branches, tangled by vines, and tripped by roots—all while dodging your very angry jailers? Not ideal either.

After five minutes slogging my way forward, I broke through the wet foliage. A frothing waterfall cascaded from the sheer cliff of the mountain on the northern side of Burrow’s Pass into a crystalline pool. It was the only peaceful sight amongst carnage.

Beside the pool, two badgeboar were crushing the hell out of several wagons. Badge guards were attempting and failing to lure the emphon away from the destroyed wagons rather than damage them.

Badge and boars alike lost focus as I roared from the edge of the clearing. “I’LL TAKE THEM. GET TO SAFETY.” Two of the badge warriors fled into the woods, but the rest stayed. One of the boars lifted his spined tusks toward me, grunting and snorting in challenge, and then nothing else mattered.

Since Laven had discovered Variance, wrangling emphon had become relatively straightforward. Consume Emphon Rub made from a meat that makes you bigger than your opponent, and it’s a matter of leverage and time. It’s how Cori so quickly dispatched the two escaped carnephon that attacked my restaurant. Ten-meters more leverage makes it easy.

I wasn’t going to have that luxury.

It’d been at least a year since I fought a badgeboar from the same height category, but I lifted my head and charged the challenging boar before it could charge me.

Our shoulders slammed into each other, both of us grunting as we entered into the pushing contest badgeboar preferred. My first fight, I’d been completely unprepared for how different it was to fight a boar than a bull. Bessa was all gore and thrust. Boars start with shoving contests and then graduate to headbutting the ever-living shit out of you.

I wouldn’t let it get that far.

Playing dirty, I threw an uppercut into the badgeboar’s soft belly.

He squealed and staggered back, raking his spined tusks at me. I blocked with my forearms, but I’d failed to account for the second one. Hearing her mate squeal, she shoved into me from the side, pressing my other shoulder. I hadn’t braced my legs like I had with the male and went spinning backward into the wagon train, knocking one aside and releasing its moose to sprint desperately into the rainforest.

“What are you doing?” called a voice from the wreckage. “Stop! You’ll hurt them!”

I ignored them and rose to my feet, tackling the male into the pool. As we thrashed under the waves, a flash of teal gossamer light appeared suddenly in the corner of my vision before coalescing into the shape of a short man.

“You’re wasting time!” Cutler chided. “Lure them into the cave behind the waterfall and be done with this before you shrink.”

“NOT NOW, OLD MAN!” I screamed, but it was lost to a roil of bubbles that blew into the badgeboar’s snout. I hadn’t even thought to check whether there was a cave behind the waterfall. Badgeboars primarily lived in caves or underground. Chances were good they lived there. Maybe I could get them home.

I gave up wrestling the boar and stood up in the pool, but the moment I cleared the surface, a tusk raked into my back, tossing me forward. How was I going to deal with both of them?

Then I felt the entire world shake.

A shadow swept over the clearing, blotting the sun. The boars froze. I nearly pissed myself.

A hand the size of my entire body reached down from the sky and plucked the male boar into the air.

Laven had apparently saved some of the Dolphon Rub from the war. My best friend was now two hundred meters tall, his body so enormous that it defied logic. And while that was going to be very, very useful for dispatching the badgeboar, it came with a very, very large drawback.

During the Revolution, most of the bones in Laven’s left leg shattered. Even with Emphon Milk to heal him, he couldn’t fully bear his weight and used a cane for mobility. There are no canes for giants. Already, his left leg trembled with the strain.

Any moment, he would fall.

“You need to do something about that, quick,” Cutler said near my ear.

The female boar had already sprinted into the cave, having no interest in fighting a gargantuan man. Laven placed the other boar on the ground by the cave entrance, releasing it to the same safety.

“LAVEN!” I shouted, hoping my voice even carried that far. “GET AWAY FROM THE WAGONS!”

The other problem with Laven using Emphon Rub is that he doesn’t have great vision, and his spectacles don’t grow with him. With slow, enormous movements, he seemed to look for wagons below. Even if he could see without his glasses, I knew the wagons would be blocked by the canopy, so I started waving my arms wildly.

It’s probably why I didn’t notice the badge warriors circling behind me.

Remember how I said I tackled the boar into the pool? Well, I was still in it, and Laven’s toes were, too.

“I warned you,” said the arrogant voice of Scalen Ladwait.

I turned away from Laven just in time to watch two badge guards drop something metallic into the pool. A moment later, pain sizzled up my body. I seized like I’d been struck by the lightning of a Stormsquall Steak greater, and I slammed into the ground, vision dancing as my muscles twitched. Thankfully, I didn’t land on any of the badge.

When Laven fell, he crushed half a mountain.

Before my spasms ceased, Scalen Ladwait walked into my eyeline, there in the dirt on the edge of the pool. “I told you that you wouldn’t consume emphon.” He turned to his guards. “When they shrink down, bind them. They’ll stay in a cell for the remainder of the trip.”
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Course 2: Dry Curry Gryphon

One of the spiciest dishes in the Empire, this meal of minced gryphon is best served alongside rice, a stir-fry of crunchy vegetables, and a yoghurt smoothie, which helps to reduce the overall heat.

Ingredients (serves 2):

For the curry paste:


	15–16g dried bird’s eye chilis, stemmed (and seeded for reduced spiciness and flavor)

	1 tsp sea salt

	4 cloves garlic, minced

	12g fresh galangal, peeled and thinly sliced (as thin as you can get it)

	½ shallot, thinly sliced

	20g lemongrass stalk, thinly sliced from the bottom, discarding the leafy tops

	Zest of 1 makrut lime and ½ tsp lime juice

	1 tsp red miso

	2 tsp white peppercorns, powdered

	½ tsp skyroot powder

	½ tsp coriander powder



1 tsp vegetable oil (optional)

250g gryphon thigh, minced

2 tbsp tamari

¼ tsp molasses

10g lemongrass stalk, thinly sliced from the bottom, discarding the leafy tops

10 fresh makrut lime leaves, thinly sliced

1–3g fresh bird’s eye chilis, stemmed and roughly sliced

1 stalk green onion, sliced from the top, for garnish

Steps:


	To begin preparing the curry paste, soak chilis in water to rehydrate slightly, about 5 minutes. They should be slightly squishy, but still firm. Pat dry and slice as thin as you can manage to save yourself time. (If you’re losing liquid while slicing, you may want to increase the width of your slices.)

	About 3g at a time, transfer sliced chili to a mortar and pestle with salt and garlic. Pound for 1 to 2 minutes. Increase to 2 to 3 minutes about halfway through (for a total of about 20 minutes of pounding) until you have a very fine paste with almost no visible skin.

	Add galangal, shallot, lemongrass, and lime zest one at a time, pounding until fully incorporated.

	Add lime juice, red miso, and remaining powders all at once, and stir in with a small whisk until the paste is creamy, uniform in color, and all lime juice has disappeared.

	Heat your wok over medium-high until pre-heated. Optionally, add oil once heated, though it shouldn’t be necessary unless you lost lots of liquid in your curry paste. Once heated, add curry paste directly to wok. If it isn’t immediately aromatic, add oil. Heat for 30 seconds.

	Add minced gryphon, scraping the curry and gryphon from the wok constantly, for 3–4 minutes, depending on the size of your mince.

	While gryphon remains in motion, add tamari and molasses. Stir for 30 more seconds until incorporated and molasses starts to caramelize into the curry paste layer on the gryphon.

	Reduce heat to medium, add remaining ingredients (excluding garnish), and toss for another minute until fully incorporated.

	Remove from heat, serve over rice, if including, and garnish.



Expected Endurance Effect(s):

Endurance, 4–6 hours

Ability to manipulate nearby foliage, including root systems, into specific shapes and structures, 4–6 hours

Enhanced Endurance Effect(s):

Ability to grow or desiccate manipulated foliage, 4–6 hours

Variance Effect(s):

Unknown

Emphon Effect(s):

Gryphon: similar ability, but appears to also work on human bones (deceased only, thankfully)

[image: image]
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SHACKLES, PRESENT AND PAST

LAVEN AND I awoke shackled in adjacent cells of an iron cage. The jail-wagon’s busted wheel bounced us through the mountains, battering bruises we’d sustained during our enlargement. The wounds opened by the badgeboar’s tusks had scabbed over my ribs, and each jostled movement made them unpleasant company, but I had it easy. Laven’s weaker arm and leg must’ve been excruciating, one bound over his head, the other tucked under him awkwardly.

I could’ve asked how he was doing. We were close enough to talk to each other, but not without raising our voices. Pleasantries at full volume without water to nurse our throats only entertains for so long.

We’d been dressed in badge attire, the material protective and breezy but uncomfortable in its unfamiliarity and poor quality. As I had when I only considered changing clothes, I felt like I’d let Ranch down, forced to wear rags again like the Revolution had never happened.

The badge gave us little to eat and less to drink. Not even a pot to piss in. Though all the badge wagons had left Ranch with covers, they’d removed the canvas from ours, and the elements assaulted us: heat, humidity, rain—gods, so much rain—and bugs as big as my hand.

We spent a week entirely underground, through a passage in the mountain, the dampness clinging to our metal restraints so that there was no getting comfortable. The darkness a test of sanity.

No one from the Ranch end of the train appeared to rescue us, which meant they’d either stolen us away or kept them away. I doubted Cori would leave us like this long, but as the days stretched on, my confidence waned. Even if Cori couldn’t get to us, they should’ve been able to send Cutler in ghost form, right? But he never came either. I worried the badge had abandoned the ranchers to the mountains—or worse.

Somewhere in the midst of the tunnels, when it had been so long since we’d last seen a jailer or the sun and I couldn’t tell what day—or night—it was anymore, Laven tapped the bars with his good arm. “You haven’t said much, mate. You cross with me?”

It took a few tries to get my parched throat working. “Of course not. I feel like a fool.”

“What else is new?”

I choked. “Famines, Lav, it hurts to laugh. Cut that out.”

In darkness this deep, I couldn’t even trust I knew where his voice was coming from, let alone see him, but I imagined he smiled at that. When he spoke next, he sounded pleased with himself. “What for, this time?”

“Cori warned me not to eat the Rub.”

“You weren’t the only who ignored that advice. Too hard, ain’t it? After the war, I mean.”

I did know what he meant. Sitting around didn’t feel natural anymore. Not that it had much before, but now? Famines.

“Do you ever miss it?” I asked quietly, half-guilty.

The pause lengthened enough for me to hear the skittering of bugs, or maybe bats, somewhere above us.

“Yeah, I reckon I do,” he admitted. “But not the way you do. I miss the purpose more than the action. Between the rest of my family leaving with New Panchon and adapting to my new body, the schedule, the rigor, mate, it gave me so much structure. Warchef Grilkwin gave me structure in the kitchen, too. Scalding suns, I learned a lot. I miss learning.”

It always felt weird to hear Laven refer to Auntie Gyn with so much formality, but he never shook the habit. Probably a good thing, to be honest.

“Now,” he continued, “it’s just aimless, ain’t it? We had the Academy House for six months, and…” He sighed. “Yeah, I miss having someone tell me where to be sometimes, what to learn.”

The fighting calmed the hurt of my moms, but being away from Cori dulled everything good into nothing. How do I reconcile that? “I feel like I can’t be at peace if I’m not fighting, and I can’t be happy if I’m not with Cori. But when I’m not at peace, I shouldn’t be with Cori.”

Laven made a dismissive noise. “You know that’s bollocks. Fighting didn’t help. It distracted. Cori was never going to end it. You just couldn’t bear looking at yourself, so you couldn’t bear Cori looking at you. You need to start accepting that.”

“Accepting that?” I repeated, my anger climbing. Between the badge, the isolation, and now this? I didn’t deserve this. “Who are you to tell me how I felt?”

“Your best friend!” His shout reverberated off the iron bars, scaring the crawlies along the walls. “The one who listened to you whinging every night. Mate,” he said quickly, calming his tone. “We’re about to enter the belly of the beast. You need to accept that Cori has your back no matter what.”

“I know that,” I said, sharply.

“Then believe it means something.”

“Where is this coming from?”

Silence again. Then finally, “I’ve been thinking about what Cutler’s been saying. I don’t think you should listen to him. I can practically hear you torturing yourself in the dark over there, mumbling to yourself about how easy it’d be to get out of these restraints if you were a sourcerer. It’s not the right path.”

The earnestness in his voice cut through my anger. “You heard all that?”

“Mate.” He chuckled.

“You really think it’s the wrong path?”

“For you,” he said, “I can’t imagine a worse one. You were awful without Cori. Sorry, mate, but, scalding sun, you were just utterly miserable to be around. So bloody angry. I love you, but you go down that road for an eternity and you’ll become the Empheron yourself.”

We kept talking well into the hours of whatever it was, day or night, but I couldn’t help but wonder whether he was right. I never really decided, even months later, when he and I had that conversation again.

Funny how now, I can look back and know without a doubt.
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MANGTIER

TWO DAYS LATER, we arrived.

The first thing I saw of Mangtier through the bars of my cell was its namesake: The Five-Tiered Temple of the Gryphon. The sight transported me back to my first conversation with Ruda, the semoli trader whose spice trade had changed the entire course of my life. “What would you call the roots of a tree so tall that it would dwarf your tenements? With leaves that touch the moon when it blooms at night under her glow?” she’d asked when I wondered what skyroot powder was called.

It turned out that the temple wasn’t attached to a skyroot tree, but I sure thought it was from a distance. By then, some trees rose as tall as sixty meters. When we came around the mountain, I beheld several such behemoths clustered so closely together, I didn’t realize the trunks were separate until later. Just below their interconnected canopy, wooden floors, columns, and slanted roofs stacked atop each other around the trunks, creating a structure reminiscent of an upside-down wedding cake, larger on top than bottom. Something like a large rope dangled from the base of the final floor, disappearing into the trees below.

As we descended from the mountain, the feline shape of a gryphon flew in from the north. Its pale, featherless wings stretched on a lazy air current, and it seemed impossible that such a heavy emphon could fly. As it landed at the top of the tree that held the temple, shaking the whole structure, the sun backlit the membrane of its wings, demonstrating how powerful and batlike they were compared to the feathered wings of the duckbill or drakephon. If people resided inside the temple, they were unbothered, because no one fled. Bells rang as the building rocked, but it was anyone’s guess whether that was intentional or a consequence of the swaying structure. The gonging ended when all was still.

Beneath the canopy, signs of civilization materialized almost out of nowhere. Other wagons joined a large avenue from adjoining roads. We passed workers harvesting datonuts and mangos from the trees and fishing from pools and streams. I couldn’t help but gawk from below at what I can only describe as a farm planted in the trees. By some feat of ingenuity, an entire plantation grew from what appeared to be the ribcages of multiple emphon, suspended among branches, filled with soil. Unfamiliar crops rose from their confines. I have no idea how they got the light they needed or how they kept soil from falling through the gaps in the bones, but clearly, it was working.

Closer to the temple, homes climbed the trees. Swaying bridges spanned between them like streets, often at angles, all bustling as we approached an increasingly dense city elevated more than thirty meters off the ground. Sounds so unlike Ranch hooted and called, the monkeys and birds as lively as the people and much louder.

Sweet and savory aromas wafted through the canopy, midday meals of cooked fruits and buttered naan dancing into my cell. After a week with little more than slopped porridge deafened by too much cinnamon, my mouth watered and my stomach growled traitorously. Laven’s too.

One by one, the wagons in our train came to rest on a broad wooden platform that lifted us into the city. Our path led to a door carved from the trunk of an isolated behemoth. A number of windows glowing with firelight corkscrewed up from the door like the outside of a spiral staircase, approaching a cantilevered three-story building built out from the trunk. The air around the tree took on a peculiar smell, reminiscent of rainwater and unroasted coffee. Someone called the train to halt.

Cori appeared outside our cell, and all the sinking dread in my stomach unfurled, even as Scalen appeared behind them.

“You’re okay.” The relief in my voice was palpable.

“That was my line, killer.”

A dozen or so badge exited the tree before we could say more, joining Cori and Scalen beside the cart. Cori bowed in the badge fashion to each, with fingers to their lips, and the badge returned it. It took forever, and more and more members of the rancher train arrived—all but Cori dressed like badge in feathered cloaks and flared trousers suited to sticky heat beneath the trees.

“These are the prisoners,” Scalen said, as if it weren’t obvious. “Paprick Bessa, the Butcher of Ranch, and his sous Chef, Laven Florento.”

“Their bruises paint them rather savagely. Did they give you trouble?” a woman asked, her accent matching Scalen’s.

“Much,” Scalen answered.

“They saved this train from destruction,” Cori countered.

“There will be time for all of this later,” said a rickety old badge. His accent was less pronounced than any others’ so far, but his cloak was more intricate than most, woven of blue and yellow badgeboar feathers. The rachis of each feather were gilded in gold. Unlike most of the other badge present, his cloak trailed on the ground behind him, and his shoulder padding was so stark the garment seemed to swallow him whole. The badge all nodded readily and stepped back in deference, and I wondered if he was another senator or one of their religious leaders, the apicii. “For now, bathe the barbarians and restore them some dignity before the welcome feast. We are not so uncivilized as the easterners.”

Everyone bowed to the man, touching their lips for a half-second longer than they had with the rest.

“Who is that?” I asked Cori as I was yanked from the cell by a guard.

“It ain’t obvious? That’s the emperor.”

As if aware of my attention, the man turned again and smiled for me, revealing two missing teeth from both rows: the canines. I hated every moment of that smile, too large, showing both rows of teeth. It gave an uncomfortable bird-like quality to the angle and shape of his expression, and when he stopped smiling, I couldn’t help but imagine blood squirting out from his mouth through those gaps as he chewed meat.

“Welcome, Chef,” he said. “I hope you find my empire hospitable.” The guard shoved me forward hard enough that I almost fell.
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IMPERIAL DINING

LAVEN AND I got a moment alone after our baths while the badge staff went to fetch us clothes of suitable quality. Thanks to my greater, the pair of us had gotten used to seeing each other completely naked, so while it might’ve left others in an uncomfortable silence, we got straight into things.

“They might be listening,” Laven whispered as I opened my mouth.

“Let them. How are you doing? I saw how they had your arm shackled.”

He rubbed it tenderly but nodded toward his cane. “I’ve survived worse. I’m sorry more than anything.”

I inspected the bath, noticing the pipes feeding it hot water and the fact that it had been carved from the inside of the tree itself. The entire room and all the furniture were that way. After climbing the staircase into what we learned was the Imperial Palace, Laven and I were led to the emperor’s personal bathing suite. “For what?”

“I heard one of the badge talking to the emperor as we came in, telling him about Dolphon Rub. I didn’t think about it at the time, but I gave away our greatest military secret.”

I almost laughed. The Freedom of Recipes Act forced me to reveal my greater to the Cabinet and Auntie Gyn years ago, and then again when Laven discovered Variance. I’d long since forgotten both were still secret outside the country. “Without the recipe, their knowledge is useless,” I assured him. “Better, actually. Let them be afraid of starting a war. Now, how do we get out of here?”

“Are you raving? How would that look, mate?”

“Guilty,” I admitted, “but what else can we do?”

“Trust Cori to sort it.”

He moved away from the bath, and we fawned over how some other pipes funneled tree sap into the bath. Apparently, this kind of sap wasn’t used for making syrup like the one Vanil had shown me all those years before in the Greenhouse, but for soap. A flash of memory brought me back a few years before my moms were murdered by the king. Mom had stolen soap from a Rare whose flat she’d been forced to clean. It was made from bison hoof, desert anise, and citrus rind. I could still remember the scent. First time I’d ever used real soap. She knew there was a boy on the bottom floor of the Common I liked and stole it so I could ask him to dance at the Flyover Festival. My gut clenched. What would she have made of all this?

“I want to, but I don’t even know what Cori’s plan is. Did you know we’d meet their emperor? What do we even know about him?”

“His mum was Apicius of the Caprishell in Somido,” Laven answered. “It’s the smallest and weakest kingdom in the Empire. Even the Domed Temple was a bit of a laugh in the country until he rose to power. I don’t know much about how, but if he managed to climb all the way through their senate to get elected as emperor, he did something right. Beyond that, he’s publicly pious, but Cori and I think that’s mostly to keep the support of families like Feng’s. Not really much of a believer. His politics focus on land usage, stricter on the northern kingdoms than on the southern ones. Rish mentioned there’s some rumblings about that.”

“How evil though? On a scale from us to Rare.”

Laven snorted. “Who really knows, mate? It’s all statecraft, ain’t it? Could be tossing people out of these trees in the dark and we’d never know it.” He checked back to make sure the door was still closed. “But I’m worried about his presence. I don’t think Cori saw that coming, and we haven’t heard from her at all.”

“Her?” I asked, thinking he meant a second person, not Cori.

Laven eyed me, and I realized in only a few weeks, I’d already completely shifted my perception of them. Probably had a lot to do with how painfully I missed them while shackled to the cage.

“Right, Cori. Yeah, I wouldn’t worry. Th—she’s got some tricks up th—her sleeve.”

Laven didn’t miss a single one of my slips. “Cori came out to you, didn’t…they?”

I flushed, clear as day in my nudity. What was I supposed to do here? Was confirming outing them? I mean, it was Laven, but Cori’d said they’d wanted to try just us. In an attempt to hide my uncertainty, I moved us over to a corner and remarked loudly upon the ventilation that released the steam from the room in case anyone was eavesdropping. The canopy was just visible in greens and browns through the slitted wood, revealing this room’s position near the top of the tree.

Laven must’ve sensed the source of my discomfort because he changed the subject. “I don’t know if Cori told you, but I had an idea for a new greater. It seemed more important to figure it out, while we were locked up. As soon as things calm down, I’m going to work out a flavor for it.”

“Anything I can help with?”

He shrugged. “Not yet, but I’ll let you know. But where’s Cutler? Shouldn’t he have appeared by now? Or did he make it so I couldn’t see him?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I saw him while wrestling the boar, but nothing since.”

The door creaked open, and a serving woman stopped short at the two of us standing quite proudly, examining the vent in the ceiling, bodies on full display. If her gaze lingered a little too greedily over Laven’s body, it was to her own demise. She was barking up the wrong tree. But she hustled forward quickly, offering us much finer badge clothing than our jailers had.

I hated how comfortable they felt. The humidity of the room was seemingly repelled by their fabric. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to the cut of the pants though.

A few minutes later, we entered a dining pavilion. Broad windows on the far wall revealed the jagged spines of the mountains and the infinite greens of the rainforest. Steam licked off the trees below us and birds danced in the air. I felt I could almost hear the calling of monkeys.

Though the view stole my initial focus, I was quickly overcome by introductions. “Criminal” or not, many of the badge senators in attendance wanted to meet me. Within fifteen minutes, I’d mastered the badge bow out of necessity, my lips chapping from all the times I touched my fingers to them. It made me wonder about the origins of the greeting—I’d always known that common developed the snack exchange out of necessity, some kind of inherent cultural knowledge no one ever had to teach me. But why the lip touch?

If Cori had been there to ask, they would’ve known, I was sure. Laven was the only other rancher present, though. Where was everyone else?

Eventually, a badge woman with the no-nonsense demeanor of someone in charge led Laven and me to a table at the center, set for ten. All around us, badge strode over to seats at adjacent tables. All remained standing with at least one hand on the back of the chairs, which were made of thatched twigs I swore wouldn’t hold our weight.

Finally, my people entered. As I attempted to lift my hand from the chair, the woman in charge pressed one of hers down with impossible strength. On instinct, I checked her eyes for Endurance, but only brown stared back at me. I could only watch as my entire cooking brigade, except for Feng, paraded to a table in the corner, eyes down like they’d been warned against something. Like Laven and I, they’d bathed and changed into badge clothing.

Another door opened, and Cori entered dressed in their finest suit, marks of their position on their breast pocket, flatsword scabbarded at their hip. Combat boots and mischievous smirk. Laven had been right. Escaping would’ve been foolish. This was my warrior.

Crooked Rish wheeled in behind them, alongside Feng, and the trio approached our table, where a chair was swiftly removed to accommodate Rish.

Still no Cutler.

Before I could say anything to Cori, who stood beside me, a porter announced, “All welcome His Imperial Majesty and honored dining party,” and the emperor shuffled in. As before, he wore a cloak of badgeboar feathers, but this one had a huge, peacock-like backpiece that defined ostentatious. The room seemed to lean as everyone bowed toward him, the tree trunk rocking under the duty of the movement. Because of his feathers, I failed to see his honored party until they’d all reached the table. An elderly woman I took to be the emperor’s wife led Scalen Ladwait, a woman that couldn’t be mistaken as anyone but Feng’s mother, and a man I guessed must be her stepdad.

Great.

“Please sit,” the emperor said.

Feng took a half moment longer than everyone else, eyes flaying her family before she sat. Despite my breezy badge clothes, the air boiled.

“It is good to have a Victsoan back in my home,” the emperor said, ignoring the hostility and nodding to Cori. “Too long has it been.”

The way the emperor used Cori’s fake surname made it clear he knew the real one, causing my hand to flinch. But if Cori was surprised the emperor knew, they didn’t show it. Feng’s confusion was clear, though. Her eyes narrowed as she scrutinized Cori.

“I’m pleased by the invitation, Your Imperial Highness, if not the circumstance,” Cori said diplomatically.

“Ah, yes,” the emperor continued, “but before we discuss the emphon in the room, might I introduce the rest of our guests? My wife, Oshin. To my left, Apicius Beakka Ladwait, and her husband, the honorable ranger Rivern Engi of Ryespur.”

The husband—Feng’s stepdad—touched his lips. “Call me Riv.”

His accent differed, almost as if he had a Rare parent and a badge one. He didn’t look like a foreigner, so either Ryespur had a different way of speaking, like Far Common and Ranch did, or he was from a different social class. His name didn’t seem to match either. My eyes flicked to Scalen, who’d taken his wife’s surname. Cori said it was because she was an apicius, but then why hadn’t Rivern? I cursed my lack of cultural knowledge. We hadn’t even been served yet, and I was already way out of my depth.

As if on cue, the staff produced a plate of beautifully sculpted fruits for each of us, covered in a sweet and spicy sauce. “Fruit chaat,” said the server, and I immediately took a bite, earning a glare from the entire table.

“What?” I asked Cori, food still in my mouth so I could continue to savor the flavor. My gods, it was refreshing after all that time in the cage. And the seasoning. Famines, it was nutty and tangy and a tickle hot all at once, none overpowering the natural sweetness. I remembered how I’d used the datonut water with Cutler and felt like a kid playing between my moms’ legs when they made food.

“It is proper for His Imperial Highness to eat first,” answered Scalen with as much disgust as humanly possible. “We would not want you to think it poisoned.”

“Shit.” I swallowed. “At least you know I’m fairly trusting, Your Imperial Highness.”

Laven shook his head, but the emperor actually chuckled, revealing those disconcerting gaps in his teeth. “It’s refreshing to have people unused to spoiling me,” he said before taking his fork to the dish and sampling it. When he nodded, everyone else took a bite and the servers plated the adjacent tables.

Cori dotted their mouth demurely with a napkin and cleared their throat. “If I may, Your Imperial Highness—”

“Oh, that is enough of that, young la—” The emperor stumbled, perhaps thrown by Cori’s dress. “—ambassador. No need for honorifics. It gets tremendously tiresome.”

“Thank you,” Cori said. “As I was saying, I’m a bit surprised by this table. I hate to be rude, but is that normal here, inviting a single family to dine with foreign dignitaries?”

“No,” the emperor admitted. “But these are abnormal times. To my knowledge, a badge princess has never found herself working in the restaurant of a rancher terrorist, nor has a terrorist ever surrendered so willingly.”

Cori took a moment to absorb this sentence, and as they did, the rest of it caught up with me. Feng was a princess? Feng found her chaat incredibly interesting all of a sudden, rotating the carved fruits for thorough inspection.

“It seems y’all caught me at a loss. I wasn’t aware Feng was royalty.”

“Because I am not,” she grumbled.

“Not technically,” the empress said, leaning over conspiratorially. She had the air of an old gossip about her as her eyebrows waggled and she added, “Yet.”

“It’s all a bit complicated,” Riv clarified. “But for simplicity’s sake, let’s just say the next empress and Feng are engaged.”

“Were,” Feng corrected, but she was ignored.

“The same princess you were going to offer to Paprick?” Cori asked sharply.

“No, that’s a common mistake,” Riv said, still happy to drive the conversation despite the emperor’s presence at the table. “The next empress, the empress-elect, isn’t part of the current emperor’s family. We elect successors from our senate when the current emperor announces retirement. The empress-elect isn’t a princess, but her future wife and any daughters will be, just like the current emperor’s daughters are and will be even after he dies.”

“The princess we were going to offer was just one of my useless daughters,” the empress said. “Very pretty though.”

“Useless?” Feng laughed darkly. “What do they have to do to be considered useful? Lost lore, the woman barely loses one duel to become Apicius, and you treat her like she is garbage. Is she not a senator now?”

The Ladwaits all glared at her, but she smiled with the unapologetic ease of a teenager who didn’t want to be at the dinner table, despite being older than me.

Cori pounced. “That sounds rather like a complicated issue between Feng and the empress-elect. Perhaps y’all should address that privately. But publicly, there’s something simple we can discuss: these preposterous charges you’re leveling at Paprick and his staff.”

“Preposterous?” Scalen sat straight. “You cannot insult—”

“Now, now, senator, I take no insult. The ambassador has every right to feel scorned. We arrived at their doorstep under the presumption of peace only to accuse their most beloved sons of terrible crimes.”

“After we were attacked!” Scalen’s eyes nearly burst from his head. “I am sorry, Your Imperial Highness, but I must be mistaken. You ordered me to bring those charges, personally.”

“That I did, but you told me yourself that those two have been bound and caged for the better part of two weeks with constant surveillance. Is that correct?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then explain to me,” the emperor interjected, “how they could have facilitated an attack in Ryespur three days ago.”

Cori was content to let this go on without interference, and taking their lead, Laven and I continued sampling the interplay between the spices and the fruits. I wanted to whisper to him about the flavor profile. What was that spice blend, and where was the earthy funk coming from? But he beat me to it, mouthing, “Skyroot powder?” between bites. I shrugged. Could they have it here, too? Ruda never did tell us where it came from.

“Your Imperial Highness,” Scalen said, floundering, “I fear I have fallen behind here.”

The emperor reached over his shoulder, and a server handed him another one of those magic slates the badge senators had brought to the Cabinet meeting. I only caught a glimpse, but it was enough to see my logo and more corpses. Hili’s murderer had been in Ryespur, the same city Cutler had said he was headed toward, three days ago. Was that nearby? Was that why Riv was here? I needed a map.

“It could have been orchestrated from afar,” Scalen said. “They might have planned for it to happen while we were in transit to obfuscate their involvement.”

“Which is why we have yet to clear them of charges,” the apicius said, speaking for the first time. Hers was a voice if ever there was one. I swear, it could’ve stripped the spice from the yogurt before me with its acidity. “And frankly, of little importance. We have them here, and we will watch them until you can try them for the crime. We need to discuss our daughter.”

“Wait a second,” Cori interjected. “You have evidence of a crime they couldn’t have committed, but you won’t be retracting these charges. Is that right?”

The emperor motioned to a server to remove the fruit chaat, and apparently that meant the rest of us had to give it up. I wanted to say something, maybe to the server, maybe to the emperor, about all this, my anger starting to rise, but Laven cut me a look. “Leave it to Cori,” he’d said. Stewing in disappointment, I waited for his answer.

“I am not unreasonable,” he said, finally. “I can see, from certain angles, how his direct innocence could be feasible. But it would be an incredible risk for me to release him, do you not agree? As the senator said, he could have orchestrated things.”

Cori didn’t answer.

“I would need to feel safe,” the emperor continued. “Assured that we could handle him or any other potential attacks on our soil.” He reached over his shoulder and produced another slate. This one bore the image of Laven making a mountain look like a molehill. “Give me this greater, and he will be released on bail until the trial.”

“Absolutely not,” Cori answered.

“Then he remains in custody.” “This is ridiculous!” Feng spat. “You’re only doing this because I joined his kitchen.”

“Do not speak out of turn before the emperor,” her mother ordered.

The corner of the emperor’s mouth twitched upward. “Beakka, I can see this progressing to an impasse, as you predicted. I believe you had something else in mind?”

The servers chose that moment to serve the second course, halting her reply. I remember thinking I needed to make notes to send to Vanil, my own head server, about the importance of gauging the conversation at the table before interrupting. Then I remembered Vanil probably wanted to murder me for getting his son killed, and Laven’s chuckle made me realize the servers knew exactly what they were doing.

This was strategic, and I needed to be, too.

I focused on what I knew. If this empire had skyroot powder, I needed to be on alert for any of the plant-based endurium sources. All of our intel said the Empire was weakened by its religious reluctance to eat emphon, but if they didn’t need to?

Before me was a mouthwatering curry, resplendent in orange, white, and green. “Massaman curry,” informed the server. My attention swam into the nutty heat rising from the dish, steam and spice, the subtle flavors, pooling beneath a chopped garnish of vibrant greens. A large bowl of sticky rice and a plate of flaky roti canai passed its way around the table, starting with the emperor and ending with his wife.

Again, the emperor took his time sampling the meal, the smells rising from the plate making me ache, and finally we were all allowed to dig in. It’d taken so long, I’d nearly forgotten we were waiting to hear from the apicius.

“When apicii have disputes,” she informed, “we go to the emperor and request a duel to put our grievances before the emperor and the gods. We trust the judgment that follows.”

“You want to duel Paprick?” Cori asked, disbelieving. Cori and Feng were probably the only fighters in the room I’d have trouble defeating with my cleaversaw—wherever it was. They hadn’t given it back when I went to bathe.

“They are nothing so barbaric as those you employ in the east, with your crude weapons.” Beakka scowled at Cori’s sword and side-eyed her daughter for good measure. “They take place in a kitchen. One brigade against another.”

I suddenly understood why my entire cooking staff had been made to take the journey.

“I accept,” I said immediately.

“Chef,” Feng said in warning. “You do not—”

“Quiet, daughter!” Beakka snapped. “He has accepted before the emperor. It is done.”

Beside me, Cori took a deep, defeated breath—I knew what that specific one sounded like. “What are the stakes?” they asked, lamentingly.

“This greater recipe,” said the emperor, tapping the slate, “and his staff’s guilt staked against their innocence.”

“And an imperial release from my betrothal,” Feng added.

“That is not up for debate,” Beakka said.

“She has the right as a part—” Scalen started.

But the emperor cut him off with a question. “You would truly insult this empire so? That we would even allow this betrothal given your blasphemy is charity you will not find again.”

“I do not love her anymore,” Feng said defiantly. “She should have realized that when I left. Where is she anyway? Hiding?”

“Hide? Glayd Eto does not hide. She is of no matter in this.” The emperor shrugged. “As for you, we have no need for any more brats in the imperial line. I will grant this, but on one further condition.”

“What would that be?” Cori growled.

“We sought Chef Bessa’s hand as a means of uniting our peoples against the barbarism in New Panchon. If Paprick proves innocent, I will take it as a sign from the Divine that Herdland is free of that savagery. Marriage will be—what is it your ranchers say?—back on the table.”

“I’m not marrying anyone from the Empire.”

“Is that so?” the emperor asked.

“But,” Cori said quickly, “we’d be happy to stay in the Empire and work out a very generous agreement between our nations, bound in trust and law rather than marriage.”

The emperor considered this for a moment. “And would mutual trade of greaters be possible in said agreement? Do you even have the authority, ambassador?”

“I do,” Cori lied.

Rish, who’d stayed remarkably quiet through this entire exchange, stopped eating the curry, which I’d still not managed to try. “What a fascinating negotiation Crooked Rish witnesses. Tell me, Your Imperial Highness, why bother with this farce of a duel in the first place, eh? It is clear you need an alliance with us. I might even know why. Let us skip the pleasantries, so to speak. Call off the duel; work out a deal now.” Though he spoke to the emperor, his eyes remained on me throughout, as if the words were for me.

The emperor studied Rish for a moment. “You must be the spymaster I have heard so much of.”

Rish frowned. “If you have heard of me, then I am not so good a spymaster as to warrant conversation, eh?”

To everyone’s surprise, the emperor burst into a fit of laughter. When he settled, he pointed a finger at Rish. “You and I will drink alone tonight, and the duel will commence tomorrow as decreed. Now, our curry grows cold. Let us eat and speak of things that do not matter, as it was once between our countries.”

“I just adore your hair,” Empress Oshin said to Cori immediately, drawing a smile from them, the first of the meal. “You must tell me, is that the style among all enbies in Ranch?”

“Oh, I couldn’t say, your Highness,” Cori said shyly—yes, Cori, shyly!—touching a loose curl. “It’s something I’m trying out. Nothing special.”

“Well,” she responded smiling, “it suits you well. When all the politics are over, you must let me introduce you to my stylist. They will give you something to reduce frizz in our humidity.”

I finally got to taste the curry and nearly moaned at the depth of flavor. It brought such a smile to my face, especially alongside that bread so flaky it fell apart in my fingers. Even still, I don’t think it tasted half as good as those words made Cori feel.

I might not have trusted Feng’s family, but Empress Oshin gave me hope we could find allies in this country after all.
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WE DUEL AT DAWN

CORI THREW THEIR flatsword against the wall of the sparsely furnished apartment we’d been given in the palace. “I’m supposed to be representing you! How am I supposed to do that when you agree to starving duels before the terms are even set?”

By this point in the evening, I was well aware that I’d burned my own bread. Cori might’ve been shy and smiley with Empress Oshin, but every pause in the conversation started and ended with a glare in my direction that reminded me of the carvers who used to add percentages to my indenture, before the Revolution.

“Did you even once think that maybe I had a plan? That I might’ve spent the last two weeks while you were locked to a starving wall setting things in motion? Maybe, just maybe, you even wondered where the hell Cutler was if he wasn’t bothering to come to you? Hmm? Or why Rish of all people was at the table with us?”

“I did wonder about that, yeah,” I admitted.

Cori picked up their sword and tossed it at the wall again. “What were you thinking?”

“That I can outcook anyone!”

“In Ranch!” they retorted. “But here? You don’t know a thing about them or their food.”

“Feng—” I started.

“Forget Feng! This is about you.”

It was about then that I realized this was not, in fact, about me. “I ruined your plans.”

“Damn right you did.” They looked at me for the first time since we’d entered the room. “None of this would’ve happened if you kept your cool on the way over here. You think the badge don’t know where their boars live? You think Scalen chose a dangerous path with no rangers or legionaries to protect them on accident?” They wrenched off their blazer and threw it against the wall. Dislodged medals scattered across the floor.

“They staged that attack?”

“Of course they did! And if you’d given me a moment before playing hero, I would’ve realized it. But you always jump in too quick.”

Like I had when I assumed they were breaking up with me. Maybe this was about me.

“I’ll make up for it. I’ll make you your favorite for breakfast.”

“Ranch-style eggs aren’t going to get you out of this, killer. Now, take your clothes off and get in the bed!”

I faltered. “Uh? For…?”

“You were locked in a cage for two weeks and you smell amazing! What is that sc—I don’t have to explain myself. Get in the bed!”

“Yes, ambassador,” I said, smiling.

“Wipe that grin off your face. I’m the only one who’s going to enjoy this.”

“Is that a threat or a promise?”

*   *   *

“Ew, cousin, stop,” Musta says. She was in the middle of hanging her latest drawing, a dolphon, again well done, and for the first time the archivist feels some empathy for the girl. She can’t stand the little brat, but at least in this one small thing she has an ally.

The Butcher only chuckles. “Fine, fine.”

*   *   *

Later that night, my door nearly broke under the force of Feng’s fist. As I opened it, she shoved me inside, allowing her into the room without invitation. She was fully armed, which woke me from my midnight stupor. “What’s going on?”

“We duel at dawn!” Feng shouted. “I am here to help.”

“Help?” I looked back at the bed, where Cori was curled into a ball beneath the sheets, despite the heat. “I’m fine. We were sleeping.”

“Sleeping?” Feng said, pushing me back again. “Did you feed your brain to the gods?”

“Go away,” Cori groaned.

“Should I be doing something else?” I asked, pulling away from her and approaching the window to get some idea of what time it was. I couldn’t find the moon from beneath the tree’s canopy.

“We must plan a menu for the duel,” Feng declared.

Now that my senses were returning, I caught pungent wine on her breath and the stale sweat of prolonged drinking. “Sleep it off, chef,” I recommended. “We can plan in the morning.”

“You have not the faintest idea how this all works,” Feng responded.

It wasn’t a question.

“No, he doesn’t,” said a voice from the door.

Oh, great. Laven and Crooked Rish were here too. All I needed now was for Cutler to show up and I’d get yelled at by every possible source all at once.

“Come on in,” Cori said sarcastically. “I’ll just lie here, naked, while you all use my room. I don’t mind.” They buried their head beneath a pillow.

I motioned everyone out, and for once, they listened, choosing Laven’s apartment by unspoken agreement. On the way, Feng dragged the rest of the brigade out of bed, so by the time we actually got there, we didn’t fit. A bleary-eyed servant directed us through a maze of halls, higher into the tree’s canopy.

We followed a rope bridge to a gazebo that dangled from two thick branches by rope like a birdhouse. Benches and tables filled the space, lit by lamps, but there was no railing. When we moved suddenly or the wind picked up, the platform swayed in a way that made me both nervous and alive. One wrong step and we’d drop so far that falling off the back of a carnephon would look more inviting.

“Can we go back to your apartment, Chef?” my stage asked.

Carefully, I approached the edge. “That drop is nothing compared to Cori’s temper.”

The rest of the city, save the tree that held the temple, lay beneath us. The view overlooking the bustling night was intoxicating. Lanterns of varying hue shone from within the trees and homes like a constellation, while the sky above danced with purples in the moonlight. Even at this late hour, music wafted from a tree to my left. Elevators rose and fell as wagons pulled by moose maintained traffic through the bridges. Despite the foreign environment, the wet treetops, the humid air, the city-ness of it all felt familiar. No different from when I stood atop the Academy Tower and looked down at Ranch.

Laven cleared his throat, a good ten steps back from the edge. We hadn’t all gotten over the dangers of falling.

“Right,” I said, returning to the benches where everyone else gathered in various states of patience—Feng having the least of us all. “We’re dueling another kitchen tomorrow in a badge ritual to clear our guilt.”

“How do you duel a kitchen, Chef?” my stage asked.

“Care to explain, Feng?” I asked.

She glared, knowing full well I didn’t know the answer. “It typically only happens between temples, but it is similar to a rancher cook-off. Like the spicy pepper one you did last autumn. Here, both sides make a greater recipe, and a judge determines which dish pleases more.”

“One greater? Sounds simple enough,” Laven remarked.

Crooked Rish tsked. “Ah, but you have not asked the most important question.”

“Which is?” I asked, annoyed.

“What kind of judge can stomach two greaters without gorging?”

I waited for Feng, who looked abashedly into the distance before answering. “A gryphon queen.”

“A what?” I asked, sure I’d misheard.

“As an emphon who knew the First Ones, and a royal, she is unbiased,” Feng added, as if that was supposed to make any sense at all.

“How do we feed a greater to a starving emphon?” my fry cook asked.

“How do you know which it prefers?” my garde asked.

“Gryphons have queens?” my stage asked, which sounded like the least important of the questions, but was honestly the one I was most curious about, too.

“According to my new friend the emperor,” Rish said, “it tries to eat the losing kitchen. Convenient, eh? No one has to worry about sore losers.” When no one laughed, he shrugged. “Crooked Rish is told the badge put protections in place against that some time ago. No need to worry. Though, if you are found guilty you probably die anyway. I wonder if they will—”

“Thanks, Server, that’s enough,” Laven said.

I returned my attention to Feng. “What do gryphon like to eat, chef?”

“People, mostly,” she answered.

“That’s not helping.”

“You asked.” It seemed she wasn’t as confident as she’d been when she put her betrothal on the line.

I took a moment to survey the city and think.

Crooked Rish wheeled up beside me and lowered his voice. “If you would like, Crooked Rish can get you out of this. I have ears in this city, and they speak many secrets. Just an hour ago, the emperor found himself saying things he will perhaps regret in the morning.”

“I don’t want your help.”

“No,” he acknowledged. “You have not wanted it for many years. I know this, and I have tried to give you space. But tonight, Pappy, tonight, I think you need me, eh? Crooked Rish knows his way around a scheme.”

I hesitated, thinking of the mistakes I’d already made. “If you help, will it burn Cori’s talks with the emperor? Engagement is off the table, but we need to secure a deal as much as they do.”

Rish wheeled himself forward and back, contemplatively, dangerously close to the edge. “I will discuss with Cori directly to ensure it is not so. They deserve that much.”

I wasn’t surprised Rish knew Cori’s pronouns. “We can’t afford a war with these people. There’s more going on here than this.”

“Ah, now, there is the little legend,” Rish said proudly. “Finally starting to see the forest for the trees, eh? Good. Cutler may want you worried about some rock, and he is right to, but the Empire and this terrorist—whoever they are—they are what worries Crooked Rish today, tomorrow, and for as far as he can see into the future. You aren’t the only one who mourns Hili. I knew him long before you did. Let us get our revenge and secure an ally against Panchon, eh?”

Hili brought an unexpected pang to my chest. Did Vanil hold a mourning feast? What were they doing with the body, given the size? I tried to ignore this and focus on Rish’s words. I couldn’t put it past him to mention Hili as a distraction.

“I take it you and Laven are back on cordial terms then, if you know about Cutler and the Source.”

“Pappy, baby,” he said, his mouth more crooked than his moniker. “No one stays angry with Crooked Rish forever.”

“Watch me.”

The reply wiped Rish’s smirk away easily. It hurt to see that smile disappear. Long before I hated the man, I loved him. He was always there for me. As present in my life as Auntie Gyn or Uncle Macen. But years later, I still couldn’t stop myself from lashing out at him or feeling some small enjoyment when I hurt him, like I was righting a wrong. Every time I looked at him, memory sent my eyes burning. I saw my moms as I always did: broken bodies curled around each other, blood seeping into the king’s cacti gardens.

So much of what happened was Rish’s fault. He claimed to love them, but how could he go on smirking and joking? I wouldn’t ever see their smiles again. They’d never see the lights of Mangtier or taste the fruits of its namesake. The height of the gazebo became altogether sickening and reminiscent of the top of the palace, and my stomach churned. “We’re wasting time. I need to plan.”

“Sesa and Asabi raised no fool. Use—”

“Don’t say their names to me.”

He paused, looking down, and nodded. “Pappy, just use what they put between your ears. Work on things as if I do not have a stock in this stew. If you run into troubles along the way, simply speak them, and any particular difficulties will cease to be difficult. My help will fall into place.”

Starving politics. Starving royalty. It all ended up in the same place, always.

I’d been here before. But this time, I wouldn’t repeat the same mistakes I made when I was seventeen.

I took a last look over the city, thrumming with life. Mother would’ve loved it here.

I joined my staff. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”
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PREP

AS PROMISED, I made Cori their favorite food in the morning: proper Ranch-style eggs with runny yolk and crunchy tortilla chips. It took a little help from the imperial palace staff to get the right ingredients, but they were willing now that we weren’t prisoners. The meal bought me a modicum of good will, and I explained what I had planned. They didn’t like it, but they were willing to go along with it.

The first thing Rish did was buy us another day. I don’t know how he did it, and frankly I didn’t care. It gave Laven time to get over the intense anger he felt about my plan, Cori time to figure out a way this didn’t end in war, and me time to remember everything Auntie Gyn taught me about gryphon.

We’d been in the Crel Swamps two weeks when Auntie came to me. Until that point, we’d been wholly focused on constructing our base of operations and organizing the armies. But the fighting would start any day, and it was time to prepare.

“Butchering a gryphon ain’t like a badgeboar, and it sure ain’t like a carnephon,” she’d said as I entered our “stables” at the Front. Most of the yellers called it the morgue, on account that nothing within arrived alive. The swamp beneath the ice-cooled tent had long become a red slush that killed the grass, and the stink still lingers in my nostrils when I think of the war.

Over the course of three days, she shepherded me slowly around the cadaver, which we’d bought off the Empire, taking me through each cut. When Meg had taught me the cuts of carnephon, it had been trial by fire, with our saws slicing as she explained lest we be docked on our indentures. With Auntie, my education was as methodical and academic as Chef Chikor’s Alchemic Gastronomy classes. She didn’t let me make a single cut until I could draw its shape on a blackboard and explain why the muscles overlapped and how the fat marbled.

There in Mangtier, as I recalled her teachings, I wished Cutler had been around to help supplement that knowledge, but he had kept to his word. The moment we got to Mangtier, he kept traveling to Ryespur, one of the northern kingdoms, so he could convince the sourcerers not to kill me. Without him, I was forced to rely on Feng for help.

“Like every other emphon,” she explained, “gryphon lay eggs, nurse their young on milk, and have a keen taste for human flesh. But unlike their cousins, they are renowned cannibals. One of the few emphon that enjoys eating its own.”

Feng was damned sure our best bet was to prepare something with gryphon. During the war, I’d perfected Gryphon Rub and a couple other gryphon-based greaters Auntie had known, but not the one I really wanted: Foresight Fried Gryphon. However, perfecting a greater wasn’t the real challenge when it came to winning these things.

“The name of the game is portion control,” Feng shared. “Gryphon eat more than people, and the judge will expect to be satiated. But like us, she can only handle so much endurium. Too much, and she gorges too. It is a delicate game that ends in killing the gryphon queen, if you get it wrong. The accuser gets to plate first, so Mother will try to fill its belly as full as she can. That makes your job harder.”

I didn’t tell Feng, but I wasn’t concerned about that. In fact, I wasn’t all that concerned about the judging of the duel at all. I needed Rish to wrangle a very angry metaphorical bull, and that concerned me.

There are things I haven’t really gotten into yet. The first is Feng’s ex-fiancée, Glayd Eto. Like Rivern Engi—Feng’s stepdad—Glayd was from the north of the Empire, the second daughter of the well-respected Apicius of the Tusktooth from the incredibly remote city of Herrinpol.

*   *   *

“What’s a tusktooth look like?” interrupts Musta. From what the archivist can see, the girl is partly through a sketch of a desert caprishell, mid-spit. She hadn’t asked for a description when the creature had been referenced, but of course, she didn’t need one. When the archivist had found her wandering in the desert, she’d been using a bale of caprishells for cover. She would be familiar with the way the comparatively diminutive creatures spit acidic balls of mucus onto rocks to melt them into a digestible paste. She’d clearly taken time to appreciate their snapping jaws, goatlike horns and legs, and heavy shell-like scales that protect their backs. Her drawing even shows how the females carry their fertilized eggs on their backs to keep them heated in the desert sun, which isn’t commonly known.

How long had she spent out there with them?

The Butcher sighs. “Swe’me, if you keep interrupting, I’ll never get through this.”

“You promised you’d show me all twelve one day. Kangaphon have basically gone extinct since then and the Empheron’s trying to kill us all. This might be as close as I get.”

“I won’t let that happen,” he declares, but he acquiesces nonetheless. “I’ve only seen one tusktooth, and it was at a distance. It was like a small island, floating in icy waters north of the Empire near the Pillars, with a scaled belly to the sky as it sunned itself. Probably about fifty meters from the spined crest of its head to the tip of its blubbery tail. It gets its name from the two massive endurmite tusks that curve from its upper lips, down over its squat neck and rounded belly. It had at least four eyes that I saw and two heavy claws like a lobster.”

*   *   *

The emperor I’d met was from the Southern Kingdoms, which controlled trade, agriculture, and most of the temples. But the north wasn’t without its riches, mostly technological and alchemical marvels. More Laven’s game than mine. Now, that’s important because the south treated the north like shit despite that. Some long-standing religious superiority feud dating back as far as anyone remembers. Bad. Getting worse.

Which takes us back to Feng’s fiancée, Glayd. With the help of a youth movement, she’d won a narrow election to replace the emperor when he retired or died, either of which would be soon. It was a huge coup for the Northern Kingdoms, who hadn’t fielded an emperor in generations.

According to Rish’s whisper network, everyone in the south wanted to keep Glayd Eto happy—and preferably happily married to a southerner—to avoid civil war. That happy marriage came off the table when Feng disappeared. Thing is, Glayd really did love Feng, so when she heard Feng had been found, she reminded everyone that they were still technically engaged according to imperial law. Feng knew her mom wasn’t about to lose a chance at avoiding civil war. She expected her mom would go all out to win and keep her daughter betrothed.

And that meant cheating.

“There is an unspoken gamesmanship,” Feng said, nursing a hangover with a bubbling smoothie that smelled nearly as awful as Chili Control. “From the first meeting in the hallway outside the kitchen and its ritual greeting, to the presentation of the greaters, she will try to unnerve us.”

“Ritual greeting?” I asked.

“Yes, Chef, you have to show formal respect outside the kitchen or upset the sanctity of the duel. If I know her, she will do something clever to make sure we are uncomfortable before we even enter the room. Then she will grow bolder. Sabotaging stations, ruining shared ingredients, even manipulating the gryphon into dining early. She is a master of it.”

I felt a lot better about Rish’s plan after that. The extra day also gave my stage time to get to know the markets of the city, getting everything I asked him to. If anyone deserves the credit for all this, it’s him. Though, I will grudgingly concede that Rish’s other contribution turned everything on its head. I hadn’t even known New Panchon kept agents in Mangtier.

Alright, that should suffice. Let’s—
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CHOICE WORDS

THE YELLER WHO escorted the prisoners in and out for their “meal” pokes his head through the entrance flap. “One’s ready to talk, sir.”

“Bring them in,” the Butcher orders.

The flap opens wider as a Rare stumbles into the room. The archivist expected the sniveling, drooling man who’d been forced to eat human flesh, but she’s surprised to see the blonde woman who’d been most defiant. All that righteous strength has fled her now; her hair has darkened with sweat and her skin sags pallid and green.

The archivist sorts back through her memory to recall which meat the woman consumed. Wolphon. That made sense. It was poisonous in the best circumstances. Age can’t have done any favors.

The yeller seats her, roughly, opposite Musta, who only glances up from her drawing momentarily.

“I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” the Rare says, desperately. “Please make it stop.”

“Do you know why I fed you wolphon?” the Butcher asks.

“I don’t. Please.” The woman’s eyes snap shut, and her jaw tightens as a wave of agony ripples across her face.

“I think you do,” the Butcher says.

“What does it matter, now?” the woman shouts, her tone furious. She still hasn’t reopened her eyes.

For the first time since he joined her at the table, the Butcher stands from his seat. Practically reposed, he folds his napkin into a tight triangle and places it beside his plate. His fingers skate over silverware as he approaches the woman around the corner of the table, fingernails raising a gentle tinkle from the fine cutlery. Without a word, he presses both hands into the woman’s shoulders, and she lets out a sudden gasp.

“Parslee, Parslee, Parslee,” the Butcher says, kneading her neck. “It matters to me.”

Suddenly, the archivist recognizes her: Lieutenant Parslee Addisoan. If the archivist recalls correctly, Addisoan oversaw the capture of a skyroot tree in the contested northwest a few months prior.

“Please, just tell me what you want to know about the Empheron. If I know it—Ah!” Parslee doesn’t finish as another wave of pain bites her tongue. Blood dribbles out of her mouth as she breathes through it.

“I’ve asked what I want to know,” the Butcher says, still rubbing her shoulders. “Do you know why I fed you wolphon?”

Parslee hesitates before something in her breaks. “Because I brought it wolphon.”

“Because you brought it wolphon,” the Butcher repeats. As he speaks, he returns to his placemat and grabs the antidote bottle he showed earlier. With a delicate touch, he pours the contents onto a spoon and approaches the lieutenant. He starts to hand it to her but pulls it back as she reaches for it.

“What do you want?” she asks, more defeated now than desperate.

“How did the Empheron communicate with you? Where did you get the carnephon necessary to use Chili Control on the wolphon long enough to bring them south to the Empheron? How many did you deliver?”

It only takes a minute for Parslee to give him the answers he seeks, but it’s long enough for the archivist to go numb with shock. She hadn’t really believed the Butcher was bluffing when he said Commander Wensoan had turned to the Empheron’s side, but to hear the lieutenant describe it… Wensoan had undermined New Panchon’s carnephon stores and sent this lieutenant from the northern reaches of the Empire to the southern desert, stuffing her with Chili Control. The archivist had no idea that it’d been going on so long.

“That’s everything I know. Please,” Parslee begs. “The cure.”

“No,” the Butcher says, tossing the spoon to the ground. “Traitors die from their wounds.”

As Musta laughs gleefully, the Butcher calls to the yeller outside. “Leave the Rare in the sun while the poison claims her. I want her to feel the heat as she dies.”

“No! Please!” she cries as the yeller rips her out of the seat. “I didn’t have a choice. He made me do it.”

“We all have choices,” the Butcher says, his eyes still fixed on the archivist as he sits. “We just have to recognize them.”
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MANY COOKS

THE MORNING OF the duel, Ranger Riv Engi, Feng’s stepdad, arrived to escort us to the Temple of the Gryphon’s dueling ground. Four other rangers, one of whom was Feng’s sister, Talyn, flanked him, spreading out to surround us. We would travel by something called a gondola.

“It’s faster than descending into the city only to rise back up to the Temple,” Riv explained.

“Ah,” Feng said, nodding. “So that is her first move. Chefs, prepare to feel queasy.”

Before I could ask what that meant, they led us to a bridge opposite the hanging gazebo from our first night in Mangtier. Three of the rangers crossed ahead of us and climbed the ropes suspending the gazebo from a branch, pulling aside the foliage to reveal a metal ring large enough for a small child to walk through. The fourth raised a red lantern, which he ignited with a puff of breath, and hung it within the ring. My eyes traveled to his, but no yellow stared back at me, and I wasn’t the only one who noticed.

“How’s he doing that without Endurance?” Stage asked no one in particular.

Laven leaned over. “You ever hear of common wearing contacts during the Revolution to hide Endurance? They were invented here.”

Riv’s nostrils flared. “Feet of the First, what’s that ungodly smell?”

None of us answered, but Feng stifled a laugh.

Riv turned on her. “You being a smartass again, Feng-Feng?”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Excuse me? You think leaving the country means—”

A sound like a screaming carnephon split the air, and all four rangers rushed to a corner of the gazebo and braced a support post. The red lantern exploded as a giant crossbow bolt slammed through the ring and into the tree with so much force that the gazebo rocked side to side, even as the rangers pushed. If we’d have been standing on it, we would’ve plummeted.

Shining in the dawn, a long metallic cable stretched out of the back of the bolt, through the ring, and across town to the temple. A zipping noise preceded some artifice streaking down the cable and locking into the ring. A moment later, the rangers ushered us down the bridge into the gazebo, though they were calling it a gondola now. Feng’s sister Talyn climbed back on top and pushed us free of the tree, causing the gondola to rock in a way that made Laven sick over the side.

Riv moved backward and slapped his hands together, creating an impressive shockwave behind us. We shot up the cable before he repeated the action, lurching us ahead again and again until we reached the base of the temple, all of us ready to puke except Feng and Sincera.

As soon as we reached the temple, Riv and Talyn announced we were running late and forced us to sprint to the top tier, right beneath the canopy. The stairs brought us past three different gryphon nests made of tree trunks and bone, some the gleaming blue of endurium and others ominously human, in the lower branches. A gryphon peered back at me from one of them, with two unlidded orbs the size of my head, on pink, fleshy stalks leading down to a body hidden by the enormous nest. I shuddered. To think that some people ate those eyestalks.

Three of us puked when we reached the landing outside the kitchen. Before we’d even wiped our mouths, the apicius and her holy brigade met us outside the dueling kitchen. My staff wore our uniforms, my dubious logo emblazed not-so-proudly on the left lapel. Despite the journey, each of us kept the uniforms a brilliant white, though mine had affectations of leather, matching the apron I wore. As always, my cleaver was hidden within its secret sheath.

The badge wore short cloaks with arms that stopped at the elbow and a sort of bib that settled down the midsection like an apron. Unlike the politicians, these were fletched from bright birds of paradise rather than emphon feathers and looked less likely to snag on countertops or pan handles. Two of their number also had a bandolier of knives slung across their chests, which, I have to admit, looked lish as hell, and with how unsteady my brigade looked in comparison, the duel already felt like it was leaning in their favor.

They bowed as we approached, and we returned the greeting, tossing each of them an overripe durian that they were obligated to catch. It was rude—incredibly so—but I wasn’t going down without fighting. We’d planned to upset them at the formal greeting too. The smell was atrocious, no longer protected by our pockets, and now they had to bring them to their cooking station.

And if that covered the smell of what I was planning, all the better.

“Thank you for your greeting, Chef,” Apicius Beakka Ladwait said coldly.

“We are honored to be your guests,” I replied.

Scowling, she pushed open large wooden doors and led her staff into a dome the size of the King’s Factory, its cupola open to the treetops. My eyes snapped up to the opening, realizing it was large enough for a gryphon to drop through, then roamed all along the incomplete dome. Colorful frescos depicted strange scenes from Olearth, only vaguely familiar. Tall cities made of glass and metal like the Clouds, but hundreds of times bigger. Strange symbols that might have been words once. Mother, who had always listened to Grandmama telling her great-great-grandmother’s stories, would’ve had a better idea what they’d meant. My ribcage seemed to collapse as I thought of her.

I quickly looked away and nearly tripped. Half the space was occupied by a gryphon lounging on the wooden floor, its beaked head set on its bald forepaws while its orblike eyes trailed over us. Famines, it had been in the room with us the entire time and I hadn’t even noticed.

Its presence immediately divided the dome into what felt like a small hemisphere of safety and the gryphon’s deadly domain.

“By the Twelve, she’s unrestrained,” Cori said, terror clear in their voice. And if Cori was afraid, I knew the rest of my staff were.

“This is Lady Garuda, Queen of the Arkene Clutch,” Beakka introduced. “Her lineage predates the Empire. Her mother deigned to converse with the First Ones.” Lady Garuda clacked her beak at us without lifting her head, and I got the distinct impression she didn’t care to meet us. “She will be our judge today, and she needs no restraint. Do not insult her civility in my presence again—or hers, if you value your life.”

Though I was surprised to learn the badge named emphon, I forced myself to focus on the kitchen. There were two full stations across from one another, no less beautiful than my restaurant in Ranch. Between them, a cornucopia of fresh produce, dry goods, and the pickings from two gryphon cadavers.

I cannot accurately express the discomfort that brought. Seeing those thighs, legs, breasts, and wings lying there beside the living thing. Knowing we were meant to cook them for her. The intelligence with which she seemed to know that. It was no more disgusting than my days in the King’s Factory, but it wasn’t much less either. What were we even doing?

Fortunately, Laven took the reins, calling everyone over while I collected myself. When he was done laying out their roles, all eyes snapped to me, and I knew what they were waiting for. It was my favorite thing about being their Chef de cuisine, the thing that brought me the most joy—even more than the cooking—these days.

“Alright people, you know why we’re here. You know what we must do. I won’t hold you up. Fires hot!”

As one, the staff shouted back, “Knives sharp!”

“Plates clean,” I finished, much less forcefully. “Let’s win our freedom.”

“For Herdland,” Laven added, and I nodded. He was right. If we didn’t win, the Empire and Herdland could very well end up at war. New Panchon would crush us between them, and all we’d achieved during the Revolution would disappear. My moms would be a footnote in some Rare history book, if they even deigned to mention us.

“For Herdland,” we repeated.

Each chef hurried to their appropriate station, and I wondered whether Laven was still upset by my plan. He was always professional in the kitchen. Famines, he cooked alongside me without a mistake three minutes after watching his father’s murder—and accepted his dad’s blood would be an ingredient in that dish. The man was iron. But his gaze lingered on the silver serving bowl I’d ordered specifically for this meal. I knew that iron could bend today if I showed any hesitance.

I got to work. As I stoked the grills, the emperor and empress entered, leading a train of senators, including Scalen. The party approached several platforms of chairs until only one other person remained outside, shadowed in the hallway. Feng went stalk-still.

A beautiful woman stepped forward dressed in a vibrant cloak, its feathers woven into stylized depictions of a badgeboar piglet standing atop a tusktooth. Jewels braided through her hair, and charcoal emphasized her soft blue eyes, which were odd among the shades of brown familiar to her people. Those eyes roamed the room before settling on Feng, and though my pastry chef claimed she had no love for the empress-elect, the feeling clearly wasn’t mutual. A blush rose into her skin, already the deep amber of a harvest moon, and even I felt a little romantic for them.

Sincera appeared at my side. “May I poison her, Chef?”

“What?” I said as I startled. “Are you raving?”

“No one would know.”

“What good would that do anyone?”

Sincera shrugged. “They skip to the part where we investigate rather than risk us dying before the gryphon. Your spymaster is surprisingly keen for a rancher. Oh well.” She let out a chuckling noise I’ve never since heard the like of and returned to the cask she was tapping.

The emperor rose from his seat, causing everyone else to rise in an outward wave, and approached the cornucopia at the center of the room. The empress-elect waited a moment before joining him. Their route took them closer to Lady Garuda than anyone else had come, and her forked tongue—which must’ve been two and a half meters long—flicked out to smell the air in the emperor’s wake. Long canines glistened with a creamy slickness.

I still remember clearly the day Meg, my old mentor at the King’s Factory, had pointed to Bessa’s fangs and said, “Can you believe emphon nurse from those things? They have a gland like a mammal teat that releases milk. Pray you never get assigned that duty.”

The emperor regarded her tongue as it flicked over him with only the faintest flinch—less than I might’ve even imagined. He stopped a daring distance away from her and turned his actual back to address us. Even lying on the floor, Garuda’s bulk took up half the room, so her shadow behind him was all consuming. I’d found the emperor to be a jovial man, but in that moment, I knew he was not someone to ignore.

Then the empress-elect came to a stop right in front of Garuda, knelt, and put a hand on the gryphon’s shining foreclaw. “My Lady.”

Garuda’s mouth blasted open as she squawked at Glayd, but Glayd didn’t flinch at all. After a moment, she rose back to her feet and joined the emperor with her back to the hungry gryphon she’d just tempted. He gave Glayd a dissatisfied glance before returning his attention to the room.

“Apicius Ladwait, Chef Bessa,” the emperor addressed, “join us.”

I followed, leaving our archipelago of kitchen islands to wade into the overflowing display of food, wondering how much of it would be wasted, and toward the tiny bodies standing in front of the impatient gryphon.

“Apicius,” the emperor continued when she arrived, “as accuser, you must do your opponent the honor of naming your chosen greater.”

Reverently, Beakka bowed to the emperor and empress-elect. “Dry Curry Gryphon,” she stated, exactly as Feng predicted. It’d been invented by the Ladwait family and closely guarded for generations. In fact, it’d never lost a duel.

The emperor nodded. “Chef Bessa, do you wish to share your greater with the accuser?”

“Nope.”

Several members of the gallery gasped.

“That is considered quite rude in our culture,” the empress-elect said, as if leading me to reconsider. Her accent was unlike any I’d heard in the Empire, her Ts and Ds both very hard and icy. “You are sure?”

“Quite.”

The emperor gave me a measuring look, before straightening his cloak and nodding. “May the Divine watch over your fates. Your time starts now.”

The Apicius and I both dashed back to our stations, our brigades already vaulting into the cornucopia. Everyone but Laven fought their way through the food, desperately searching for the right ingredients with brandished knives as they “chopped” portions to bring back with them. As I hurried back, Sincera chucked a paring knife end-over-end so that it skewered into a bag of onions, stopping the hand of one of Beakka’s chefs before he could grab it.

The crowd of senators jeered and cheered at the spectacle, until all grew quiet when it seemed the hauls were finished. A moment later, Feng joined me at my station carrying an open burlap sack packed with several kilos worth of lemongrass stalks. Blood stained the corner of her sleeve.

“Trouble?” I asked.

“Not for me,” she replied.

We both smiled.
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DUELING KNIVES

THE BEST THING about my friends and family is how often they’re right.

For all I play the hero in these stories, it’s mostly because I tell it. Laven, Cori, even Feng—any of them could tell this story and come out the hero. It’s because they know what they’re doing. It just so happens that most of the time, what they’re doing is helping me.

“You don’t know the first thing about gryphon or what they eat.” said Cori.

“We haven’t a moment to try these flavors, and you want to risk everything on proving you know them better? Really, mate?” said Laven.

Somewhere around my stage asking if I needed black cardamom or green cardamom, it sank in. They were right. I wasn’t going to win a fair duel against Feng’s mom. Not when the judge was her temple’s patron gryphon. I might be willing to risk my freedom and my life on my cooking, but it wasn’t fair to do the same with the rest of my staff. Let alone my country.

I might not know badge cooking well, but there was something I knew better than anyone, and that was how to get my hands on greater recipes. So that became part of my plan.

A few minutes after Feng returned with that last burlap sack, Beakka stalked across the desert-thin abundance of the cornucopia, fuming. Behind me, my brigade chopped, sliced, blitzed, and smashed. Someone even hummed.

She found me lounging against an island reading a badge news sheet—they have wonderful comics—and I learned where Feng’s temper had come from. Huffing, she yanked my paper to the ground and loudly accosted me. “I know not how that lost one did it, but Feng has somehow learned Dry Curry Gryphon. You are preparing it, too.” She was wrong about that and I could smell the durian on her still, so it was really hard not to smile.

“What makes you say that?” I asked, playing up my confusion, as I retrieved my paper.

“Everything I need is over here. Every last stalk of lemongrass.”

I made a show of looking about at our wealth of ingredients. “Is that so?”

“This is poor sportsmanship,” she said. “It goes against everything this empire stands for, and even if it did not, it is unbecoming of a Chef de cuisine representing his country before the Divine. You disgust me.”

I flipped the page. “Sorry to hear that, ma’am.”

Unsatisfied, she stormed over to the empress-elect—not the emperor, interestingly—and started complaining. My staff kept to their tasks. But I noticed Lady Garuda watching with interest as my staff released a myriad of smells into the air.

Eventually, the emperor found me, and I bowed appropriately. “Yes, Your Imperial Highness?”

“Release the ingredients the apicius needs or I will put to bed any notion that our countries will ally if you should win. My nation respects tradition.”

“I’m very sorry to have insulted you. I’d be happy to,” I said oh-so-sincerely. Then, as Rish had suggested, I presented the blank back of the news sheet to the emperor. “Inform her that she can write the exact quantities and ingredients she needs here, and I will send them over.”

For all the pomp of coming over here, the emperor repressed a chuckle. “I see. Well played.” He returned to pass the message.

Oh, Beakka didn’t like that, but Feng loved it. In the end, Beakka had no choice. I had her.

“The accuser must make what they say they will,” Feng had said when I spent more time interrogating the rules out of her. “Otherwise, it is a lie before the Divine. Blasphemy. It makes the cornucopia’s abundance important. If you cannot get what you need, you will lose by default.”

So, caught between losing and blasphemy, Beakka stormed over, snatched the paper, and scrawled her desired ingredients in the ugliest, most illegible handwriting she could manage. In Feng’s hands, that list of ingredients was as good as a recipe. Sure, Beakka tossed in some red herrings, but Feng had grown up smelling her mother’s famous greater and watching her make it. She only lacked the actual ingredients’ measurements.

Not that we actually needed it.

We weren’t making Dry Curry Gryphon. Like everyone said, I couldn’t make badge food better than the greatest badge Chef in the Empire. But I didn’t need to. I needed to slow Beakka down and piss her off while I made two different greaters.

“This is going to work,” Sincera remarked, appearing beside me. It was halfway between a statement and a question.

“It will,” I said, once again wondering how she kept doing that.

“It is clever,” she admitted. “How did you think of it?”

I recalled the first—and last—time I’d made these greaters. “I was put in a similar situation once. Forced to cook for someone whose tastes can’t be trusted.”

“Do you fear they will figure it out?”

This was more words at one time than I’d ever heard from Sincera, and I tried not to feel pleased about it. Try as I might, I have an inconvenient need to gain the approval of strong, silent types. Probably has a lot to do with how little you can really know about a person who never speaks.

“If this goes correctly, it won’t matter.”

Sincera uncorked a bottle of red and poured two tasters, one for each of us. “And if it doesn’t?”

I frowned and stared at Laven. “Laven will hate me, the badge will start a war, and Feng will marry someone she doesn’t love shortly before we get executed.”

With a clink of her wine glass against mine, she gazed sternly into my eyes and said, “May the blood of our enemies wash clean from our knives.”

“Yeah, cheers,” I said, downing my glass.

An awful stench began rising behind me.

Lady Garuda’s eye stalks shifted, tilting like a dog listening to a strange sound.

It was almost time.

Just one more guest to wait for.
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ENEMIES APLENTY

WAR IS ALL about context. Open war means anything goes. Cold war means everyone simmers until the right ingredient is added to the pot. Ceasefire, though, is harder to judge. In the six-plus months since that context was introduced to us in Herdland and New Panchon, both sides had stopped supplying the Front with soldiers, but that didn’t mean we were safe. I’d been the target of a handful of assassination attempts, and I’d be lying if I claimed Herdland hadn’t sent our own after Queen Zesta. But neither side was admitting that to anyone.

It was Crooked Rish who identified the hole in my plans regarding blood. There was no way around its smell; someone was going to notice. Luckily—and frustratingly—it was also Rish who thought to use the context of the ceasefire to fill that hole.

While my stage had traipsed around the markets of Mangtier looking for overripe durian, Rish accompanied him to help with the finances and just so happened to loudly describe the duel, my presence in it, and how vulnerable that would make me. He did it because he was Crooked starving Rish and he knew that New Panchon had been following the wagon train since it left Ranch. Of course he did. He also figured the Rare would love a chance to incite further tension between Herdland and the Empire by assassinating me within their borders.

New Panchon’s assassins dropped through the hole in the dome’s roof at precisely the right time. Laven had just started preparing for his part in things and the smell was starting to cut through the durian.

At first, no one noticed them but me. I was pretending to chop onions poorly, crying to look vulnerable while everyone else was busy. That should’ve been the first sign it was a trap. Like I’d starving cry over onions! But dressed head-to-toe in black linens, the assassins slid down from the roof on ropes.

Scenting the change, Garuda’s tongue flashed out. She looked up. That caught the notice of the imperials who’d been watching the kitchen.

All hell broke loose. I won’t get into the intricacies, or we’ll be here all day, but it went more or less as I needed. We didn’t even have to use Rish’s paid actors in the gallery as our backup plan.

Caught in the act, the assassins went for broke, jumping from their ropes halfway down, pursuing Laven, Cori, and me as they always did back in the war. Knives. Endurance. “Long live the rightful queen!” Same old.

It was pretty lish to see the imperial rangers in action, though. They have these backpacks called trussers that allow them to turn their bodies into miniature gondolas. Mechanized bolts pull their bodies toward targets (more on that later), but famines, what I’d do to get a hand on all the greaters those warriors have, I tell you.

One ranger used Dry Curry Gryphon to pull a thick vine through the roof, turned it into a noose, and grabbed the assassin by the throat. Another ranger leapt into the air and used a wind blast to cut an assassin’s rope out from above them, causing them to fall right into Garuda’s open beak.

In the end, six Rare died, two more escaped, and a ranger lost a few fingers. More importantly, the distraction let me place contact discs over my eyes. Lady Garuda smashed one of the assassins like a fruit as he got too close—famines and locusts, did it help my plans—and the interruption delayed Beakka further. My greater had exactly the amount of time it needed to cook.

Eventually, everyone settled down and the emperor finished roaring about the guards’ incompetence, “Letting those northern anarchists in here.” That was a surprise. New Panchon was neither north nor anarchy, but apparently the blame was going elsewhere. Apologies were made to Cori and my brigade for the interruption, and then to Lady Garuda. We got back to work. (Not that my brigade had ever stopped.)

“Unless my old eyes deceive me,” the emperor said, addressing the room from his pavilion, “both areas have stowed their knives. This duel concludes.”

Beakka presented first. Her entire staff worked together to lift a literal silver platter, about two meters in radius, which Feng called the arretine thali. Beautiful metal bowls made of copper and tin, each filled with different side dishes—like rice, pickled salads, and sauces—spread around the thali’s outer ring. At the center, a hand-painted clay pot the size of a barrel held the Dry Curry Gryphon. The gryphon’s forked tongue attacked the pot the moment it was within reach—the brigade still holding it.

As Garuda’s tongue destroyed the fine clay and crushed the expensive metal, indiscriminate in its assault, she lapped the food like a dog drinking water, her beak snapping shut and clacking with each bite. The force drove the sound to my bone. But Beakka’s sweating staff held the thali, never flinching.

“I don’t think we have that in us, mate,” Laven said. He slouched against the kitchen island beside me, still pale despite the effects of the greater he’d secretly ingested.

“I wouldn’t ask it of you.”

“I’m never doing that again.”

I gave him a hug. “I’m sorry.”

When finally Lady Garuda finished her first meal, she lifted her head and let out an undulating belch, her tongue dancing across the air. Many of the politicians in the gallery clapped.

“They did well,” Feng said.

By then, the meal I’d ingested had taken effect, and I knew Feng was right because I could feel Garuda’s pleasure. Sensing me, her eyes snapped to me curiously, and I forced myself to focus on the task ahead.

“Is it ready?” Feng asked Laven, extending a hand.

“As it’ll ever be, chef.” He handed Feng a crowbar.

“Wish us luck,” I said, approaching Sincera’s wine cask alongside Feng.

Sincera had uttered no complaints when I explained what I intended to do with it, surprising me. I’d thought I’d get a lecture on desecrating a sacred semoli something-or-other. But if there’s one thing that duel taught me about Sincera, it’s that she likes to win. At any cost.

As I rolled it toward Garuda, Feng single-handedly carried a silver bowl the size of a small bison trough. Again, I was struck by how strong she was. It took my stage and my fry cook both to carry it back from the market.

Garuda’s eyes sang her intelligence—her curiosity—and I knew she’d let me near to learn what waited inside. I imagine I smelled foreign to her, and unlike Bessa or Minx, that intrigued her. Gryphon, I think, are the smartest emphon, behind the Empheron. It’s no surprise it chose them as its harbingers. But anyway, that’s a today problem. Then, Garuda was the problem.

Because she never would’ve chosen me. If I hadn’t known that before the duel, I knew it then. I’d seen the way she sampled the air over Beakka’s station with her tongue. The way her featherless wings ruffled with anticipation as the thali came closer to her. She’d had that dish before, and she liked it. I knew.

Feng and I stopped beside her, and I pretended to wipe sweat from my brow, double-checking my contacts were in place. Feng used the crowbar to pop open the cask, and I could feel the eyes of the entire gallery looking over my shoulder, curious what we’d made. I heard the whispers as they tried to figure out what creamy liquid was in the cask.

“It is a sauce?” someone whispered.

“A stew maybe?”

Together, Feng and I poured my true submission into the bowl. Then, with the added weight of the liquid making it too much for even Feng, we lifted the bowl into the air above our heads. I’ll be honest, even with the Endurance coursing through me, Feng seemed to do most of the work.

“Grey Milk,” I announced. “An Enhanced greater recipe I developed for the love of my life. I hope you, Lady Garuda, will love it, too.”

That’s not why I’d made it, though. Beside the emperor, Cori hid a smirk. They’d laughed when I told them the plan. I’d made it because when ingested—as Laven had—it gave the user the ability to regenerate from most active wounds.

Lady Garuda flicked a hesitant tongue, smelling the air above the bowl as my arms began to shake.

I knew what she’d sense: only creamy, normal milk. Nothing at all beyond the expectation. Except, there was a Perfectness to it. Because it wasn’t just normal milk. It was the smell of Perfect milk. She sensed something off, her eyes tilted, and her tongue lowered carefully, ever so slow. Not something a bull or a boar would do, right? Too ready for a trap. Too wise to human tricks.

But in the end, curiosity got the better of her. The giant cat-chicken crossed the road.

*   *   *

“Cousin,” Musta complains. “Gods, that’s bad.”

*   *   *

As she dipped her tongue, she found an interplay of sharp citrus, malty assam, and delicate lavender, each dancing with the vanilla taste of greybark. Luckily, the Empire was the leading exporter of greybark, because I’d needed a lot to fill that cask for her. Every member of my brigade had smuggled a pouch of the stuff in beneath the smell of the durian.

The flavor caught Garuda by surprise. She bucked into a standing position, which made the size of her right above us, mouth open, all the more intimidating. I silently thanked the Twelve I’d been around Bessa and Minx so much to get used to it.

I could feel Garuda’s thoughts, understanding that this wasn’t the milk she’d herself suckled as a chick. This was more, better, powerful. It was good, but something about the presentation, the flavor felt lazy. Unearned.

With an entirely different greater flowing through me, I felt her choose Beakka, her normal plaything, to win the duel.

I couldn’t have that.

Instead, I took over her thoughts.

Because once again, when push came to shove and my friends’ lives were in the frying pan, I resorted to the one thing I despised more than anything: Chili Control. The worst-smelling shit on this planet, so bad I needed durian and a body splatted into bloody paste to cover its stench. So grotesque that I needed Feng to cut people so no one grew concerned with the smell of blood. So evil I needed Laven to drink Grey Milk so that I could drain a full life’s worth of blood and make it in the first place. I needed every ounce of him, and that man gave it to me. Because I asked.

So, yeah. I used Chili Control again.

My kitchen needed me, and you can be damn well sure I made Garuda drink every last starving drop of milk to pay for what it cost Laven. I made her shake. I made her keen. I made her swoon as she reached the bottom of the bowl. And then I made her throw herself into a rage, dashing the bowl against the wall with her paw, undulating and screaming for more.

Feng knew what I was doing, and even she backed up, terrified in the face of a beak larger than I was tall roaring directly at us.

The gallery cried out in surprise, then clapped, following the emperor’s lead as he stood and applauded because clearly Garuda was pleased, right? But Apicius Ladwait suspected. Her eyes darted to me.

The emperor and the empress-elect both descended toward the cornucopia, still clapping, and quietly, Cori joined them.

One last gamble left.

I forced Garuda—gods how she hated it—to charge the empresselect in fury. To her credit, Feng’s former fiancée didn’t even flinch. One look, and I knew she’d happily die by Garuda’s hands.

Garuda though, I had to strain, with every gram of Endurance roiling in my gut, to make her thrash her tongue at one of only two human beings she actually cared for—which seemed odd. I tried to get more information from her brain, but with what I was doing and how alien she felt, I had to whisper in her mind, it’ll be okay, instead.

At my bidding, Garuda’s tongue wrapped around Glayd Eto and tried to pull the empress-elect upward into her mouth.

Only then did Glayd’s eyes widen with fear.

Out of nowhere, Cori appeared, flatsword in hand, and chopped off Garuda’s tongue, protecting Glayd while the rangers still sat in shock, their trussers unfired, their Endurance untapped. Fearless, Cori rotated their blade, coating the empress in a spray of blood.

Garuda screamed, the sound awful without the tongue to guide it.

Wings beating suddenly, Garuda pulled back from Cori’s glistening blade. She’d never felt the sting of a human weapon. Didn’t know such a thing was possible.

Sorry, Lady, I told her. Now, go.

With a final cry, she flew through the open roof and into the treetops where she would heal, thanks to the milk.

“You maim the Divine!” Apicius Ladwait roared. “Heresy! Rangers, kill the ambassador and the entire brigade.”

“Halt!” the emperor said, as a stunned Riv rose to his feet.

“She’ll heal,” I said, voice unwavering despite Cori’s life falling on the line. “That greater is a stronger version of Emphon Milk. It doesn’t just heal past wounds, it sustains the healing of all wounds for a time. Your Lady will know no suffering.”

“You did this! You caused this,” the apicius declared.

“ENOUGH!” the emperor barked with a voice I’d only ever heard from Cutler at his angriest. “YOU WILL REMAIN SILENT, BEAKKA. Be happy Her Ladyship deigned to leave you alive.”

Beakka’s mouth seemed to sow itself shut as she bowed and touched her lips. I felt the emperor’s voice in my bones.

“We have a chosen,” the emperor declared, his voice returning to normal. “And it appears we owe the ambassador a great debt, acting when even our rangers would not.”

Glayd seemed to regain her composure, despite dripping with gryphon saliva. “I appear to be in your debt, ambassador.”

“Ain’t a thing at all,” Cori replied.

“Come,” the emperor said, summoning us forward with his hand. “Let us conclude this duel formally.”

Cori and I strode forward. If I wanted to, I could’ve forced all eight gryphon in the tree above us to swoop down and destroy the emperor and his Empire. I could’ve ended a war that might be coming before it ever could. Crooked Rish wanted me to. Even Cori considered it.

But instead, I bowed before the emperor, and said, “Thank you, Your Imperial Highness, for the opportunity to prove my innocence. I am honored to have received the judgment of the Lady Garuda and the Divine.” Feng had told me to say all that, but I couldn’t resist adding something else. “But we seek more honor, if you’ll allow it.”

“I see,” he said, nerves stretching his words. “What is it you seek?”

“You know as well as any of us ranchers that Herdland needs your empire as an ally,” Cori replied. “We imagine terrorists working within your nation will be a distraction and a risk that might prevent you from engaging us as allies.”

“Let me find the true terrorist,” I said. “This person came into my city and killed someone I cared about. Let me show them why Rare call me the Butcher.”

The emperor’s horrific smile burrowed its way free of his lips as he regarded me. “Play with fire and get burned, indeed,” he said. “I am fond of you. Both of you, as is my wife. Yes, our countries could do well together.” He looked to the empress-elect, who nodded coldly before continuing. “With our authority, see what you can find. I will make sure no one stops you. A sign of our budding alliance. A hunt within my borders.” His voice rose alongside his goblet. “To the staff of the Academy House, and to the hunt!”

“To the staff of the Academy House! To the hunt!” the room cheered.

Quietly, in the back, Scalen Ladwait rose from his place on the platform and left. There was no mistaking the look in his eyes for anything other than unbridled anger.

“To the hunt,” Cori and I said as one.
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FREE CITY

THE NEXT MONTH raced by as I prepared for my “hunt.”

With our divined innocence granting us freedom and our victory against the “best Chef in the Empire” granting us celebrity, my brigade took the city’s food scene by storm. It differed greatly from ours in Ranch, lacking the distinctions of houses, sit downs, or commonsaries for obvious reasons, but there was still a hierarchy. Only apicii could cook with emphon, much like only houses could in Ranch. But the Empire was even stricter. You couldn’t charge for food services at all unless you were a pontiff, which were special citizens affiliated with a temple. What you could cook, what you could charge, how often you could be open for business and for how long—that all depended on where you fit in the temple hierarchy, too.

Still, each night, some new pontiff hosted us at their restaurant. Each day, some farmer or gatherer invited us to accompany them into the rainforest to explain how they worked to sustain their markets. We learned to bake inside hollowed-out trees, worked perpetually damp soil to grow rich crops, and climbed waterfalls to find nests of eggs laid by winged fish. We sampled the city’s famous mangos, turned datonut water into milk, and learned a dozen different ways to paste the empire’s various chilis into curry pastes. Laven and Sincera even spent three days hiking the mountain with a pontiff whose sole job was to harvest peppercorns from vines growing deep in the neighboring jungle.

Feng threw an un-engagement party after the duel and got drunker than I’ve ever seen a person get. Something about it didn’t sit right, but it wasn’t my place to intervene. Though all of Feng’s parents and both of her sisters were invited, only Feng’s middle sister, Talyn, showed. I could tell it hurt Feng that so few came, but the food and the night were something to remember. She’d rented out a restaurant in the Third-Rise district of the city, eighteen meters off the ground. Districts in the southern imperial cities are designated vertically, which took some getting used to—and we all celebrated until dawn. Lanterns. Badge instruments. Dancing in lines and circles while people clapped. It was fun for about twenty minutes.

Feng invited Empress-Elect Glayd as a joke, and to everyone’s horror, the woman actually showed up dressed for a badge wedding. She said she wanted to come congratulate us and to make peace with Feng, but we could all see the hurt in her eyes. Cori and I stepped in and played nice while Feng hid in a back room with a barrel of rum. When it was clear Glayd wouldn’t get to speak with Feng, she made her goodbyes and offered me an open invitation to share a meal with her.

After that, I spent most of my time picking at food, trying to figure out how it was made, and wondering how to talk to Cori about marriage, like Laven suggested. Never worked up the courage, though.

Partly because Cori looked so exhausted. Excluding a day spent with Empress Oshin at something called a hair salon, seemingly every hour of their day was spent in conference with the emperor, empress-elect, or some other senator, often Scalen. Cori couldn’t explain what they did now as ambassador, really. When they tried, I only understood pieces. Some part of me could recognize the words, but I never found them memorable. Five minutes and my eyes glazed over.

We were happy though, the two of us. I could see how being away from Ranch, their parents, and the Executive relaxed them. It reminded me of those small times of peace we had before the Revolution, when I ran from school to work and Cori guarded me from the Rare. They tried different clothing styles, makeups, even postures to explore their gender. When we had time for nightly activities, I would massage their shoulders, which held less stress with each passing week.

At the end of the month, Cori came out to everyone at a small party. (Not that a soul hadn’t already heard.) It was so much more what Cori deserved than the mess I made of it the first time. To celebrate, I baked a quad-colored cake—didn’t even need Laven’s help, thank you very much—and Cori actually teared up when I cut in to reveal the colors inside.

I’ll never forget that month. How I wish it would’ve lasted forever. If I could’ve traveled alongside Cori for the rest of our lives as they ambassed—is that a word?—with Laven in tow, to try new things around the world beside me, gods, it’d be so much better.

*   *   *

“For the love of the Consumer,” the archivist sighs. “Who scalding cares? You ate, you drank, you pissed, you shat. Tell me about the Source, Butcher.”

“I was getting to that, traitor. You know, you have some nerve demanding anything of me. Didn’t I prove yesterday that it’s all relevant? Do you think I’m just—what did you call it?—getting my banana puddinged over here while the Empheron’s army attacks?”

“That is not what I said.”

“He could end you with a word,” Musta adds.

“Enough, swe’me,” the Butcher says. “Don’t make threats on behalf of others. Only make those you can keep.”

*   *   *

Cutler appeared in ghost form a week after the duel and demanded I follow him to a small building in the First-Rise District of the city, practically on the jungle floor. There, he introduced me to the Apicius Wiskera Selshoog, of the second-smallest temple in the Empire. She’d made her way to meet me in Mangtier from the coastal town of Cashwool, where she presided as Apicius of the Yakrat Temple.

“Call me Whiskers,” she said, tossing me a spiced cashew. Slightly giddy, I tossed her back a sourdough cracker. How long had it been since I’d greeted someone properly?

“Whiskers is like me,” Cutler grumbled.

“An old man so senile he dips pickles in ice cream?”

“Oh, I like him,” Whiskers said immediately.

“A sourcerer, pickle dick,” Cutler clarified. “She’s going to teach you a few things.”

“I thought I wasn’t ready to train,” I said.

“You aren’t, but things aren’t going well up here in Ryespur, and I won’t have you waste an opportunity to learn from the one sourcerer willing to teach you. You’re a passable cook, but you need to learn other cuisines.”

“Passable? Wow. High praise.”

“He told me my food was barely edible before I became a sourcerer,” Whiskers said.

“He trained you?”

“Trained? No, not really. Just had me watch over his little shop while I ate my way through Ranch.”

Cutler grumbled something unintelligible and disappeared.

With everything else going on, I didn’t have a ton of time to spend with Whiskers, so I didn’t learn half as much as I wanted. But I quickly found her to be a delightful, supportive teacher. She taught me the nuances of coastal curries, which led to dishes like the massaman curry we’d had at the emperor’s welcome banquet and the Ladwaits’ Dry Curry. She taught me how coastal curries differed from mountain curries, like the nine-gem curry I’d had at Feng’s party and butter chicken. We’d probably have gotten to what she called fused curries like vindaloo if she hadn’t forced me to spend three weeks straight making naan until I perfected it.

“There is nothing so complicated and mysterious as bread,” she intoned the first day. “Think about it, Chef. One day, we milled wheat into flour, mixed it with water, left it out unattended, and then baked it? Years of experimentation and happenstance coalesced. How brave those early chefs must’ve been, risking food poisoning and who knows what else in the hope that what they made was edible. I have half a mind to assume some god or alien must’ve taught us! And from there we adapted it so diversely with so many different techniques and ingredients. Yeast! By the Twelve, who must’ve thought up all that?”

“I’ve often felt the same about eggs,” I said.

She chortled. “No, that’s easy. Surely, someone watched a fox crack one open. Bread is much more mysterious. Mastery of the mysterious is essential if one wishes to outfox the Source.” She laughed. “Outfox! And I was just talking about foxes.”

“How so?” I asked, fighting a smile. Were all sourcerers slightly ridiculous? “Why do we have to outfox it? What does bread have to do with sourcery or endurium, anyway?”

Whiskers grew suddenly still. She seemed about Rish’s age, maybe in her mid-forties, but her actual age would be impossible to guess. Like Rish, she had the wear of someone who’d known a busy life. Her wrinkles hinted at a life of laughter; her eyes, perpetual mirth. Like every moment was a blessing despite how hard things could be. But her face grew serious in a way that unsettled me.

“All magic, whether it is the easy kind earned from greaters, or the hard kind, sourcery, earned with pain, comes from the Source. It’s in the name. But Paprick, none of us know why. Most of us believe that we cannot know why. It is a mystery that can devour you from the inside over centuries. I will never know how bread came to be. No one will. You will never know why the Source is, where it came from, how it does what it does. Bread will teach you how to build the foundations by which you will survive its mysteries.”

I could see a twisted sort of logic in that but found myself arguing with her anyway. “Breadmaking is just following directions. Whether I’m making my mom’s sourdough, your naan, or a semoli ciabatta, I’m repeating a recipe. I’ve never been troubled by the origins of those instructions. How does perfecting it make any difference?”

The warmth returned to her eyes, and she grasped my shoulders. “Yes! Yes, you see. You are learning.”

“I don’t understand,” I admitted, unused to this kind of praise from any mentor.

“When you face the Source, you won’t have directions in front of you. You will only have the directions you have memorized and perfected.”

“Cutler doesn’t think I’m ready to face the Source. I’m not even sure I want to. I don’t want to outlive my partner or our kids.”

Whiskers squeezed my shoulder. “Maybe you never will, but sometimes we don’t get to make the ideal choices. We’re making bread, and for me, that’s fun. So let’s keep up the charade for a second, okay?”

“Okay, but why worry about naan? Shouldn’t I be memorizing new greaters? I can make naan. Maybe not as well as you can, but I can probably make tortillas better than you could. They aren’t that different.”

Whiskers pulled a rolling pin from the counter and held it out before me. “You know how to use this.”

“Obviously.”

“Wait here.” She set the pin down, walked outside, and came back with a thick branch. “If I told you to make naan, and I gave you this but no rolling pin, you would use this as one.”

“Probably,” I admitted.

She took out a bag of unmilled wheat seed. “Now, let’s say I give you this bag, a jug of water, and that branch, and I say, ‘survive for a week on nothing else.’ You would probably use that branch to mill those seeds into flour as best you could, then use it again as a rolling pin for your dough.” She paused. “You with me so far?”

“Yes?” I more questioned than answered.

“Now, let’s say a wolf smells your baking bread and comes to find you. That branch is now a club, too. Convenient little thing! And your arms are strong from milling and kneading and rolling. You’re not so easy to kill! The wolf slinks away.”

“Is the Source the wolf in this metaphor?”

She shrugged. “Would it make you feel better if it is?”

Sourcerers were raving. That was it. She must’ve seen that written on my face because she punched me lightly on the arm. “If Jives is successful, you’ll meet Shepherd soon. Things will fall into place. For now, focus on the progress you’ve made. That last try was decent. Many pontiffs would be happy to serve those on a thali. When you’ve mastered naan, you’ll look back and see what you developed a lot more easily than you can while in the weeds.”

She was right, of course. By the end of the month, I could recreate her naan nine times out of ten. And I did see what had changed. Those first several nights, making naan after a long day of exploring Mangtier, I read the instructions and brought what I knew of bread-making from home. I didn’t produce naan so much as flatbread. By the end, I was making naan with the experience I’d developed. I was experimenting with it, shaping it to my style rather than Whiskers’ recipe. Maybe it sounds raving, but my mind, my arms, my hands, they all knew the difference between making sourdough and naan and why it was different.

That’s what Whiskers was teaching me. I had no idea why that was relevant to the Source, but I trusted Cutler. He said I needed it, so I put in the effort, and eventually, Whiskers’ lesson produced my greatest discovery in food.

But that’s jumping ahead. I was in a beautiful country with the people I loved, cooking. And I had Hili to avenge. Why should I obsess over the Source when I needed to hunt down his killer?

Speaking of, I’d been waiting for Cori to finish their work before starting my hunt. At the end of the month, Cori came back to our apartment in the emperor’s house and hugged me from behind as I chopped garlic for a mountain curry of black-eyed peas Whiskers had recommended.

Instantly, the hug reminded me of my moms’ embraces. A pang ran through my tightening jaw, the anger welling fresh despite how few Rare there were left to exact revenge on. I took a breath, and I leaned back into Cori.

“It’s done?” I asked.

They flicked a tongue across my earlobe. “Finally.”

I turned around, basking in their smile. “It didn’t cost us anything too drastic?”

“Some inconsequential greaters and a percentage or two I would’ve liked to retain on import taxes, but yes. I have successfully negotiated a preliminary alliance with the badge. Without selling anyone’s hand in marriage either.”

“Preliminary?”

Their expression faltered a bit. “The Executive will have to ratify my agreements. Nothing’s official until she and the Cabinet approve it.”

“You sound worried.”

They tucked a rogue strand of hair behind their ear. “I don’t know. The Executive didn’t exactly give me permission for any of this, and the Historicals are not going to vote in our favor. I had to share more about Herdland’s economy than the Cabinet will like. If the Empire wanted to hit us where it hurts, they know how, now. I’m—”

“Hey,” I said, pulling them in. “You’ve done the hard part. They’ll see that.”

“Riv volunteered to escort some of us up to Ryespur. He has a home we can stay in,” they said, shifting away from the discomfort. “Apparently, Ryespur’s been dealing with a crop blight for a while, and the empress-elect needs to review some reports about its treatment. More importantly, there was another attack on a sanctuary there yesterday, so being there’ll make it easier to hunt them down.”

“Only some of us?”

“Laven, for sure. No one expects you to do anything without him. Feng, obviously. Riv wants to spend more time with her, though it doesn’t seem mutual. Sincera expressed interest in seeing more of the country, but we could send her back if you want. They can’t spare any other room in the empress-elect’s travel entourage. Everyone else will stay here or head back to Ranch with another delegation of senators, who need to bring the agreement to the Executive.

“Oh, wait. I have a surprise for you.”

My eyes flicked toward the bed. “Oh?”

They rolled their eyes. “Maybe, later, but that ain’t it. I got a letter from Mama. Sounds like your Auntie Gyn and Uncle Macen might be in Ryespur when we get there.”

“Really?” My eyes lit up. “Why?”

“Mama heard about the first attack up there and thought it would be good to have someone go corroborate that you weren’t involved. Gyn volunteered. They left a couple weeks ago. Doesn’t matter now that you’re innocent, but they’ll be nice to see.”

“Where will Scalen be?” “I haven’t heard anything about him coming up. I imagine he’s staying here.”

“I don’t trust him,” I repeated for the hundredth time.

“I know, killer, but look. If we can avenge Hili and lock down this treaty, we won’t just be setting Herdland up with a powerful ally, the Cabinet will have no choice but to make my ambassadorship permanent. You know how much I want this.”

“I’m proud of you,” I said. “No one else could’ve negotiated this.”

Cori blushed. “You think?”

“I know.”

*   *   *

“Yakrats are like feathered bison with a mousy face, right, cousin?” Musta asks. “And some small horns?”

At least she waited until the end this time, the archivist thinks.

“Yeah, that’s a good way of putting it. Biggest difference, though, is the tail. A yakrat’s only about six meters tall and eight meters long if you don’t count the tail, which is nearly twice as long as the body and unfeathered. Bright red like a rat but scaled. Feels like getting hit by a tree trunk when it swipes you.”

“I don’t have red,” the girl complains.

“Just wait for your cousin’s next guest,” the archivist says, but to her annoyance, the Butcher laughs.

“If they haven’t come by now, they won’t be.”

“Why not? They can’t all be sick from raw meat.”

“No, but they will be from the poison I put in it. It was Sincera’s blend.”

“Does that make it special?” the archivist asks.

“No, but it is poetic.”
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TRUSSERS

ONCE, RYESPUR WAS the capital of its own country. North along Croissant Bay, surrounded by some of the richest abundance in the world: fish, minerals, redwood trees, Olearth technology, you name it. A sparkling city backdropped by the ocean.

Then the Southern Empire and its legions came with greaters like nothing Ryespur had ever seen. Within days, it was another kingdom in the Empire. Years of mining and industry turned it into a desolate little brother to the abundance of the south. A hard city with harder people. “It is sad,” Feng said as we prepared for the journey. “It was once a jewel, and now all that sparkles there is yanked out and sent away.”

Ominous as that was, I couldn’t wait. The cuisines of the north and south differed drastically—much more than the difference between the coast and the mountains—which meant new flavors on my horizon. The scenery would change, too, replacing rainforest with a northern forest with even higher trees. (I had no idea how tall, but I underestimated, for sure.)

After a good, warm month that only helped to stoke my thirst for revenge and my desire to protect my country, Ryespur’s history felt more like a footnote. I should’ve paid more attention to it. Instead, I focused my energy on learning how to use the trusser backpacks the rangers used to get to the north quicker than any wagons ever could.

“You ready?” Riv asked us.

“I don’t think so,” Sincera said simply.

“Are we sure this is safe?” Laven asked.

“Hell, yeah,” Cori confirmed.

“Absolutely,” I said.

“That’s a quorum,” Feng said to her stepdad.

“Alright.” Riv approached the gondola’s edge. “First thing you’ll want to do is pick two trees ahead of you. Then, pick two trees beyond those. That’ll be hard, because it’s dark the deeper into the jungle we get, but it’s important. The worst thing you can do is lose sight of your next pair of trees. You’ll crash.” He motioned for his daughters to demonstrate. “Feng, Tal, you’re up.”

Feng followed Talyn to the gondola’s edge. They both wore special clothes, large canvas backpacks, and metal bangles around their wrists, each of which had a small hoop attached. While similar to standard badge clothing, the shirt and pants had more fabric that billowed and flapped in the wind and the cloak’s feathers were angled differently. All good for catching the air like the flying squirrels in the trees above us.

Talyn pulled a handle attached to the bottom of her backpack, and two thin cables snaked out of the top. One at a time, she reached an arm over her shoulder, and Feng slipped the cable through the hoop attached to the bangle. Then Feng retrieved two hand crossbows from the backpack. More steps followed, which we watched closely, but when all was said and done, Talyn had a crossbow dangling from either side of her belt, each of which was loaded with a bolt connected to those cables. She repeated the same setup with Feng.

Confidently, Talyn lifted the left crossbow from her hip and pointed it at a tree across the gap between the gondola and the training ground. Another beside it became the target for the other bow. Both aimed above where we were currently standing. She fired.

The bolts shot into the trees, the cables zipping from their spools in the backpack. As Talyn dropped the bows back to her waist, a mechanism rotated a new bolt into the chamber of each and locked them into the loop. Bolts sank into the trunks, the zipping changing to a retracting whine. Talyn lifted into the air, pulled toward the trees by the cables.

A moment later, Feng followed her.

Halfway up, each woman sighted two more trees and fired again. Their original bolts and lines retracted into the crossbows, reloading for another shot. The sisters did this a dozen times, swinging in circles around the training area, demonstrating how the trussers pulled your momentum in different directions depending on where you shot.

As they returned to the gondola, Riv turned to Cori and me. “You two next.”

Eagerly, we helped each other get strapped in and ready to go. After deciding to go to Ryespur, we’d asked about transport, and Riv had let us know that the terrain made it extremely inefficient to get there without using trussers. The only other ways were slowly up the coast by barge or even more slowly up the coast by wagon. We’d all been practicing shooting crossbows at the range, and today, we’d graduate to trusser flight.

Trussers, with the backpack and all the gear, were around thirty kilos before adding the weight of all the travel baggage we’d bring with us. We’d both eaten what the rangers called Flight Food to enhance our strength. It was a quick but umami-rich snack of naan and a chunk of hardboiled gryphon egg, cooked again in spices. Starving delicious little hits of texture dissolved across the tongue like a fine mousse and filled my stomach with energy. As we finished getting ready, I found the added weight barely noticeable from the Endurance, and my whole body light enough that I could hop up and float down a little.

I stepped up and aimed my bows, but Cori shot first, grinning as they launched into the air ahead of me. “Sorry, killer!”

Laughing, I fired mine. The tug on my shoulders and hips was remarkable. Harder than I imagined but a lot more evenly distributed than I expected. I leapt forward through the trees faster than I could run on flat ground, rising as the cables pulled me upward. Cori was already out of sight, circling left as they followed the path of their second shot. The whole training area was supported with nets below in case we fell.

I tried to follow, but of course, my aim hadn’t been perfect the first time around. There was probably a good body-length difference between my shots, so I started to pitch off-axis, tilting slightly to my left. Wind rushed through my clothes, designed to keep me stable and slow me down, but the angle and speed made my next shot harder. So far, I’d been firing straight from standing still. Now, suddenly, I was trying to hit a stationary target half-sideways moving a dozen kilometers per hour.

Both of my shots missed, running out of cable before they impacted. When that happens, the backpack immediately retracts so you can fire again, but by the time I got to that point, I was suspended in midair, stuck equidistant between my first two shots at a forty-five-degree angle like a spider unenthused by its lack of web.

Riv had to come help me fire my next shots, and I wasn’t the only one who needed help. Laven had difficulty lifting the crossbow with his bad arm. On the second day, he returned with a modified brace that allowed him to shoot from the hip. Anyone else might’ve found aiming hard, but he spouted some nonsense about trigonometry that he could do on the fly to find the most precise paths through the trees, which ended up making him a more efficient shooter than any of us, Feng included. He still had trouble with landings because of his leg, but Flight Food and the splint Feng provided him with on the first day took the majority of the pain away.

By the end of the second day, I could at least string together three or four shots in a row. I was nowhere near the natural Cori was and Cori was nowhere near the speed Riv or Feng could make, but at least I wasn’t falling into the net every single time.

By the end of the week, we proved capable enough for Riv—or at least, Cori and Laven did. Sincera and I would be slowing the whole group down, but we were out of time. Glayd was scheduled to leave in the morning.

“We’ll head out at dawn,” Riv decided. “Get some rest. We’ve got six days by trusser to Ryespur, and you’ll start to feel it in your shoulders even with Flight Food by day three. Don’t be a smartass, thinking you’re strong enough to handle it. Pack light. When we get to the redwoods, we’ll be flying high to avoid the wolphon. Trust me when I say you don’t want any extra weight pulling you down toward those packs.”

*   *   *

“Can you describe the wolphon?” Musta asks.

“We’re getting to that,” the Butcher confirms.

“While we’re making requests,” the archivist says, “can I convince you to skip your journey north and cut to the heart of it?”

The archivist is barely listening to his response, convinced that the answer will be as usual.

“Yeah, alright. I’ll skip the unimportant bits.”

“That’s unlike you,” she says, her surprise speaking for itself in haste.

“Well, we are in a hurry.”
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Course 3: Flight Food

A perfect snack to take on the go, these fried boiled eggs burst with flavor that calls out for a cold dark beer and an ocean breeze. For a more refreshing bite, wrap with leaf lettuce (not romaine!).

Ingredients (serves 4):

8 18–20g scoops of gryphon egg (approximately 8 standard chicken eggs’ worth)

Water

Salt

¼ cup coconut oil, heated and separated

8 cloves garlic, peeled

1 teaspoon cumin seeds

Spice blend:


	1 tsp garam masala

	1 tsp chili powder

	½ tsp ground cumin

	½ tsp coriander powder

	½ tsp red pepper flakes

	½ tsp black pepper

	Salt to taste



½ tsp lime juice

Steps:


	Place eggs in a shallow pot over no heat and fill pot with water until the eggs are just barely covered. Bring the water to a boil, remove from heat, and set aside, covered, for 12 minutes.

	While the eggs boil, prepare an ice bath and add a pinch of a salt to the bath. Transfer eggs to the bath with a slotted spoon when finished and rest for 5 minutes.

	If using chicken eggs as a substitute, deshell the eggs when cooled by rolling them across a counter and peeling.




	Halve each egg lengthwise and spray lightly with oil to coat them.

	Heat a pan on medium-low, add a tablespoon of coconut oil to develop a very thin layer, and roast the garlic and cumin seeds for 8 minutes.

	Add the spices and stir continuously for 2 minutes on low. If the spices start to brown, remove from heat and keep stirring.

	Remove from heat and use a flexible spatula to flatten the spices (excluding the garlic) into a layer at the bottom of the pan.

	Return to medium-low heat and place each egg half flat-side down in spices. Splash the pan with lime juice and cook the eggs until it burns off (approximately 1 minute). Meanwhile, use the flexible spatula to flick and baste spices from the rest of the pan over the backs of the eggs to stick them to the oil.

	Remove from heat and serve cool.



Expected Endurance Effect(s):

Endurance, 8–10 hours

Increased strength in the back and upper arms, 8–10 hours

Uncanny sense of direction and ability to identify true north, 8–10 hours

Enhanced Endurance Effect(s):

Unknown

Variance Effect(s):

Unknown

Emphon Effect(s):

Gryphon: ability to fly at least 3,000 kilometers without stopping and (presumably) the ability to sense true north, though they might already have that naturally

[image: image]
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THE HOUSE OF ENGI

IT TOOK EIGHT grueling days to reach Ryespur. Riv hadn’t undersold the burden on my shoulders in the slightest, and a few days in, Cori picked up some illness that had them puking up their Flight Food every morning. Even with Feng staring daggers into her back, Empress-Elect Glayd and her personal guard were in no mood to let Cori rest and hold up our progress north. All I could do was rub Cori’s back and wish them well.

It did give me extra practice to nail the recipe for Flight Food, though, making two or three servings each morning. By the time we got to Ryespur, I had it memorized, and I had no idea how important that would come to be.

But before that happened, we passed through the most vibrant jungle I’ve ever seen, so thick we could barely aim our trussers. We lost two days, forced to hike rather than truss as clutches of gryphon fought in the skies above us, talons slashing at beaks and wings beating up winds that ripped branches from trees. Had they been normal birds, feathers would’ve rained and swept around with the ferocity of a hurricane whipping across the desert. If I’d thought the backpacks were heavy when they were carrying me through the trees lightened by Flight Food, I’d been naïve. Their real weight hit when we were slouching up a mountain attempting to stay hidden. Not that it seemed to affect Feng, strong as she was.

That mountain descended into a canyon carved by a howling river. I’d seen the ocean from the mountaintop—what an incredible sight, all that blue, the waves, the beaches, my gods—but I’d never been so close to water that moved like that river, all white caps and logs shooting by. It terrified me. I could swim, but not through that. Maybe there was a greater out there for it, but not one I knew. We flew across with very precise trusser shots. Then we were in the north of the Empire.

Trees rose around us, gently at first, then humbling. I thought the sixty-meter behemoths in the south were impressive. But by the second night in the redwoods, we were regularly camping in the branches of colossi over a hundred. I thought, surely these were the skyroot trees I’d heard of. But of course they weren’t. I wouldn’t see one of those for a couple more months.

During our very limited breaks, I finally took Glayd up on her offer to share a meal. She’d been quietly tucked among her guards for the previous five days, and it felt good to crack into her shell a bit.

Begrudgingly, her guards prepared us a dish of quick-roasted duck, spiced about as well as the conditions could allow, and a salad of mango and papaya. We sat on a branch as thick as a bison’s chest, and every breeze gave my heart a flutter. It seemed raving that we should eat so high off the ground, but we were in wolphon territory now.

“What should I expect in Ryespur?” I asked her.

Our conversation up until that point had been about small pleasantries. How is Cori feeling? Did I like Mangtier? How long ago was Glayd elected? But now, her face grew serious at my question.

“The spurians are good people. I lived among them for many years.”

I waited for more, but the silence grew. “Is that all? What about this blight you have to investigate?”

“What would you give up for Ranch?” she asked.

“I’m sorry?”

“Is there anything you wouldn’t give to save your city from disaster?”

“Is that a threat?”

She cocked her head as if the question was inconceivable. “Of course not. We are allies, Herdland and Empire.”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I already gave my mothers’ lives to that purpose.”

“I would give my life to protect the Empire,” she said. “Ryespur is a piece of that Empire, and therefore, I would give a piece of myself to protect it. This blight is not new. Spurians have suffered under it for almost two decades. I wish to learn whether the terrorist affecting both of our countries is making it worse.”

The whole conversation with her was strange. Her accent made her sound even more formal than the rest of the badge, which was saying something, and she didn’t approach questions or answers linearly. By the time our meal concluded, I mostly felt confused.

If I hadn’t expected to lose my head for it, I would’ve asked Feng how they ended up together. I couldn’t see what Feng would’ve seen in her—beyond her obvious political power and impressive beauty. Maybe that was enough for Feng. Cori was deeper than that in so many ways, but I certainly hadn’t known that when I first started crushing on them.

By the end of that day, we finally saw wolphon. They’re unnaturally thin, more like half-starved jackals than dogs, with snapping viselike jaws and black and red-brown feathers that hid them among the trees. Endurium spikes ride the ridges of their spines and the joints of their elbows, and poison pockets perpetually ooze a purple fluid from the tips that smells like lemon zest. Any of that hits your bloodstream and you’re done for. Thankfully, they’re easily distracted with food. Kill a moose with a crossbow and they’ll fight each other for its carcass. Useful trick, really.

On the seventh morning, smoke greeted us like a dreary curtain wall, the columns belching free of mineshafts that marked the ground like dimples in a focaccia. The trees thinned to the point that there were rarely more than two or three in a direction, and Riv explained that they only remained to act as roads for the trusser users. The rest of the ground was soot and ash, a fog of industry and destruction.

“Nothing has grown since the blight,” he said. “That’s why the south is essential. It feeds the north.”

I dropped back toward Cori, still sickly but never one to complain. I wished I could give them something other than encouragement. But my go-to was a warm meal. I had no kitchen, and Cori wouldn’t keep food down anyway. I felt useless to them.

We flew through the treeroad silent as mourning, bewildered by the workers drudging jewels and ore from the ground around us, with smoke rising from holes. The air dulled my tastebuds, made everything dry and acrid.

Then the city, with smokestacks pumping blackness into the sky. The treeroad continued farther north through it, the trunks less like the healthy red of beets and more like drying blood. Branches thinned into gray foliage. The ocean lay beside Ryespur, as promised, but it wasn’t the sparkling sapphire we’d seen during the journey. It was dead as its fish. Colorless and lifelessly placid. The water more black than blue. Grand mountains, taller than those in the south by an order of magnitude like the trees, loomed through the smoke to the north like shadowed citadels.

At the center of the city, above the smokestacks, two curved spires rose toward one another like the redrock arches near Far Common, only they didn’t join. The east-facing spire came to a sharp pinnacle reminiscent of a wolphon spine and was painted purple at the tip. The west-facing one looked more like a ruin, broken halfway up and darkened as if it had nearly burned down.

“The Temple of the Wolphon,” Riv said, catching my gaze. “Derelict since the last Apicius of the Wolphon attempted to burn it down. We call it the Spurs.”

“Must’ve been a beautiful sight once,” Cori said.

“Well, welcome to Ryespur,” Feng said heartlessly, as if to say that same sentiment described the whole place. “We’ll land up there.”

Ryespur’s buildings were mostly squat and had no districts requiring elevators like Mangtier did. Nothing like the tall buildings of the Clouds in Ranch. But it wasn’t flat, either. Paved streets rose and fell along hills and cliffs that backed into a bay on one side and the ocean on the other. The rolling quality, the sound of the waves, and the smell of Cori’s vomit-soured breath from all their puking induced nausea in me.

It only got worse as we traveled using what Riv called trams. They were old mining carts with seats and retractable lines like those used in our trussers and the southern gondolas. To save people from dealing with the hills, lines connected to anchors constructed at the apex of the hills. Winches dragged the trams up, and then wheels rolled the trams downhill. I couldn’t imagine how Cori kept their second breakfast down.

We saw rangers using targets installed on the tops of buildings to truss through the hilly city, and I started to realize how all these mechanisms—the gondolas, the trussers, the mining carts—would’ve developed.

Glayd and her posse led us down an avenue near the center of the city, on a hill that overlooked the bay, and left us behind at a palatial estate with walls high enough to keep out a carnephon. She did so without any goodbye or acknowledgement, which I could tell stirred Cori’s pot to a boil. Despite their illness, Cori’d spent a good portion of the travel trying to engage Glayd in amiable conversation to develop a good relationship with the future sovereign, but it was starting to feel like Glayd and the current emperor weren’t on the same page with Herdland relations. She even pretended they didn’t have enough food for both Cori and me to join her for that lunch.

Glayd did spare a look back at Feng, though, as if to say, “You could still come in with me.”

Feng turned her nose up and marched us down the avenue to a slightly smaller—and I mean slightly—estate: The House of Engi.

We got settled. Riv’s home was more like a compound than a house with eighteen bedrooms across two floors and three wings. The Engis were a prominent and respected family of spurians long before Riv fell in love with Beakka Ladwait. During our stay, Laven even heard that the Engi family descended from the family that invented the trussers.

We had our first sample of Ryespur’s cuisine by way of a fileted fish I’d never heard of called a chinook, which tasted a lot like the salmon Ilantra used to serve in the Academy House. It came in a bath of lemon juice and dill with a side of buttered white rice. The moment Feng saw it, she rolled her eyes and went into the kitchen adjoined to the grand dining room. The dining room was decorated with art depicting the tall cities of Olearth, similar to the frescos we’d seen in the Temple of the Gryphon, but there were other stranger pieces, too.

“What is that?” Laven asked, pointing to a canvas at the center of the far wall. Several people in strange form-fitting gray body suits stood at a table in a field of what looked like bull grass, though the brushstrokes were a bit abstract. At the center of the table was a slab of meat that the butcher in me knew wasn’t anatomically accurate to anything.

“The First Meal of the First Ones,” Riv answered without looking. “It’s said to have taken place just east of Ryespur.”

It looked like the origin of what we called the First Flavor. I pieced together that these must’ve been the pilgrims from Olearth the imperials worshipped.

“Bullgrass used to grow like that here?” Cori asked skeptically.

“Before the blight, yes. When I was a boy, I would run through the grass with my arms out, imaging I was trussing through them. I always wanted to be a ranger. Now, we fly over death.”

Digging into his fish, Riv didn’t seem interested in further conversation, so we let the room fall into a silence that would’ve been awkward if we weren’t so damned exhausted. Before I’d finished half of my serving, Feng came back with a ramekin filled with an orange curry sauce that she passed to Laven, Sincera, and me.

“I’ve told you not to disrespect the staff like that, Feng-Feng,” Riv said in a tone that spoke all too well of the type of arguments that lead to your stepdaughter leaving the country.

“And I’ve told you not to call me that.”

Feng handed me the ramekin, drawing a muttered, “Ungrateful smartass,” from Riv. I was happy to ignore the jibe, because the sauce brought a world of spice and umami into the dish. The lemon and dill had offered brightness that played well with the fish’s natural texture, but the rice was crying out for more seasoning than butter. Dessert was worlds better, a vanilla ice cream with shavings of greybark and a decadent caramel sauce that was still as warm as when the serving staff had poured it over the ice cream. The interplay between cold and warm was a luxury I hadn’t seen since my days as a student in the Academy House. Ranch, after the war, could barely afford ice.

It put us to sleep almost instantly.
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SCENE OF THE CRIME

THE NEXT MORNING, Riv brought us to the site of the most recent attack, no rest for the road-weary. Rangers would meet us there to explain everything.

Larger than the factories around it, the sanctuary building was one of only three structures in the city that rivaled the smokestacks for vertical superiority, but significantly more beautiful than the half-burned Spurs at the center of the city. Where the factories were stone artifices of purpose, the sanctuary was more akin to the Church of the Consumer in Ranch, with gargoyles in the shapes of emphon. The paved walk up to the building included massive marble statues of what was starting to feel like the Empire’s trifecta: badgeboar, gryphon, and wolphon. Flower wreaths, dull and unhappy with the smog, clung to the spines of the wolphon statue, setting it apart from the other two. As we approached, several kids played at tossing the wreaths like rings onto the remaining spines until Riv ran them off.

The frescos of Olearth cities were growing increasingly familiar, but there were also scenes showing early settlements of humans in the shadow of the emphon. I wasn’t sure if it was artistic license or some strange perversion of history, but there were unfamiliar scenes as well: a woman with an eagle’s wings and some strange glowing circle over her head, a strong man in what looked like a skirt holding a big blue and green circle on his back, and something I initially mistook as a carnephon fused with a man.

“What is that?” I asked, pointing.

Laven followed my gaze. “Looks like a minotaur, I reckon.”

“A what?” I asked.

“It’s an Olearth creature,” Feng clarified. “Part of the histories of the First Ones, though some people in Ryespur will tell you that they followed us here and live in the forest to the north.”

“Did the flying woman come, too?” Laven joked.

“Angels always walk among us,” Sincera said and then made the semoli cheers greeting to the sky. “Devils, too.”

Great, so the Semoli have a different religion, too, I thought. The world would’ve been so much simpler if we all just agreed on one. Was I going to need to learn Semoli’s too?

I put it aside. We were here to avenge Hili and secure our treaty with the Empire before New Panchon attacked. It had already been three months since we’d left Ranch, with spring in full swing. We’d had some word here and there, including that Auntie Gyn might be in Ryespur somewhere, but I couldn’t let myself forget that we were at war just because I couldn’t see it here.

We finally got close enough to the sanctuary to notice that, if you stripped away the embellishments, it resembled Pen Stables, down to the entrance doors and nearly identical interior layout, which I could see through a large hole. Like the images we’d seen in the magic slates, the grazing field was dyed red with the blood of dozens of rangers who’d been slayed in the assault.

There were a few obvious differences from the attack on Pen Stables, though. For one, the hole leading inside wasn’t like the jagged one we’d seen before. It was perfectly round. Beside it, someone had painted the words: GODS ARE NOT PAWNS. More familiar was another painting below it: my restaurant logo. Though at some point, I’d stopped thinking of it as my logo. I’d only used it once, compared to…how many buildings had they attacked? At least seven.

“Hm.” Laven pointed at the entrance doors with his cane. “How many kilometers between here and Ranch and yet the same design.”

“There are only so many ways of containing emphon,” Feng suggested.

“It is the same in Semoli,” Sincera said. “We call them coliseums.”

“The design came from the First Ones,” Riv said, and I couldn’t be sure if that was actually true or a plausible solution developed by his religion. At the thought, an uncomfortable tingle ran down my spine. How much could you explain away with these First Ones?

“But that isn’t important, now,” Riv continued. “What’s important is in here.”

Inside, we found signs that a badgeboar had tried to escape by enlarging the hole, but failed. Riv explained the boar was later moved to another sanctuary—the only one in the city that hadn’t been attacked yet—but the three gryphon inside had squeezed out.

“You essentially stable emphon as we do,” Laven remarked. “When I heard the word ‘sanctuary’, I pictured large open fields and trees that were patrolled rather than an enclosure. Excuse my rudeness, but this seems like something your temples would oppose.”

Riv shrugged. “So long as we leave the eldest and the royals afield, they don’t complain. But even if we had to take one of theirs, one of Garuda’s daughters, say, what can anyone really do? The world runs on emphon. My stepdaughter, the idealist, will tell you that we could all agree to stop if we really wanted to. To let human ingenuity dictate the resolution of disputes rather than greater recipes, and all that. But the day the Panchons built a stable, the debate was over. If our neighbors had an arsenal, we needed one, too. Rangers take what is given and do our best to ensure the emphon stay safe, healthy, and loved.”

Cori’d stayed back at Riv’s compound to recover from their illness, but I knew what they’d say if they were here. “Sounds like whoever’s doing this is trying to force everyone to stop,” I said.

Riv cast me a warning glance. “It’s a good thing the Divine proved your innocence,” he said loudly before dropping his tone to a fierce whisper, “because that sounded awfully supportive.”

I tried to focus less on the conditions and more on investigating. In retrospect, I should’ve played to my strengths. Laven’s smarter about that kind of stuff anyway. But I noted tracks where a talon dragged through the ground. The week since the attack had dulled most else.

“Who was first on the scene?” Laven asked, removing his notebook from his pocket.

Hadn’t occurred me to even bring one. See what I mean?

A ranger stepped forward, her index finger twirling her long wavy hair. Whether it was out of boredom or anxiety, I couldn’t tell. “I was.”

“Was it a routine check-up on the facility or did something else bring your attention?”

“Was off-duty at the chippie at the base of the hill,” she answered. “Saw smoke and trussed up here, but I never heard an explosion or nothing.” She points back toward the hole. “Two rangers dead there, burnt beyond recognition. My guess is a fireball greater of some kind, on account that the hole was smoking still and the ground inside. I sent up a flare to signal the on-duty squads and peeked inside.”

Laven scribbled dutifully, but I was distracted by Sincera walking back toward the hole and decided to follow.

“There were three assailants that I saw,” the ranger went on. “Looked strange.”

“Only three?” I asked, surprised. The bloodstains indicated a lot of people died here.

She shrugged. “That I saw.”

“You said they looked strange?” Laven repeated. “Strange how?”

“Their faces were like a bull emphon,” she said. “Horns, snout, you know what I mean?”

“I do,” Laven said morosely. No doubt the tone came from our experience with cultists wearing emphon masks. I couldn’t imagine the Seekers could be involved here though. As far as we knew, the Seekers died with the king. After the Revolution, we even destroyed most of their masks.

Beside me, Sincera pointed to the hole and whispered, “No soot.”

I thought about all the smoke that clung to Ryespur. I could hardly walk without feeling it cling to my skin, my tongue, my eyes even.

“Then what happened?” Laven prodded the ranger.

“One of the three seemed to be in charge and was pointing around the room. The gryphon were beating their wings and squawking, confused, I bet. But I remember thinking it was weird that the badge-boar was just lying there. Thought she was dead at the time. I was all alone and didn’t much fancy my chances against three Enduring assailants and three birds to boot. I ducked back out and waited for backup. Couldn’t be more than a minute later, the birds came screaming out through the hole, one by one, and hit the air. I looked back inside but the drue were gone.”

“The drue?” Feng repeated.

“Speculating,” Riv said on behalf of the ranger with a warning tone.

“What’s a drue?” Laven asked.

“They’re anarchists and zealots with their own religion,” Riv answered, cutting a sharp look at his colleague.

Another religion? Famines and locusts.

“Some among the rangers,” Riv continued, “believe they lead the attacks on account of their ideology, but they’ve never been violent before. I’d prefer if we kept this investigation as objective as possible though, so that’s all I’ll say about them for now.”

I exchanged a look with Sincera. Something wasn’t adding up.

“Could the assailants have flown out on the gryphon?” Laven suggested.

“Might have, yeah,” agreed the ranger.

“Did anyone track the gryphon?”

“Impossible with all the smoke,” she said.

I examined the hole again, noting how clean the shape was. I’d seen my fair share of explosions, caused some too. Metal tended to buckle and jut under explosive force. This was more like a filet I’d slice.

“There was no explosion,” I suggested to Sincera.

“No,” she agreed.

“Do you think she’s lying?”

Sincera considered the ranger for a minute. “No, but what creates smoke and no explosion?”

Unsure, I went back inside.

“How many bodies were there, exactly?” Laven asked. “Did they deface any of them in any way?”

Riv jumped in before the ranger could answer. “There were about a dozen. I presume you mean defaced like the giant one in Ranch? Not like that. Just murdered.”

“What did you do with the bodies?” Laven continued.

“They were spurians,” Riv said defensively. “They were given honor rites and buried in the mines.”

“The mines?” Laven inquired.

“We take that which is precious from the mines. It is only right that we inter that which is more precious within the vacated space.”

“Poetic,” I said, sincerely. “What do you think the slogan is about?”

“The pawns?” Riv frowned. “Our Divine are the emphon that know the truths of the First Ones. They aren’t gods, per se, and neither were the First Ones. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“We keep emphon in Semoli, too, you know,” Sincera said unprompted. “We don’t treat them as gods either. But we treat them with more respect than this. Right before slaughter, we sometimes massage the best of our carnephon. We let them drink our best wine. We give them our best pestotillos, so rich that they don’t even need parmigiana. It makes them relaxed and happy, which you can taste in their meat. I see nothing like that here. What do you feed yours?”

“Mostly zensu beans and moose,” replied the ranger.

“What are zensu beans?” I asked.

Riv waved it away. “It’s a local bean that grows well in the redwood forest to the north. Nothing special. Suffice it to say, we aren’t spoiling them as you are. We’re revering them and their knowledge.”

Special didn’t even begin to describe those beans. But we’ll get to that.

“Maybe they want you to spoil them,” Sincera suggested.

“I think you’re grasping at straws,” Riv said. “Now, unless you have any other questions, I have work to do.”
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NEWS

LAVEN AND SINCERA stayed with the rangers to gather more information while the rest of us went back to Riv’s house. Frankly, I didn’t know what I could really do other than stand around while they came up with better investigative ideas, and I wanted to check on Cori. Cutler was also in town somewhere, and I wanted to find him.

When I returned, Cori was still pale but pacing the bedroom we’d been given. With cold, iron furniture and a mattress that looked significantly less fun than the one we’d had down south, Riv’s guestroom was less impressive than the one we’d had in the emperor’s palace. Built for purpose with the resources at hand rather than designed with the warmth and delicacy of the southern wood. Our baggage and furniture, shipped up by conventional means, wouldn’t be there for another week. We only had our weapons and the bags we’d carried with us.

Cori’s expression turned anxious when they saw me. “Killer, we need to talk,” they announced.

“Okay,” I said. That pit in my stomach opened up again. The one I’d mistakenly listened to during Cori’s coming out. But I’d learned my lesson the last time and kept my words as smart I could manage. “Should we sit down?”

“Yeah, you should.”

I should? Famines and locusts, my mind started spinning.

“I’m pregnant,” they said before my ass hit the bed.

I stood back up. Stammered.

“I know,” they said. “We’ve been careful forever. But I don’t know, killer, one of us must’ve missed our tea. Maybe while you were in that cage on the way over? I was so worried. I wasn’t thinking.”

“It had to have been me,” I said, trying to sound calm and supportive while my mind and heart both throbbed with different levels of what the hell, what the hell, what the hell.

Did I want a child?

Yes. I knew the moment I questioned myself. I remembered first foods and barbeque birthdays with Uncle Macen, Auntie Gynger, and Musta. I knew I wanted to hold some little version of us, to fight for them, to build a better world for them. I wanted to be there for someone the way my moms were for me, even if it hurt to know I might be taken from them like they were from me.

But could I? I thought of the question Cutler had asked me. Was I ready to give up Cori for the Source’s power? The threat of immortality hung over me like some divine mandate. I wouldn’t just lose Cori; that child would age while I watched, immune to mortality like Cutler.

And what about Cori? Did they want to be a mother? Did a nonbinary person want to be called Mother? Could I ask that without making them uncomfortable?

My smile slipped and Cori saw it, but I put it back quick. We could make it work. Together. Who was stronger than us, a princeps and a warchef? If we couldn’t, who could?

“I know,” Cori said, seeing my face. “I starving know.”

“You’re sure?” I said, because what the hell else could I say?

“I did the math, and all the puking? It’s morning sickness. Plus…”

“Plus?”

“Cutler confirmed it.”

I didn’t want to know how. “When did you see him?”

“He came looking for you while y’all were out. He’ll be back soon.”

“I don’t care about him. How do you feel?” I sat back onto the stiff bed. My legs were shaking.

“I’ve been asking myself that question for the last two hours. How do you feel about it?” Worry, hope, concern—all danced across a brief glance over their shoulder back at me, waiting for my answer.

What could I possibly say that wouldn’t let Cori down in some way? I mean, the truth, obviously. But what about when you don’t know the truth?

Well, I knew one truth.

“Like I need to eat something,” I said.

Cori snorted, laughing unexpectedly, and took a seat on the bed. “That could be good or bad with you.”

I took them into a hug and lowered my voice. “What do you want to do?”

“Slash something with my flatsword.”

“That could be good or bad with you,” I echoed.

We both laughed once, a single chuckle before the weight of the situation took our breath away.

“I’ve barely had any time to figure out what it’s like being me. Motherhood…” Cori drifted off and sighed. “I can see it in your eyes. You want a kid.”

“I—” I didn’t know what to say. “It doesn’t have to be now. Or ours. There are still so many orphans from the wars.”

“Mama would kill me,” Cori continued. “She’s been on about it for over a year now. ‘Preserve the line.’ Like that even matters! We abdicated.”

“You didn’t tell me,” I said.

Cori hummed noncommittally. “I was trying to figure out what I’d even think of being a mother. Boobs growing. Hips. ‘Mama.’ I didn’t know what to say to you. I wasn’t even sure I was trans yet. And I know you don’t want to get married because of the wedding feast.”

My breath caught. “I didn’t know you knew that.”

They cupped my face in their hands. “Killer, you’re an open book. It’s how I know you want this.”

“You’re right,” I said, looking down into my lap. “I want to be a father one day, but—”

The door flew open as Auntie Gynger entered. “Howdy, howdy! Hope this ain’t a bad time.”

Right behind her, Uncle Macen came running in with the most adorable four-year-old in Emphonia, her hair a mess from the road. “Cousin Pappy! Auntie Cori!” Musta screamed in delight.

Cori winced at the name. Gods, the timing.

“Howdy, booger,” Cori said, taking Musta into their arms. “You smell awful.”

“There’s smoke everywhere!” Musta said, smiling.

Gynger looked between Cori and me and whispered, “Now was a bad time, wasn’t it?”

“No,” I lied. “It’s fine. Welcome. How was the trip?”

“Awful,” Macen answered. “I had this little monkey on my back the whole way.”

“We saw a badgetygore!” Musta said. “It was bigger than you, cousin!”

“Was it?” I said, lifting her away from Cori. “That’s pretty big. What did you do when you saw it?”

She giggled. “Mommy killed it, obviously!”

“Did she now?” I said, turning to her.

Gynger shrugged.

“She’ll have to tell me all about that.”

“Later,” shouted another voice, entering from the hallway. “You and I have to go, now.”

Cutler, in the flesh, slouched into the room with a frown deep on his face. Something was wrong.

Cori took my hand. “Go. I’ll catch up with Mace and Gyn. We’ll talk later.”

“I don’t want to go,” I said.

“It’s okay. I promise.”

I sighed. “Alright. I love you.”

“I love you too, killer. Don’t take too long.”

*   *   *

“That really was bad timing, kiddo,” Gynger says as she steps into the tent. “I’m awfully sorry.”

If the Butcher is surprised to see her, he makes no sign of it. “You gave us both time to think. It was for the best.”

Gynger’s face contorts. This is all news to the archivist. Did the Butcher have a child? Surely, she would’ve heard such news.

“Yeah, of course,” Gynger says, but there’s no heart in it. “How’s my little girl doing? Giving you any problems yet?”

“Yet?” Musta scoffs. “I’m an Olearth angel.”

As if in evidence, Musta rises to hang her latest portrait, the yakrat. It joins the caprishell, dolphon, and gryphon on the wall.

“She’s been great,” the Butcher answers. “Too smart for her own good, but she knows I’ve missed spending time with her these last few years, so I’ll take what I can get.”

There’s an edge to the Butcher’s words the archivist still can’t parse.

Gynger takes a seat. “The rest should be here soon. Mind if I take a listen while we wait?”

“Not at all.”
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A BLEAK AND BLOODY FUTURE

“WHAT’S WRONG?” I asked for the third time as I desperately tried to catch up with Cutler. I’d never seen him walk so quickly. Didn’t think he could outpace me with his legs that much shorter than mine. The only thing I’d gotten out of him since leaving Riv’s was that Cutler didn’t trust the mining cart trams and refused to ride them. “What have you been doing this whole time?”

Again, he ignored my questions.

Traveling by foot let me appreciate the city’s sights without the nausea. The city rang with the clang of hammers and grinding of drills. The salty smell of fried fish even managed to break through the smoky tang in the air when you passed outside what the locals called chippies. It wasn’t so bleak a place as it seemed when you zipped up the hills on the tram, but it was weirdly repetitive. Chippies, bakeries, jewelry stores, and smithies repeated on every block.

From his higher position, Cutler finally wheeled around to answer my fifth attempt at questioning, thrusting a finger into my chest. “What’s wrong? I’ll tell you what’s wrong. Shepherd refused to train you.”

“The first sourcerer woman? Why?”

“And,” he said, ignoring me, “she’s decided to make her protégé a full apprentice. And get this, boy! The pair of them have gone vegetarian. Vegetarian!”

“What’s wrong with being vegetarian? My uncle’s vegetarian.”

Cutler stormed up the hill. “Being vegetarian drops the number of greaters you can use to a handful. She thinks her halfwit can outdo mine with less? I’ll show her. I’ll scalding show her, peabrain. You’re going to win.”

“Win what? Tell me what’s going on!” It came out more like a roar than I intended, and dozens of spurians turned at the commotion.

Cutler, of course, ignored it and turned a corner into a soot-filled alley. I followed him into the dark passage. I knew he had come up to Ryespur hoping to keep the sourcerers off my back, but it sounded like I was in some kind of contest now.

When I came around after him, he was glaring darkly. His tone dropped to a whisper. “I told you I used Foresight Fried Gryphon and saw you fighting with the Empheron. Do you remember?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “I wasn’t the only one. Sourcerers have known the Empheron was coming for decades. We aren’t fools enough to try to stop it, but apparently, Shep was fool enough to try to game the system and get a glimpse of how it will be killed. She’s spent years on it, watching time and time again as this monster flattens humanity and leaves us to rot. And it wasn’t just her. There’s a dozen of them, every day, using the greater to add one more note to the timeline that leads to it all. Do you follow me?”

“Kind of?”

“Now, they’ve noticed a gap. With enough random glimpses they’ve realized there are five scalding years missing, and it all starts in a few months.”

“What does that have to do with me? Why are you so angry?”

“Because the other side of those five years, you know what the first thing anyone sees is? The Empheron emerging from a giant hole right in front of you. And,” he laughed, darkly, “this is where it gets even better. You know what the last thing on this side of the gap is, boy? Do you know what everyone who uses it has seen every time they’ve used it for the last month? You! You decapitate a man on a roof in Ranch. That’s it! Just you and a head rolling off a roof, over and over and over again. So both sides of the gap? You and death.”

He took a moment to catch his breath, when I tried to get a word in, he cut me off. “Any hope of learning about the Empheron before it arrives? Gone. Combined with concerns about the things you’ve done, like Chili Control, some of the sourcerers have started to suggest you might be the Empheron, even if that directly contradicts the scalding vision. Things are bleak, and I’ve spent the last two months trying to sort it all out. If we’re going to have any chance of keeping you alive against sourcerers, you need to learn from Shepherd. Whether she likes it or not. Now, come.”

“Hold on,” I said, as he started marching away. “I have—”

“Enough questions, boy! For years, I’ve coddled you, but the time’s up. You need to learn to listen. It’s the only way you’ll become a sourcerer. Now, come!”

“You don’t get to show up and tell me what to do. You’re not my—” My next word caught momentarily in my throat. “I won’t bury children like you did with Old Man Banan. Like you will with Soryl. Just tell them I don’t want to be a sourcerer.”

Cutler spun again. “You don’t get a choice! I didn’t! Whiskers didn’t! No one does. The Source chooses who to burden, and it chose you when it gave you that vision.”

He stormed forward again, brokering no argument, but I couldn’t make myself step forward.

I don’t know how long I just stood there, back against that brick wall, numb. Not so long that Cutler disappeared. I could still see his increasingly punchable head, with that bald spot target, right between those batty ears of his. But time felt slow and languid, like my body when it was submerged in the Crel Swamps.

We’d dyed most of those waters red.

Throughout the war, I’d known I wasn’t actually angry. When people asked how I was doing, I would say I was furious. My moms wouldn’t go unavenged. I psyched myself into the rage, though. Because the alternative was worse. Without Cori there, I couldn’t feel love. Not even for Auntie Gyn or Laven, who were both there with me. It wasn’t enough. So if I couldn’t feel love and I didn’t force myself to feel anger, I was left with only one thing: grief.

Everyone’s heard the phrase, “grief consumes.” It’s practically meaningless; it’s so cliché. But it can devour every other emotion if I let it, catching me like the maw of an emphon, snapping around me and tearing everything out.

It had me there in the alley. I wanted to slide against the brick wall and grab my knees and cry until the world ended.

Why were Cori and I working so hard to find joy together, if I was doomed? No matter what I wanted, the future said I’d be a sourcerer, just like it said I’d become the Butcher, just like I’d cursed Laven to a life of pain.

Why bother with anything at all?

Cutler turned a corner. It instantly pissed me off that he hadn’t even looked back to make sure I’d come with him. Just assumed I would.

The pain burned away the grief, just enough that I stalked after him.

As we rejoined a high street in the center of the city from the alley, I reminded myself that the king thought his prophecies were inevitable, too.

Cutler was an old, broken man. He didn’t know what he’d seen. Maybe I would become a sourcerer, but I was my moms’ son, too. If I wanted Cori to live forever with me, I’d find a way.
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SHEPHERD AND TERRY

WE APPROACHED A home as out of place on this street as Cutler’s was on Fen’s Plateau in Ranch. While all the others were recent constructions of plaster walls and metal roofs, this was brick and mortar, stained so deep black from the soot it might’ve been there since the beginning of time. Knowing what I knew about sourcerers, it made sense. Cutler knocked so hard, he practically felled the shabby wooden door.

A man I can only describe as disarmingly handsome opened the door halfway, politely blocking entry. His tawny skin was smooth, and he had a beard-shadowed jawline that could cut. Forearms shaped by hours kneading bread narrowed into hands stronger than stone, and bright teeth shone from a smile that made my eyes linger on his lips before they wandered to his broad shoulders, which supported buckled holsters. Rather than crossbows like the trussers, a book hung from each holster so that the heavy tomes dangled beside massive biceps. Laven was the only person I knew who regularly carried a book around, and here was this man with two tucked safely against his viciously triangular torso.

“Well, hello,” he said in accent that I couldn’t believe. “And who might you be?”

What was a Rare doing in Ryespur?

“Don’t act like I haven’t been here every godsdamned day for the last month on his account,” Cutler barked before I could wrap my head around voicing the question. “Where’s Shep?”

The man was unbothered by Cutler’s rudeness. “My mistress doesn’t wish to be disturbed today.”

Something in the air changed. The sky grew darker, even beneath the smoke, and the hairs on the back of my neck lifted as if sensing a lightning strike.

“She asked me to offer the following message, if it suits?” He cleared his throat. “And I quote, ‘Sod off, you cancerous old goat. It isn’t happening.’”

Cutler flicked a hand, and a howling gale of wind blasted the doorframe, nearly lifting me off my feet as it threw the man backward off his own. The sky thundered as the door crashed into the wall, but only half as loudly as the man as he smashed through a vase and shattered a picture frame.

If I hadn’t been pissed off well before finding a Rare I didn’t know, I might’ve rushed in to help him up. Instead, I stood my ground and fought off a smile.

The Rare groaned and clutched at his ribs—or maybe his books?—before pulling himself up. “Oh, don’t mind me. I’m well. Nothing says welcome like being thrown into a wall.”

Cutler was already halfway into the next room, which was lavishly furnished with velvet curtains and suede sofas. I stepped past the Rare, ignoring him, too.

A short, stout, elderly brown woman, maybe a bit north of Cutler’s age, sat with her feet up on a cushion, reading a news sheet. Beside her, a cup of tea licked steam into the air and a kettle waited beside three more cups. Utterly demure and secure in her setting despite the storm suddenly hailing against the windows and the chaos inside, she was like the subject of a painting plucked out of a Rare museum.

“Old goat?” Cutler repeated. “Where do you get off calling me old, you contemptuous hag?”

The woman gave Cutler no attention. “Terry, dear, pour more tea. I have an unwelcome feeling our guests will be staying.” She had a raspy spurian accent that belonged in a mausoleum and a tone that felt dangerous in a woman so powerful.

Brushing himself off, the man approached, obliging. As he poured, he motioned us to sit in the flanking sofa. “I’m Terrago,” he said. “But everyone calls me Terry.”

“We don’t care what they call you,” Cutler said, glaring at the woman and refusing the seat. I wasn’t about to sit either.

“Look at me,” Cutler said.

The woman folded her paper neatly and made eye contact with me. “A word of advice, Butcher. Never seduce indiscriminately. You never know who’s likely follow you through eternity. I’m called Tida Shepherd, by the way. I’d say it’s a pleasure, but your reputation precedes you.”

I wrinkled my nose.

“Every time,” Cutler muttered. “Every time we meet, you bring that up. It was one night more than a century ago.”

“One I’ll never forget,” she said. And then with eyes locked on me, she winked and added, “For all the wrong reasons.”

Terry brought me a cup of tea, scented with raspberry and lemon, though full-bodied behind its fruit-forward flavor. Much as I wanted it, I refused. The whole place was so starving Rare.

“It’s my own blend,” Terry said, as if in second-offering.

“This is who you chose?” Cutler said, sneering at Terry. “He looks like an underwear model.”

“He has a tongue like no other man,” Shepherd stage-whispered, but before I could even digest the innuendo, Terry winced and said, “Mistress, please refrain from using me as an object to upset your lover.”

“Ex-lover,” Cutler said definitely.

Shepherd tapped Terry’s hand. “Quite right, Terry. Quite right. Fine. What can I do for you, Ginés?”

“Ginés?” I said, confused.

“Old name,” Cutler remarked. “Well before the current trends.” “They have to change them,” Terry said conspiratorially. “So no one knows how old they are.”

“But surely a silly little slaughter boy wouldn’t have deduced that as quickly as you did,” Shepherd said, patting Terry’s hand again.

“Slaughter boy?” I growled, stepping forward.

“Perhaps we should leave the two of you to your discussion,” Terry recommended, grabbing me by the elbow with strong, calloused hands. “Paprick, would you mind helping me prepare lunch?”

“Starve.”

“Delightful, the pair of you, aren’t you? Mistress, some help?”

“FOLLOW HIM AND PREPARE LUNCH,” she commanded, her eyes turning teal.

My eyes bulged as my feet started moving of their own accord. No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t stop myself. I looked back at Cutler. “Can’t you stop this?”

She waved him away. “Don’t bother, Ginés. My boy just wants to play with the Butcher. He won’t hurt him.”

*   *   *

“Isn’t so fun, is it?” the archivist remarks.

“Do you think I enjoy using it?” he snaps.

“Pap,” Auntie warns. “Don’t let her wind you up.”

“I’m fine,” he says, though he clearly isn’t. “Where is everyone? I thought you said they’d be here soon.”

“I’ll check. Musta, want to come join Mama for a bit?”

The girl pushes herself back from the table and hangs a portrait of a bull emphon she’d finished earlier as if she’s going to comply. But she sits back down.

“I’d rather stay.”

With a sullen look, the warchef exits the tent.
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THE OTHER ME

AGAINST MY WILL, I followed Terry into a warm kitchen with wood countertops and potted plants I couldn’t name. Fruits and vegetables made brilliant still-lifes in baskets all over the counters—expertly arranged to avoid ripening issues, too. The smell of dill and fresh white bread filled the air. Compared to the drab exterior of Ryespur, it was annoyingly cheery.

Terry grabbed a watering can and tended to a couple of plants. I immediately tried to turn back around, but though I was no longer forced to walk forward, I couldn’t turn back.

An egg timer shattered the quiet. Terry approached the rustic oven. It was more like the ones I’d grown up with in Common-3 than the more refined ones I used in the Academy House and similar kitchens these days. Inside the oven was dill-infused bread, baked but with barely any crust at all.

“You look like you have something on your mind,” he said as he placed it on a cooling rack. “I won’t bite. Just ask.”

We stood in awkward silence a moment, both of us sizing the other up. No amount of pleasantries could hide that I was common and he was Rare. Those things never erased themselves. “Who the hell are you?”

Terry looked as if he were about to answer before changing his mind and motioning to a cucumber on the counter. “Would you mind slicing that up? Thin as you like. There’s a mandolin in the top drawer over there or any knife off the block, if you prefer.”

I tried to refuse out of spite, but Shep’s command wouldn’t allow it. As I obliged, he approached the icebox and retrieved two tubs with white contents. Balancing them in one hand, he also selected salt, pepper, and garlic powder from a spice rack. By the time I finished slicing, he had chives minced in a tidy pile beside him and a lemon ready to press into juice.

He scooped two parts of one of the white tubs to one part of the other, and though I wasn’t close enough to confirm it, I guessed they contained cream cheese and mayonnaise respectively. Starving Rare with their blandness.

He combined his mixture with the rest of the ingredients he’d separated to produce a creamy spread and placed it aside. I couldn’t help noticing his movements and technique, how familiar they were. I guessed he was about three or four years older than me and wondered.

“Did you go to the Culinary Academy?”

He nodded. “Second in my class but blessed to work in the Academy House. Yourself?”

“I staged under Chef Ilantra and finished my first year.”

“Before you brought the country to its knees and killed the man who graduated first in my class,” he said, as if to finish my sentence. “King Fennel.”

“The bastard deserved it,” I said, refusing to back down.

“Bastard?” He laughed. “Ironic word choice. There was always talk of a Panchon Bastard—a brother of Fennel’s. Funny you should call him one when some even said it might be you, during the lead up to the Revolution.”

Well, if things weren’t already awkward.

He gestured at the bread and the bread knife he’d placed beside it. “Quarter off the top and hang the crusts, if you don’t mind.”

If I don’t mind. “Like I have a choice. How thick do you want the slices? We are having sandwiches, right?”

“Right you are. A few centimeters should do. I trust your judgment.”

I scoffed. “Why trust me at all?”

He shrugged and pointed to the cucumber slices. “These are exactly the same thickness, every one, and you didn’t use the mandolin. Anyone who can do that with a knife knows how to cook. History and current circumstances aside, I can trust you in here.”

“And what about out there?” I asked, pointing at the world beyond the window.

He grabbed several more lemons, a single lime, sugar, and some herbs from various locations around the room. “Out there, you raise dead emphon using Chili Control. I think that speaks for itself as well.”

I scowled. “Cutler said you and Shepherd are vegetarian.”

“Let me guess, what I choose to eat somehow offends you? Or are you worried I don’t get enough protein? I’m touched.”

His muscles were clearly not lacking protein.

“I’m just curious about how you intend to become a sourcerer with so few greaters at your disposal. You do want to be a sourcerer, don’t you?”

He stopped juicing the citrus to tap the book beneath his right arm. “Everything I need to touch the Source, I have right here.”

“You must have a good reason for it if you’re willing to hamstring yourself,” I prodded.

“If you’re trying to ask why, then do so. There’s no need to peel the onion layer by layer.”

“Why?” I asked.

He retrieved a chunk of ice from the icebox and cracked it neatly with an icepick. As he stirred the lemonade, he said, “When I was in my third year at the Academy, Chef Ilantra brought us to the King’s Factory for a tour. I’d cooked with bull emphon by that point, but I’d never seen the butchery required. It was repulsive. The stench, the blood spattering from arteries, the scales falling from the sky like withered boulders. But none of it was so abhorrent as the bull’s eyes. He watched us enter, watched us point and gawk from beneath him. Knowing.

“That stuck with me. I had trouble stomaching emphon for a time, though I never really tired of bison or chicken. Then I had to prepare lobster. Have you ever?”

“Can’t. Allergic.”

“Ah, well, count yourself blessed. When you boil them, steam escapes from their shell. It sounds like screaming, you know? I couldn’t unhear it. Scalding sun, it haunted my dreams for weeks. When my mum and I left Ranch, we had a lot of time on the road, and I told her about it. That sound. The look in that bull’s eyes. The intelligence and cruelty and well, you get the idea. She reminded me that it’s not uncommon for emphonists to be vegetarian—I was raised a consumptionist by a father who offered no alternatives to his ways in most things. I recalled how many common never bought meat, and while they died for many reasons, it certainly wasn’t because they lacked protein. I swore to stop then, and frankly, I’ve never felt healthier. You know, they say it prevents kidney stones and piles? It’s worth—what did you call it? Hamstringing myself.”

“Fair enough.” I returned with the sliced bread. “Which side were you on?”

He took the first slice, spreading the cream and laying the cucumber out with precise movements. “I’m not sure I was on a side during the Revolution, if you take my meaning. I was no fan of the Panchons, and I sympathized with the common, but you’ll forgive me if I found your methods distasteful and your political situation haphazard.”

“That how you ended up here? Didn’t want to go with the Rare, didn’t want to stay in Ranch with us, so you left with your mom?”

“Astute of you,” he acknowledged. “Mum and I left the day after you killed Fennel, but only one of us finished the trip.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know what that’s like.” Gods, was I liking this Rare prick? How did he do that?

“I rather doubt that,” he said surely. “Unless you watched a wolphon swallow your mum.”

“No, just watched as a raving king dropped both of mine from girders.”

Terry made a noncommittal sound. Yeah, never mind, he could starve.

“Is there a side with these sandwiches?”

Terry removed a tray from a drawer and approached a deep fryer I hadn’t noticed in the corner. He plucked a few slices of something—I thought potato at first, but the look was off—and tossed them into the basket. “Taro crisps, mountain-style seasoning.”

The crackling pop of fried starch filled the space with a salivating aroma, but I declined.

“Do you want it?” I asked, suddenly.

“Want what? The crisps?”

“The immortality.”

“Ah,” he said, shaking the basket a smidge. “Do you?”

“I asked first.”

“And I didn’t answer.”

We waited each other out for so long that giving in would’ve become more awkward than the silence. He lifted the basket from the fryer to drain the excess oil and retrieved more vials from the spice rack, whipping them together into a dry mix before pouring the chips out onto a surface and dusting them with the blend.

“I don’t like you,” I said, “but I’ll give you something. I wouldn’t have thought to use that side alongside Rare creams. You can cook.”

“I can’t take all the credit. It’s all the rage here these days, combining foods from different cuisines. ‘Fusion,’ they call it.” Terry eyed me as he moved the chips to a serving bowl. “You aren’t what I expected, either. I don’t know what the future has in store for us, but I’ll say this. If it we end up on opposite sides, as my mistress expects, I won’t put a knife in your back.”

I snorted. “If you want to be gentlemanly about it all, sure. I’ll kill you face-to-face if and when it comes to it.”

“We’ll be knives in the front then,” he said, pointing at me and smiling like I was an old friend. “If one is to be a tool—”

“Then be a knife,” I completed, Ilantra’s words coming back to me.

“Glad to hear she never tired of that line. Well, that’s lunch sorted. Shall we?”

My muscles relaxed, under my control again. If I wanted to, I could grab a knife and have it out with him right there. But it’d been at least an hour since I’d told Cori I was hungry, and for the life of me, I wanted to dissect the spice blend on those chips.

For all I knew, they’d taste like shit.

Wouldn’t that be a turn of good luck for me?










30


[image: Decorative]
RESPECTING YOUR ELDERS

“MARVELOUS,” SHEPHERD SAID as we entered. “I’m famished.”

“You don’t need to eat,” Cutler spat.

“Hunger is a state of mind, Ginés, not a condition of the body.”

For what felt like years, her fingers danced over the platter Terry held before her until she retrieved a sandwich. If I’d been ranking the options myself, it would’ve come last.

“Hmm,” she said after taking a bite. “This doesn’t feel like your knifecraft, Terry. Did you have the Butcher slice the cucumber?”

“I did, mistress.”

“How charitable of you.”

Cutler ignored her to address me. “Shep has agreed to tutor you alongside Terracotta until you’re both ready to touch the Source.”

“Terrago,” Terry reminded.

“Like I said.”

“I don’t need to be tutored by a stuck-up Rare,” I told Cutler. “I don’t even want to be a sourcerer.”

“Oh, I think you’ll find you do,” she said, answering for him. “Unless you’re comfortable letting some monster kill everyone you’re so sure you can’t leave behind.”

“That doesn’t mean I need to spend time ‘learning’ from you.”

Shepherd laughed. “I see why you and Ginés get along. You don’t even know why he’s brought you to me, and you refuse.”

I’d asked him back in Mangtier why I needed to train with badge sourcerers in the first place, but his answer had been cryptic. In Shep’s case, I wouldn’t learn new techniques like I had with Whiskers. Fish and chips? Cucumber sandwiches? The sourdough Ryespur was supposedly famous for? We had them all in Ranch.

Not that I’d known the connections between Ryespur and Ranch until recently. Sure, northern imperial and Rare accents sounded close, but given how different we all looked and dressed, I never thought much of it.

After my meal with Glayd, I’d asked Feng for more information about Ryespur and spurian cuisine.

“You really don’t know, Chef?” she’d responded.

Cori had tended to the fire. “The Panchons hid much of the truth. I’m not shocked it hasn’t come up yet.”

“A few hundred years ago, the southern kingdoms unified to form the Empire, and the northern kingdoms had to decide if they were going to join or fight,” Feng explained. “Thousands decided they weren’t interested in either option and went southeast into the valleys, plains, and deserts we now call Herdland. A few generations later, one of those refugee families, the Panchons, conquered the original settlers there, who became known as common. In a way, the Rare and the northern imperials are cousins.”

I had been surprised that night at the fire, but seeing Shepherd, I no longer was. She could’ve been the mother of all Panchons. She certainly had their casual cruelty. And she was showing it then, stretching out the silence as I waited for her to tell me why Cutler had brought me—it seemed like the man himself had no intention.

When she finished her sandwich, she said, “There are three conditions. Condition one: you—”

“Conditions?” I interrupted. “I won’t agree to any conditions until I know why I should. Famines, I didn’t come to the Empire to learn. I came to gather an army against your asshole cousins in New Panchon.”

She cleared her throat. “Condition one: you will detail every greater you know for Terry to record.”

I took a seat and a sandwich, tired of being treated like a child in the room with grandparents. I already knew I wasn’t going to accept, but I might as well eat and get some answers of my own. “What good will that do him? All but one have meat.”

“Condition two,” she said, ignoring me again, which made my blood rise. “You will send Laven Florento back to Ranch immediately.”

“Absolutely not,” I said. “Why do you even—”

“Condition three—”

“Listen to me, damn it!” I stood over the diminutive woman. “At least—”

“Condition three,” she insisted, her eyes fiercely defiant. “You will consume no emphon under my tutelage.”

“That won’t starving matter,” I said, “because I won’t agree to conditions one or two.”

“Pap,” Cutler said, gently. “You—”

“No!” I roared. “Stop telling me what I need to do. Cutler said you didn’t want me to be a sourcerer. Now, you’re willing to train me, but only if I send Laven away? I didn’t want it yesterday, and I certainly don’t want it today. Something isn’t right here. I’m not a fool and I won’t be treated like one.”

Shepherd’s lips curved into a smile. “It seems, to my surprise, you are not.”

“Good,” Cutler said with the absolute clarity that it was not, “he passed your little test. Will you train him, now?”

“I think not,” Shepherd said, her features a rictus of disgust. Whatever she was playing at when I first entered the home evaporated entirely. Jokes about having sex with Cutler and belittling Terry? They were a front. This was how the first sourcerer really spoke. “I won’t tutor a bellicose bull of ill manner and iller respect. I may not know how, but I am confident he’s to be responsible for the Empheron’s arrival. He may become a sourcerer anyway, but he’ll do so without my help or my greaters. Leave my home, and this time, Ginés, don’t come back begging. It’s unbecoming of a sourcerer.”

All the windows in the room shattered as Cutler rose to his feet. Hail streaked through the windows, pinging against the upturned platter on the floor and smashing glass.

“What do you think you’re doing, Shep?” he asked. “You have to train him.”

“You don’t see me begging you to train Terry, Ginés. Grow up and train your own butcher.”

“I don’t give a drakephon’s arse what you and Tarantula do,” Cutler said. “There are rules!”

“Rules?” Slowly, and only with the help of a cane, Shepherd stood. At best, she reached my navel, but something about the way she held herself and the way her body was proportioned told me she’d been a tall woman once. “Do not lecture me on the rules I wrote, child. If I choose to break them, then so be it. I gave you this life. I can take it away.”

“You’ll doom us all, Sarah,” Cutler argued. “Reconsider.”

“Don’t use that name,” Shepherd spat. “It is long dead, just as your runt will be. Leave my home.”

Cutler stood firm.

“LEAVE MY HOME!” she commanded, and my feet started to pull me toward the door.

But Cutler stood firm. “You would doom us all to that thing. You’ve become so addicted to knowing the future that you can’t stand uncertainty. You blame him? I blame you.”

“Isn’t it just like you to pass blame around,” Shepherd responded. “Some things never change. Leave, Ginés. You can only resist Vindaloo so long, and this city has seen enough suffering since the blight. A fight between sourcerers would wipe away all it has left.”

Cutler spat on the lush carpet. “You’ve become everything you sought to oppose.”

Shepherd laughed, a long, cruel action made worse by how hard it was for her to stand while her body shook with contempt. “Don’t pretend to care about the mortals now. You only care for the power I gave you and the oblivion it offered. You think I don’t know how many children you’ve had? Tell me, have any filled the hole of losing your husband?”

By then, Shepherd’s command had taken me over the threshold, which Terry had so dutifully opened for me. Whatever Cutler said next, I was too far to hear.

Whatever it was, it made Shepherd hurl him out of her front window and halfway across the street.
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TOUGH CONVERSATIONS—FIRST SERVING

CUTLER DIDN’T TAKE well to Shepherd’s decision. The moment he dusted himself off, he marched back toward the house and said, “She will rue this scalding day, rue it!” It was such a ridiculous statement—even for him—but the clouds shook with thunder and the wind turned fierce as his eyes flashed a hateful shade of teal.

Before I could think of a response, he turned to me. “And you!”

Spurians were starting to crowd around, despite the onslaught of rain and hail. I’m not sure many of them noticed Cutler flying from a broken window, but they certainly noticed the impact crater he’d left in the metal wall of the building he’d struck. Probably a few were wondering how he’d survived without a scratch.

The next thing I knew, his hand was round my wrist, and my stomach felt like it was spiraling down a funnel. As I gasped, the world went black.

Vision rushed back in. Cold, salty wind bit at my arms, which were no longer hanging at my sides but above my head. My entire body weight roared into my shoulders with a vicious pop.

In the blink of an eye, I’d been transported from Ryespur to… someplace where I was dangling over a cliff above white-capped ocean waves, my legs kicking as Cutler held my wrists. I was too afraid to even scream.

With a yank, he wrenched me overhead and slammed me down into the mud on the safe side of the cliff. Pain exploded along my back. My shoulder might’ve dislocated.

The city was nowhere in sight. Just the two of us, the ocean, and a rabbit darting into underbrush, terrified.

A storm crackled in the skies above, lightning forking with each charged word. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

“Send me back, now!” I demanded. “I have more important things than your ex bruising your ego. Cori’s pregnant!”

Just saying it out loud felt so monumental. Back in Ryespur, wherever that was, they were waiting for me to come home.

In a clap, rain struck sideways from the sky, and I lost all sight of him.

“This has never been about me or my ego.” The wind howled his words at me so that each drop and syllable slapped hard enough that I staggered. “It’s entirely about yours.”

“Cutler,” I shouted over the gale, “what the hell?”

The day I went to Cutler and told him I needed help with Enhancement, he’d told me how it worked. I shared that yesterday. What I didn’t share was the story he told me about when he’d discovered it as a boy. When he’d taken Stormsquall Steak and made it horrifying.

On the cliff, he finally showed the Enhancement to me.

His body became one with the storm, as if a mist had blown it apart. His limbs extended into tendrils of thundercloud that reached into the sky. Only his eyes, which seemed to grow and grow and grow, remained tangible. It was like looking into the eyes of an emphon. Gargantuan, angry, intelligent.

“HOW CAN YOU BE SO SELFISH?” the storm asked. “DO YOU THINK THIS IS A GAME?”

“Selfish? You’re one to talk!”

It was a nightmare, looking at those eyes. They were too much like Bessa’s. When I looked at them, I saw the past. Her running through the city. Her undead body rising, eye sockets empty, only to watch with hollow pits as my moms fell.

“YOU WOULD LET YOUR OWN HAPPINESS DOOM THE WORLD.”

I tried to turn, my instincts desperate for shelter.

“What are you talking about? Doom what?”

“I’VE TRIED TO BE GENTLE WITH YOU, BUT YOU DON’T LISTEN. ALL YOU HAD TO DO WAS AGREE AND THIS ALL WOULD’VE WORKED OUT. WHEN SOURCERERS CLASH, THOUSANDS DIE. IS THAT WHAT YOU WANT?”

“Of course not! But whatever you think, I don’t need that woman. I need an army!”

Lightning crashed into the ground beside me, and for perhaps the first time in my life, I said, “You’re scaring me.”

My mind whipped back through time, as the storm winds swirled around me. When I started working for the Herd, I was scared that something would happen to my moms. I was scared that I wouldn’t stop the Seekers and people would die as a result. I’d even been scared of losing the war with New Panchon. I was constantly scared of losing Cori. But for all my fear and all the power I wielded over the years, one sourcerer could make me feel as if I lived by his pleasure in an instant.

“Stop,” I said weakly. “I get it, I get how powerful sourcerers must be and what I risk by pissing off Shepherd.”

The storm ceased abruptly.

Cutler coalesced out of cloud wisps before me. The same balding, bat-eared man with his tongue pressed into his lower lip, eyes normal except for the tears welling up in them.

Even the sea had gone flat.

“Good.”

“You’re telling me I become one, and I can’t see how. I can’t live through that much death. I can’t mourn anymore. Ever since you came back to Ranch, you’ve been different. You want me to be a sourcerer, now. Why?”

That same frightened rabbit ventured back out into the grass. It chewed on a flower with one eye on us, ready to flee at the faintest movement, but so happy to eat in the sun. That’s all I wanted.

“I told you what I saw the last time I used Foresight, but not the first.”

“Starving hell, you people and this greater. Don’t you all see that you create the futures you’re so afraid of?”

“Maybe, but it doesn’t change what I saw.”

“I don’t want—”

“It wasn’t a future that made me afraid, boy. It was one I wanted. One where emphon and humans lived in harmony, under the care of someone who was happy. I didn’t know who that person was then. Just some random person in their thirties. But I know now, and I know what threat stands in the way of Cori having that future.”

“Cori?”

“Somehow, after all this Empheron business, Cori leads this world to a better place. It may not be a place you or I live to see, but it’s a world I will secure for what family I have left. Cosmos knows I robbed too many family members of a good future. I won’t let any others lose out because you’re too short-sighted to embrace your destiny.”

That stopped me. If there was a future where Cori was happy, it had to be the one I pursued, even if it meant I wouldn’t be.

“What is the Empheron?”

He frowned. “An emphon like no one has ever seen, we think. Ten times bigger than a drakephon and a hundred times smarter. It can speak with humans and emphon alike, and we know it raises an army to conquer humanity. We don’t know where it comes from or how. Only that it appears from a hole, and some say it comes when you kill the Source.”

“When I what? Why would I kill the Source?”

“Because it’s a cancer, and despite what the rest of the sourcerers say, I know we’d be better off without its influence on this world. For years, I believed only a surgeon could cut out a cancer, but a butcher can too. The only difference is the butcher typically likes the host to be dead. So that’s why you’ll kill it. To cut it out.”

I honestly didn’t know what to say to that, and by the look on Cutler’s face, it didn’t seem he needed me to say anything. With his eyes on the horizon, he’d gone to a dark place.

“It’ll take more than one sourcerer to stop the Empheron, boy. Probably all of us. But no one cares because Foresight is broken and it’s been centuries since any of us have had to do anything without knowing how beforehand. We needed you to learn from Shep so she would come back to our side.”

Before I could say anything, he sighed and said, “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you all that before we got there.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I’m not proud to say this, boy, but I almost lied to Cori about the baby. I knew what it would mean to you after your mothers. I knew you would never agree.”

I punched him across the mouth.

“Starve,” I said.

I wanted to walk away, to be anywhere else, but of course I couldn’t. And then the reality set in. I’d just punched Cutler. A sourcerer. A friend. A—

He punched me back.

Blood burst through my tongue, and my eyes watered. I was so shocked, my arms pinwheeled and I fell back on my ass. “Famines and locusts,” I spat.

“What? You think I can’t throw a punch because I’m old?” There was a cheeky glint to his eyes as he looked down on me, and I felt compelled to rub my jaw in respect.

He reached down to help me up, and I took his hand, accepting it like a truce. We stood in a dark silence for a long minute, each of us staring out over the placid water. Both of us spat a wad of blood into the sea.

“How did you do it?” I asked a few minutes later. “How did you sign up to have children knowing you’d die long after their grandkids? Half of them must not even know you exist.”

“That’s the problem with your generation. You think we knew what we were doing? I was twenty-two when Sarah became a sourcerer. Thirty or so when I did. We had no reason to think it’d make us live forever. You want that answer, ask Whiskers.”

“Then why did you do it? Famines, I barely even know what it is. Why can’t we just make a whole army of sourcerers to fight the Empheron?”

He sighed and looked back at the sea. “It’s time you learn.” Without looking back, he grabbed me by the wrist.

My stomach somersaulted, and the next thing I knew, we were in the Southern Desert.
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HISTORY FROM THE SOURCE

THEY WEREN’T MUCH older than us, really, when they doomed the world. Bright-eyed, excited, in a food scene growing quickly. The way Cutler told it, his was an age of culinary adventure. New greaters around every corner. New emphon over every mountain. Ryespur, Mangtier, barely more than watering holes for survivors a couple generations removed from Olearth. No Ranch. Semoli existed, but they didn’t know it.

At eighteen, Sarah Shepherd was chosen for an expedition into the southeast, where the first carnephon herd had been spotted. According to what texts survived from the First Ones, carnephon had inspired the first greater recipe, and the people of what became Ryespur wanted to try it. Shepherd was their best up-and-comer, and eager. The choice was easy.

But Sarah wasn’t satisfied to kill a single bull and bring back its meats, preserved and potentially useless. Not without trying some first. She figured out the First Flavor and then some. Years she spent in the desert, felling bulls and cooking new flavors. Her hunting party deteriorated—death in the line of duty, desertion, dissidence—and she ended up alone, surviving off the land, creating greaters out of dried dirt and scavenged emphon. Anything to get over the next hill as she wandered raving beneath the desert sun.

And then Foresight Fried Gryphon. The way Cutler tells it, Sarah just wanted to know how to get home, to see how to get there, and instead, she saw the cave. Much as I did, which makes you wonder. But anyway, she found the cave, and in it, the Source. Skeletons lay around it. Some human, others not, but Sarah was addicted to power at that point, always Enduring, and she could feel the power inside like a golden yolk surrounded by a teal shell of crystal.

She slaughtered the drakephon guarding it and attempted to break the rock like an egg. She barely left a dent, but the assault did something. She touched that golden yolk within and went through agony. If you believe Cutler, the pain literally killed her. Stopped her heart. But the connection she’d formed with the rock flushed new life into her veins.

Her body was reborn. Her white bones became teal as an emphon’s.

And she had so. Much. Power.

When Sarah returned to Ryespur, she could’ve destroyed the town and everyone in it with a whim. She could’ve ruled them all from the palm of her hand, the power she had. But she found she had no interest in wielding it. Some people look at their power and think it’s proof that they should rule. Sarah had always craved power as a means of conquering another challenge, of proving herself to herself. With nothing present to challenge her, she stared into the future.

She saw only war, death, famine, and extinction.

But as she saw those futures, she watched the spurians invent trams and gondolas. Her old friends bore children and smiles under a sun that brought health to the land. She decided the best thing to do was to bring others to the cave so they too could have power, and together, perhaps they could keep the future’s horrors in check.

She searched for the right people to join her and found her first apprentice: a sprightly young man who sold knives on an unnamed plateau in the east. As she trained him, others noticed her power. That she used greaters without eating, healing overnight, moving too fast. They lusted for it.

An army formed in the southern rainforests as the city-states and temples there united under an emperor who wanted to ensure his reign never ended. He came north to demand Sarah’s secret and ended up conquering all but Sarah herself. She’d seen this war coming but hadn’t seen her role in it. By the time she escaped it, others had fought their own drakephon guardians and touched the Source, inspired by her.

“I helped her track down the others,” Cutler explained, “as every evil found its way into the world around us. Sourcerers who used the power to blight and kill. Others who used it to forge kingdoms. It took us years to stabilize it all. By the time we’d finally finished, we looked in the mirror and realized we should be dead of old age, but we barely aged over time. You could barely tell with me.”

I stared at the cave in the distance and the drakephon coiled around it. We were in the far south of the desert. The place no one came back from. Not because the drakephon killed you, but because the sun did. “Wasteland” does it no justice. Bones bleached the earth white in every direction, reflecting the sun into our eyes so that it wasn’t only our skin that burned.

“You did all of that,” I clarified, “because Shepherd touched a rock?”

Cutler’s whole body had seemed to wither with his tale. I don’t know if it was the strain of teleporting us around or a haunting of his past, but he looked like an old man curling into a cane, growing shorter by the day.

“If she hadn’t, someone else probably would’ve,” he said.

“Okay, so you found—or trained?—all these sourcerers. Then what?” My words started to rasp, the heat parching my throat. I didn’t know how long I could stay out here. I realized then he’d fought a drakephon out here and survived.

He was right. I wasn’t ready. Not for that.

He handed me a canteen, which I drank from greedily. When I handed it back, he motioned up toward the sky with it before taking a swig. “We tried to destroy it. All of us together trying to break the shell to get the yolk. Whiskers’ theory is that the yolk can be used to ensure humanity survives. Never so much as put a crack in it, though. It just goes on.”

“Is that such a bad thing?”

“None of us agree.” He motioned to the drakephon. “But if you ask me, it’s creating them. The only thing that comes close to resembling the Source is the skeleton of an emphon. All that endurmite…”

“So what, sourcerers kill the emphon?”

“No. Half the time, we’re fighting to protect them. One of our rules is we protect the ecosystem. Whenever someone wants to pen all the emphon up or slaughter them or burn their fields or try to grow supercrops with alchemics, we step in and stop it. It’s why I had to repair the Crel Swamps.”

I thought of the person using my logo. “Is a sourcerer responsible for the attacks in the Empire? They have to be using Foresight, and the whole reason Shepherd hates me is because I supposedly broke that.”

“I don’t think so. I asked Sarah myself, and she said it wasn’t her or Taro Root. When you’ve known someone as long as we’ve known each other, you know when they’re lying, and she wasn’t. I’ve met all the sourcerers, and I doubt any of them are behind it. It’s not their style to be this hands off. If they have a problem with someone, they kill them. They don’t lead them on a goose chase across Emphonia.”

“You know all of them?”

“Before Sarah got all high and mighty, there was a process. They’d apprentice with her, then me, then Don Antony in Semoli. Then they fight the drakephon. So yes, I know them all.”

“What about someone who didn’t go through you all?”

“We’d still know,” he said. “No one hides from Foresight forever. Whoever you’re after, they have the right of it. It’s overdue. Should’ve stepped in sooner.” He sighed. “We’ve been distracted. We don’t just do all that.”

“What else?”

“When we failed to kill it, we went back to the world as sentinels standing to make sure no one awful got reborn. We did our duty for decades, but then greater recipes stopped working as they should. Emphon grew erratic and destructive, destroying cities and causing mayhem. There were no walls before all that. We had to deal with the emphon. But even when they were corralled, the greaters still got weaker and weaker. People stopped knowing how they worked or why. It was like the very concept of taste was leaving society. We realized something was wrong. We tried to feel the Source with our bones, and it was weak.

“It took us a while to put it together.” He motioned to all the bones. “Endurium gives greaters power. Endurium comes from endurmite, which grows in crystals down here. The caprishells eat the crystals. The drakephon eats the caprishells. The gryphon scavenges the drakephon. The skyroot trees grow from the corpses of the gryphon. On and on. You may be a fool, but you get that circle easy enough.”

“Sure.”

“But where does the endurmite come from?”

“You’ve said this: the Source.”

“And what does the Source eat, boy?”

I looked at the bones again. Human bones in a place no humans should be. “Us?”

“Us.”

“You bring people to the Source to be eaten?”

“Only the dead,” he said, as if that somehow made it better. “Shepherd tricked the people of Ryespur to leave their dead in closed-off mines. Antony’s people pretend to feed theirs to pigs but send them here instead. Even I have my ways at the crematorium in Ranch. But it’s the only way to keep the cycle going.”

“Are my moms out here somewhere?”

Cutler turned to face me. “I wouldn’t do that.”

I believed him.

“What about Banan?”

He looked away. “My children pay for my deeds more than once.”

Famines, is that why he came back for the mourning feast? I looked up at the bleaching sun, sweat pouring down me. “You say you want to kill it, but when it started starving, you brought it food. How does that make sense?”

“It wasn’t dying,” he said. “If it can die, it’s not from starvation. Starvation just makes us weak.”

“So let me get this straight. You want me to watch Cori and my unborn child wither and die while I spend my immortality shepherding people to their death to preserve power?”

“No! I want you to kill it. To break into the yolk and free us all from this torment. I know you can.”

“How? Because I’m a butcher, so I can cut out cancers? Because you saw it with Foresight Fried Gryphon?” The greater was starting to sound like a curse in my mouth.

“No. Shep might think the black hole in time is a sign of calamity, but I think you discover something that changes everything. I think you find the way. It’s no coincidence the Empheron appears from a hole in the ground here.”

“That makes no sense. All of you combined couldn’t do it. I’m just a cook!”

“So were we! And who better to feed the god of death if not those who slaughter and cook its children? Huh, boy? Who? At least you’re also a butcher. At least you know how to kill humanely. Because all I see are other bad options. We should’ve never come to this place and never touched this thing, but we did. It’s time you grow up and take responsibility.”

Before I could answer, his hand was around my wrist again. Cori was pacing the room we’d been given at Riv’s house. No Auntie Gynger or Uncle Macen. As we appeared, Cori yelped and drew their flatsword before realizing it was us. “Nope,” they said, sheathing the sword hard. “Never again. Y’all do that? You do it outside and walk in like normal starving people.”

“I’m tired,” Cutler said, ignoring them. “I can’t make you do anything. You have to decide. Talk to Cori. Make your decisions.” He patted me awkwardly on the shoulder. “I’m sorry fate dragged you into all this.”

With a nod at Cori, Cutler left.

“I ain’t seen him ever look like that. What the hell happened?” Cori saw my face and pulled me into a hug. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. Let’s just take a night. We can talk about us later.”

“No,” I groaned. “We should talk now. We need to find Hili’s killer and secure that army. I can’t afford to waste time pitying myself,” I stammered. “Unless you need more time?”

Cori opened their mouth but stopped themselves with a smile. “How about we make this easier on ourselves? Start off on the right foot.”

“What do you mean?”

“Let’s get some food,” they suggested.

And some people say there’s no such thing as soulmates.
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AN EXPECTED INTERRUPTION

THE ARCHIVIST SMACKS her pen down into the table with what little authority her aching wrist can muster. “I must insist on some questions.”

“Swe’me,” the Butcher says, “do you think you could draw my complete and utter lack of surprise?”

“Sorry, cousin, but after I finish this tusktooth, I’m going to do the wolphon.”

“Am I to believe that sourcerers didn’t exist until just before the Empire’s founding? That can’t possibly be true,” the archivist insists. “I’ve seen records of the Source dating back five hundred years in Semoli.”

The Butcher shrugs. “Shep found human bones beside the Source. Maybe she was the first one who actually succeeded in touching it. Semoli probably got there first but couldn’t make sense of it. It’s a brutal starving process.”

“But what if that wasn’t the case?” the archivist says. “What if there were others before her and she simply didn’t know? We might yet have allies against the Empheron.”

“It doesn’t matter,” the Butcher says. “There aren’t any sourcerers left willing to fight with me.”

“Name them. The others.”

“Name them?” the Butcher repeats. “Why?”

“I want to cross-reference yours with those I know.”

“Those you know?” He laughs. “Yenne, if you knew any sourcerers, you wouldn’t have jumped at the chance to interview me for the Rite.”

“I knew about Terry and Shepherd,” she says.

“Oh, congratulations, you knew of two I just told you about.”

“I knew about Terry and Shepherd well before you did.”

His eyes flash a shade of yellow. “Say that again. Be specific.” It isn’t a command, which means he must be trying to prove she’s lying. Surely, he had Insight Enchiladas.

Choosing her words carefully, she says, “I knew Terry was training with Shepherd well before you ever met them.”

“Huh,” he says, his eyes slipping back into their familiar brown. “You’re not lying. How could you have known that?”

“Tell me who’s left, and I’ll tell you.”

The Butcher taps his fingers against his glass of water, deciding. As he does, Musta rises to hang her tusktooth depiction. With six around the map, now, there’s symmetry, but also a growing sense of both absence and terror. The Empheron’s army is made of these creatures, all twelve. As she hangs them around the map of Ranch, the archivist can’t help but feel as if that very army is starting to pen them in.

The Butcher also regards the pieces. Does he feel the same? There’s certainly a nervousness in the working of his jaw, the tapping of his fingers.

“No,” he says. “You’ll learn them at the same rate I did. But I’ll clarify the ones I know.”

“Why should that matter?” she snaps. “Why does any of this matter?”

“Because I starving say it does!”

“That’s not good enough.”

“Life isn’t fair, Yenne. If you don’t know that, then keep starving listening.”

“You think I don’t know that, Butcher? My Terry is dead! You want to know where Dyl is? They’re probably dead. Everyone I’ve ever cared for is dead, save for you, and what a scalding mistake it was to ever hold any pity for you.”

That seems to catch him off-guard. Good, the archivist thinks. It should hurt, this truth. Source knows how much it hurt her.

“Your Terry?” he asks.

“Starve.”

“TELL ME, YENNE. HOW DID YOU KNOW TERRY?”

He needn’t have commanded. She was going to tell him. “When we discussed my part in Fennel’s victory dinner, I told you that my partner was his personal Chef. You may recall I said that person was responsible for preparing the Brain Bisque, with the lobster.”

“No,” the Butcher says, mouth agape.

“Terry told you he heard screaming while making lobster. He failed to mention those screams were coming from the common being killed around him while he was forced to make it for Fennel. Terry was my partner before he set out to find Shepherd.”

The archivist is not a crier. She would rather stab a pen into her jugular than wallow in tears. But even she can’t stand the Butcher’s look of pity without feeling something.

“You must hate me,” he says. “Gods, you must hate me.”

“I can’t think of anyone I hate more.”

“Take some comfort in this then. Terry isn’t dead.”

“Of course he is. I saw it with my own eyes.”

He shakes his head. “Sourcerers don’t die the same as the rest of us, Yenne.”

Is this a trick? Another way to twist the knife? “You lie.”

“You may hate me. You may wish all the world’s pain on me. But I’m not lying.”

“Prove it.”

The Butcher smirks then. “I thought you’d never ask.”










33


[image: Decorative]
TOUGH CONVERSATIONS – SECOND SERVING

HINDSIGHT BURNS THE face of the restaurant into my memory, but when we arrived, I barely noticed what it looked like. I was too busy fretting over what I wanted to say. At least Cori had done me the kindness of silence on the way there. Small talk would’ve broken me.

Our table wobbled in the corner of Ryespur’s bay-pier, waves lapping below the salt-stained timber. It reminded me of the patio deck we’d built onto the Academy House, hanging over the river. The pier dwarfed it, obviously, stretching far enough into the bay that the fog hid the pebble beach it escaped from. In fact, the whole world seemed hidden away. The pier was an enclosed, gray pocket filled with the chatter of gulls and the roiling of my nerves.

Other people milled around us, oblivious to our stress. A woman read a book. Two men ambled with their daughter while she tossed crumbs over the railing and fish bobbed to receive them. An old man napped on a bench while a gull perched on the toe of his boot. The world can be so isolating and full at the same time.

I was about to ask Cori what they were thinking when a server dropped two baskets on the table and walked away without so much as a hello. The wax paper lining gave the whole meal a sense of cheap comfort. Oil ran off the fish to collect at the bottom like a second seasoning.

“How’d you hear about this place?” I asked.

“Feng,” Cori said. “She told me about it on the way up here. It’s why she decided to move to Ranch. The owner lived there as a kid.”

We’d each gotten the same thing: fusion fish tacos. When Terry had mentioned fusing cuisines, I’d assumed he meant imperial cuisines in the same vein that Massaman curry fused different curry styles, but with the added Rare twist, like when Feng brought the curry sauce for the fish the night before—gods, it had only been a day. But apparently, other cuisines got fused, too. In this case, it was Ranch and the northern imperial fishing tradition that originated in Herringpol, where Glayd came from.

Anyway, the basket contents were divine. Two crispy flour tortillas sopped up the juices of beer-battered imperial halibut, fried and coated in rancher spices, topped with a cabbage slaw and pico do gallo. Beside them, a disposable ramekin carried a mix of mayo and red salsa the shop called salsa rosado, and gloriously crispy fries sparkled with sea salt and lime juice.

We each took a bite, groaning into the explosion of flavors: tangy, salty, fishy, sweet, spicy. I’ve seldom captured so many tastes in a single mouthful. It was too much, probably. Everything just over the point of no return. But that made it all the more comforting. Sometimes we need to go overboard.

I would’ve sat in silence, but Cori’s only so patient. “Alright. I’ll tell you now,” they said. “I’m pretty sure I know how I feel about the baby. But for me to be sure, I need to know what happened with Cutler.”

Every part of me wanted to ask what they’d decided. Could I stop hoping it was yes? Could I stop dreading it was yes? But they wouldn’t have told me it was contingent on Cutler if it wasn’t.

“He told me I’ll become a sourcerer,” I said, explaining everything from meeting Shepherd and Terry to the history of the Source, including how scared I’d been at the cliff. By the time I finished, my basket was empty, and Cori had ceded their remaining fries to me. After mopping the last of the sauce from the ramekin, I finished the last one and pushed the basket away from my expanded waistline. “Basically, war is coming, he wants me to kill the Source, and even if I manage that, there’s a monstrous emphon on the horizon planning to kill us all. I don’t know if I can do any of it, but I think I should. People are going to die, and I’d rather they not be our people. I want the future where you’re happy.”

Cori’d mostly remained quiet, nodding and asking the occasional question. “He thinks you can only do all that if you’re a sourcerer, though.”

I hesitated. Was that a fair assessment? “Yeah, I guess so.”

“If you ask me, it’d be a helluva a lot easier to get rid of the thing if it ain’t inside you already.”

I’m not sure if the sound that came from my stomach was from digestion or worry. “Cori…” I started.

“No, look, let’s not act like that ain’t relevant to the decision you have to make. I heard what you said, killer. You don’t want to outlive me or a baby. I already knew that. It’s why I needed to know what happened.”

Why did I eat so much? Fishy acid watered up the back of my throat. Taking a deep breath, I said, “Are you saying me becoming a sourcerer changes whether or not we should have the baby?”

“Don’t it?”

“Do you not want it?” I asked, directly. “I don’t want to be an excuse, if you do.”

“How am I supposed to answer that question?” they snapped. “Mama was eighteen when she had me, already married, with Nana only days in the grave. It was all a part of the plan. I’m twenty-one, unmarried, with no idea where my life’s headed. I wanted to be an ambassador so I could see the world, but two months later, we’re still trapped by everything and everyone, including the damn future.”

I took their hand and squeezed it.

“Your moms sat me down once. Before, well, you know,” they said as they squeezed my hand back. But it wasn’t the supportive gesture I’d made. Cori’s was pained, remorseful. “We were in your old kitchen in Common-3, bread and butter in the air. I had my guitar; I’d promised to play for them a few times by then, and I was finally making good. When I finished, Sesa took my hand and said I would make a great partner and a better parent. Not a mother, Pap, a parent. Like she knew.” Cori swallowed a sob. “When I asked how she could know that, she just tapped my cheek and kissed my forehead. Killer, I cried. I don’t know why. Just broke down in her arms. I can’t stop thinking that if I give up this baby, I’m failing your moms.”

“Cori.”

“No, listen. If I say I don’t want to go through with it, you’ll tell me it’s alright, and, sure, we could have one later. But what if we can’t? What if the war makes it impossible, or what if you do die, and then I’m alone with nothing but memories of this meal, thinking, I could’ve had a piece of him to raise and to hold and to show the ocean to, but I didn’t because I was afraid of being a mother instead of a parent?”

“Cori,” I said again, but I didn’t have any other words to add.

“I’m not ready,” they admitted. “I’m not ready to make decisions that I might regret for the rest of our lives. But no matter which way I choose, I’m going to have regrets.”

Cori was saying no. Maybe not no, no—like no, never—but not right now. They just couldn’t get those actual words out. Part of me broke. What if we couldn’t later? What if Cori never wanted to? Would it matter, if the world was going to shit anyway? No. But what if I didn’t? Cori was right. I’m so godsdamned stubborn. And even then, part of me knew, of course, that there were solutions.

So what I had to do was give them the out.

I had to tell Cori it was okay. As much as it hurt. As much as I didn’t want to. As much as I knew I’d regret alongside them.

Before I could bring myself to do it, a horn blew through the fog. Maybe some boat passing by. Down the pier, the old man on the bench jolted up from his nap, startling the gull into flight. He saw us holding hands, smiled, and nodded politely as he hurried into the fog. The couple with the kid and the woman with the book had also gone, leaving us utterly alone.

“If we’re going to regret it either way, we should do what’s best for us right now. Introducing a kid to all this chaos is the worst possible thing,” I said, tears on my cheeks. Choking up, I pushed forward. “What kind of life would we even be giving them, death around every corner?”

“It’s the smart thing to do,” they said, looking down at my empty basket. “But I want to make you a promise. One day, once I’ve had some time to be me and to figure out who I really am, I’m going to raise a baby with you, because I want to be the parent Sesa saw in me. But you’re the other half of the equation. You need to decide if you’re willing to outlive the two of us. I’m not making the choice alone.”

“I don’t want to outlive you,” I said, feeling as if I’d doomed it all.

“Okay,” they said, and the smallest, most desperate attempt at a smile broke through their sadness. “Then it’s settled. You’re figuring out how to kill the Source and stop this Empheron thing without becoming a sourcerer.”

“What? But—”

“But what? When have you ever given two shits what anyone said?” Cori stood and smashed a finger into the table. “Cutler says it’s die or outlive us. Remember when the king said it was die or surrender? If you’re going to be the father of my child, you need to be the man that told the king to eat it. You need to stand tall and find a way to kill the Source. That’s the only way you don’t outlive us.”

They were right and there was so much more I wanted to say, but I didn’t get the chance. Because right then, the salt-flaked face of the shabby wooden shack that held the taco stand collapsed into splinters, destroyed by the screeching, nightmarish form of a gryphon landing atop it. Hot oil sprayed from the friers inside, coating the splinters and instantly catching into flames.

The gryphon paid the conflagration no mind. Eyes wild with fury, it lowered its neck, leveling its beak to the floor so that it was mere strides away from us. We were well within reach of its tongue.

The sharp, yawning portal of its gullet emerged from between the sparkling endurmite of maxilla and mandible, but it wasn’t a tongue that exploded from the inside of that salivating mouth.

It was a calamitous, unnatural rapture of a voice. Something akin to the scream of a dying bird eating a child wailing themselves hoarse.

“DID YOU THINK I WOULD FORGET WHAT YOU DID?” the gryphon cried.











[image: Decorative]
Course 4: Stormsquall Steak (Enhanced)

Also known as Cutler’s Storm Shift, this decadent, sweet-and-spicy take on the original fried greater recipe is best served alongside buttery mashed potatoes, grilled garlicky asparagus, and a rustic but spicy red wine such as Sangiovese.

Ingredients (serves 2):

2 ½ cups emphon milk

2 tbsp lemon juice

220–250g bull emphon top sirloin

3 or more tsp salt, divided

Black pepper to taste

100g cornflakes, crushed

3 tsp paprika, divided

1 ½ tsp cayenne powder, divided

½ cup flour

¼ tsp baking powder

1 egg

200g breadcrumbs

4 cups frying oil

For the gravy:


	½ cups emphon milk

	⅓ cup cayenne sauce or similar hot sauce

	2 tbsp butter, melted

	½ tsp honey

	2 tbsp white vinegar

	⅓ cup flour

	Salt and pepper to taste



Steps:


	Combine emphon milk and lemon juice and stir for 20 seconds. Let sit for 5 minutes.

	Using a meat tenderizer, cube the sirloin into two steaks. Add salt and pepper to each to taste and let rest.

	Combine cornflakes, a third of the paprika, a third of the cayenne powder, flour, baking powder, a teaspoon of salt, and half a teaspoon of black pepper in a shallow bowl until evenly distributed.

	In a separate shallow bowl, combine milk solution with egg and whisk until thick. Add a third of the paprika, a third of the cayenne, and a teaspoon of salt and give a quick stir.

	In a final bowl, combine breadcrumbs with remaining paprika and cayenne.

	Begin heating oil to 185° C in a skillet.

	With one hand, dredge steak in cornflake/flour mixture and place into the egg mixture (careful to keep this hand dry). With the other hand, remove steak from the egg, give a light flick over the bowl to release some of the excess moisture, and dredge in breadcrumbs. Repeat with second steak.

	When oil is hot enough, deep fry both steaks until golden brown, about 8 minutes, turning halfway.

	While steaks are cooking, combine all wet gravy ingredients except vinegar in a large bowl, and stir. Sieve flour into mixture slowly, stirring to incorporate.

	Remove steaks from skillet and drain on a wire rack. Heat oven to 150° C.

	Pat steaks dry carefully and put them into the oven on a lightly oiled baking sheet for 10 minutes.

	Remove all but about 2 tablespoons of oil from skillet and reduce to medium heat. Add vinegar to gravy mix and stir until incorporated. Pour new mixture into the skillet. Whisk gravy as it cooks for about 10 minutes. It should have a bright orange color.

	Remove steaks from oven, plate, and lather with gravy to taste.



Expected Endurance Effect(s):

Endurance, 1–2 hours

The ability to embody certain elements of a storm (no more than one at a time):


	Summon winds to carry yourself in and out of the air in a facsimile of flight

	Direct lightning from both body and sky

	Make body semi-transparent, as if a cloud



Raise storm clouds within 1 kilometer, which may cause rain, hail, snow, and/or lightning depending on ambient climate

Enhanced Endurance Effect(s):

Ability to embody all elements of a storm and merge with a raised storm system, spreading consciousness among the storm

Increased duration

Variance Effect(s):

Storm clouds affected at greater or lesser distances, depending on the emphon used

Emphon Effect(s):

Unknown, not advised for testing
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THE AVENGING QUEEN

LADY GARUDA’S VOICE stripped the last vestiges of paint from the salt-soaked boardwalk, white flakes splintering into the bay. Cori and I threw our arms over our faces, blocking the debris ripped away from the remains of the restaurant. It was like listening to Cutler’s storm form screaming at me again, but with swords stabbing at us.

I didn’t have time to marvel at the fact that a gryphon was speaking to me before she bellowed again. “YOU DARE CONTROL ME, STAB ME, AND RUN NORTH AS IF I CANNOT FIND YOU WHEREVER YOU GO?”

Her tongue lashed out, springing through the air like a cobra. Cori and I dove in opposite directions. We cleared the strike and rolled to the edges of the boardwalk. With a talon chasing after me, I couldn’t look back to make sure Cori escaped. I could only vault the railing and throw myself into the bay.

I slammed feet-first through the surface of the sea. Freezing cold stung into my limbs and up my knees like a hammer blow. As I gasped at the cold and the pain, salt shot up my nose and down my throat. For a moment, I was weightless, drowning in the darkness. But I managed to kick my legs and reach upward, pulling myself to the surface.

Garuda was already in the air, wings beating the water into froth. Foam rocked into my eyes and mouth, pushed me under. I resurfaced, hopeless. No greaters on me. No Endurance. Nothing but a demigod with revenge on the mind.

Desperately, I swam for the stilts of the pier. If I could get beneath it, I could at least put something between us. Give me time to analyze her movements and figure out how she fought so I could form a plan. I hoped Cori was okay on the opposite side. Swore I’d kill this oversized chicken if anything had happened to them.

As I grabbed at the rounded leg of the boardwalk, Garuda crashed behind me. Half of her slammed into the wood, the other into the water. The resulting wave tossed me like flotsam, rolling me ass over tea-kettle toward the beach.

My back slammed into another stilt, splaying me out as salt shot farther down my throat.

As the wave stopped, I slid down the stilt and into the water, my throat ejecting seawater, fish, and fries alike in a mess that blended right into the froth. My bearings were a spinning globe, leaving me completely directionless. I have no idea what happened, but another wave lifted me. Survival instincts kicked in, and I managed to hold my breath. The water dropped me onto the hard, pebbled surface of the beach like unwanted leftovers in a trash bin.

I lay there, completely unable to move until my senses returned and the world stood still enough to comprehend. And gods if what I beheld wasn’t incomprehensible.

Three gryphon surrounded Garuda, snapping and slashing in a hurricane of violence. I’d seen gryphon defending their territories during our trip north. There’d been a cadence, a dance to those clashes. Practically performative. This was malice made flesh.

The trio worked in tandem against the slightly larger foe in Garuda. When one drew her attention, another pressed the advantage, while the third waited to rotate in. Over the course of the next minute, they drove her from the air to the pier, pinning her onto the straining planks. Two held her down as the third wrenched at her wings, rending tears that wouldn’t kill but would surely make flight agony.

Cori lifted me to my feet. “We need to go,” they said.

As soon as we turned toward the street, we found ourselves surrounded by a trio of our own.

When that ranger recounted what she’d seen at the sanctuary, she’d said the faces of the people who freed the gryphon looked like carnephon, and I’d assumed she meant that they wore masks, the same we associated with the Seekers. I couldn’t have been more wrong.

The three entities blocking our path off the beach weren’t masked. Their heads were shaped like carnephon, as if someone had shrunk them down and put them on human necks. Their feet were hooved; their skin feathered pink and green. Like some awful minotaur from Olearth.

“Famines and locusts,” Cori swore in awe.

My first instinct, as always, was fight.

I didn’t have any freeze-dried greaters on me, but my eyes darted through the sand, dissecting the wreckage into potential weapons. What a broken plank of wood could do against the horns of a human bull, I couldn’t guess, but I’d been in worse with less.

As I was deciding whether kicking sand into their eyes was the right opening gambit, the one in the center pointed to Garuda. You never look over your shoulder when the enemy points, but I was still unsteady from rolling onto the beach, and I forgot myself. Maybe I was afraid, too. Garuda could easily swoop down and kill us on the beach if she got free of the other gryphon, even injured.

I needn’t have worried. She had escaped into the sea rather than the sky, dog-paddling for the distant side of the bay while the three gryphon perched atop the remains of the pier, their postures triumphant.

In a voice like the thin whisper of a snort, the beastman said, “By the will of the Ovate, we the drue have saved you. It will cost us, and for that, you should be more than grateful.”

Drue. The rangers had called them terrorists. But what was an Ovate? Coupled with their inhuman forms, my mind felt sluggish, and I wondered if I’d hit my head harder against the beach than I realized.

Somehow, Cori remained cogent. “Why would you save us?” they asked.

“We have more in common than you know.” The lead drue stamped a hoof impatiently. “The Empire calls us zealots, but in Herdland you may even consider us a sect of your Emphonists. The Ovate would not see harm come to Chef Bessa before they can be introduced.”

“Who is that, your leader?” Cori asked.

“They want to meet me?” I asked. “Starve. You killed my friend’s son. They only way we meet is with my cleaversaw in your Ovate’s face.”

“We didn’t kill him.” The bull-person snorted, an almost perfect reflection of Bessa at her angriest. “On my soul, the Ovate and the drue had no part in what happened to your murdered guard. We have been framed, and you should ask yourself why.”

Cori stepped closer, and it took every instinct not to reach forward and pull them back. “Why would we believe you?”

“You came to the Empire in search of an army to ally against your former oppressors. We know all there is to know of oppression, and we share ideals when it comes to preserving the lives of emphon. We admit to liberating the sanctuaries here, but we had nothing to do with the death of your friend. We would have you choose us over the badgeboar despot and the elected viper. But we will speak of us this when it is safe. The rangers come, and our gryphon must return to roost.”

“How can we find you?” Cori asked.

“Cori,” I hissed. Were they actually entertaining this?

“We will contact you when we deem you worthy to meet the Ovate,” the drue responded.

“And how will you do that?” Cori asked with obvious annoyance.

“You have no doubt heard that this land is blighted. You may not be aware the blight was created by the imperial government. Find us proof.”

“We’ll know when you have it,” said another. It was disconcerting, watching the mouth of a bull move to evoke the words of a man. I’d just seen a gryphon speak in much the same way, but at least its voice matched its body. “Then, and only then, we’ll take you to the Ovate.”

Suddenly, one of the three gryphon landed in the sand behind the drue. With incredible strength, the trio leapt onto its back. Before we could respond, the gryphon took flight and disappeared into the fog.

As I scanned the depths of the cloud cover for their destination, or Lady Garuda, Feng and a pair of rangers appeared, falling out of the fog toward us, their trussers retracting behind them. The beach had no further trees or poles to anchor to, so they descended quickly, sailing on their modified flight cloaks and kicking up a rut of sand as they landed.

“What happened?” Riv asked as he landed.

“Lady Garuda landed on the pier and attacked us,” Cori answered.

“Why did you remain when you heard the foghorn?” Feng asked, but when she saw our confused faces, she shook her head. “No one told you that means a gryphon is flying near?”

“No,” I said. “No one told us that.”

Riv frowned. “You’re sure it was Lady Garuda?”

“She spoke to us,” Cori said.

“Spoke?” His eyes widened. “We need to get inside now.”

We didn’t disagree.
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THE DRUE

“SINCE WHEN CAN emphon talk?” I asked as we settled into Riv’s sitting room. Like our bedroom, the furniture was efficient and uncomfortable to the point that I doubted anyone really used it for sitting. Cori, Feng, and I were all standing. Only Laven and Riv sat.

Riv’s frown deepened at my question. “What I’m about to say is a closely guarded imperial secret. If the emperor learned I’d shared it with you before the treaty was finalized, he’d have my head.”

We all looked on eagerly, and I was glad Laven had been back at the compound when we returned. Positioned as he was on the sofa, Riv couldn’t see him sneak his notebook onto his lap and prepare to write.

“You already know that emphon gain the benefits of some greaters. You demonstrated that awareness at the duel when you gave Lady Garuda that milk greater.”

“Sure,” I said. “We’ve been feeding our own Grey Milk for years now.”

“Well, I imagine you haven’t tried to feed them much else?”

“It’s one thing to feed something milk it already gets as an infant,” Laven answered. “It’s another to say, ‘hey, let’s see if these things enjoy cannibalism,’ ain’t it?”

“Yes, well.” Riv shrugged. “Gryphon are natural cannibals, and our duels showed that some flesh very much should be on their table. At the end of the duel, you might’ve heard the emperor use a deep voice on my wife. One that made her obey. It’s our most powerful greater: Voice Vindaloo. It lets you command people. But it’s not the same when a gryphon eats it.”

“They gain the ability to talk?” Laven guessed.

“It’s a capital crime to make the greater in human portions—not that many even could—let alone enough for a gryphon. Barely a handful of people in the Empire know how.”

“You wouldn’t want someone commanding the emperor,” I said.

“No, you wouldn’t,” Riv agreed. “But it’s worse to feed it to an emphon. Even an atheist could recognize the cruelty of letting the poor beasts speak to us. The first few emphon who had it threatened us with utter annihilation for what we had done to them, and that was after they realized most of us worship them anyway.”

“I’d think some of the more devout would want to hear them speak,” Cori suggested.

“We tried using it to get information about the First Ones, but they almost always refused. Now, only an Apicius with the blessing of the emperor can even attempt the Divine Parlay. Or did. As far as I know, no one’s done it this century. Must be the terrorists, though how they know to do it frightens me.”

“It’s not them,” I said, which earned a glare from Cori, who leaned against the wall with their arms crossed. I’d already half-forgotten that the drue didn’t trust the Empire, and the Ladwaits were deeply tied into the government. But it was too late. Riv had heard the confidence in my voice. I couldn’t backtrack. “The three gryphon that saved us were working with them.”

“With the terrorists?” Riv asked, alarmed.

“We met three…I don’t even know how to describe them,” Cori said. “They called themselves drue and said they were working with someone called the Ovate.”

“Who are they?” I asked. “What are they?”

“They’re human,” Riv answered quickly. “They have a greater that allows them to take the shape of emphon they revere. It makes them damn hard to root out, but until now, they’ve been harmless idealists practicing silly ceremonies under full moons, not a threat.”

“You’ve known about them this whole time?” Cori leaned off the wall. “Why haven’t you mentioned them? We’re supposed to be investigating for you.”

“I did,” Riv said defensively. “You weren’t there, ambassador.”

“Mate,” Laven said. “There’s a difference between telling us about them and misleading us to ignore them.”

“Don’t be a smartass with me, kid. I didn’t ask you all to investigate. You volunteered. I tried to keep the investigation objective. The drue orders have their own symbols and iconography. It wouldn’t have made sense for them to use Paprick’s logo, so I dismissed them. Until my ranger mentioned what she saw at the last attack earlier, I didn’t think there was any credence to the rumors. I don’t make assumptions.”

We all sat on that for a moment, considering it.

“Why did they protect you?” Feng asked. “Why reveal themselves to you?”

Cori cut me off before I could say something foolish. “They were commanded by the Ovate, whoever that is. They didn’t stick around long enough for us to find out. What we should be asking is who would give Lady Garuda that greater. You said there couldn’t be many.”

I couldn’t do it anymore. At that point, I was simply spent. I took an uncomfortable seat.

Riv gave me an empathetic pat on the leg. “Wait until you get to be my age,” he grumbled.

“You don’t know the half of it.”

“Well,” Cori pressed, “who?”

“Any one of the apicii could, theoretically, though maybe not all. The emperor himself certainly, and perhaps a pontiff who cooks for him. That’s about as far as I’m willing to guess.”

“Glayd knows it,” Feng said. “The emperor gave it to her when she was elected.”

Riv scoffed. “Be careful, Feng-Feng. That—”

“Stop calling me that.”

“You two might’ve had a bad end, Feng, but she’s a good woman who cares for the whole Empire. Even if she didn’t, she wouldn’t risk angering the apicii before coming into power. She’s got no motive.”

“She could easily blame Chef for ending our betrothal,” Feng insisted.

“Careful throwing around accusations,” the ranger retorted. “In the meantime, we’ll need to put the city on alert. Our thin trees give us better sightlines and fewer places for Lady Garuda to hide. If she comes back, we’ll take care of her.”

“Take care of her? What exactly do badge do to protect themselves?” Cori asked. “I don’t see any walls.”

“Very useful against flying emphon, walls,” Feng said sarcastically.

“Cut that smartass shit out in my house. Your mother isn’t here to tolerate it.”

“I am not a child in need of reprimand.”

Laven and I exchanged awkward glances and Riv coughed as if to clear the air. He turned back to Cori. “We try not to harm them, as a rule, especially not a Divine like Lady Garuda, but we have methods in place. Large ballistae similar to the trussers that fire nets into the sky. The landing usually leaves some bruises, but we release them back into the forest. For hungry gryphon, it typically works. Ones with some sort of vendetta may prove difficult. What exactly did you do to enrage her so?”

“She didn’t like losing her tongue,” Cori lied.

“The damage to her wings will keep her grounded for a time, but she’ll heal, and much faster than a human would.” Riv stood and brushed himself off. “I’ve got a city to secure. Please don’t make any unnecessary trips outdoors for the time being. We can’t stop her if she brings her whole clutch back.”

Laven angled his body so I could read his notebook, and of all the questions circling around, the two he’d written down caught my attention.

If Garuda can speak, why hasn’t she told anyone what we did?

It was a hard question to grapple with, but the follow-up was worse.

And if she did tell someone, why haven’t we been arrested?
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WAR COUNCIL

GYNGER AND FOUR other common duck through the tent flap, and the archivist gasps. Crooked Rish enters among them. Unlike the other adults, who are dressed in the war jackets of the Butcher’s army, Rish wears his typical unassuming attire, a loose shirt and worn trousers, hair long and wavy, if thin. But there can be nothing unassuming about a man with a scar across his neck so jagged and thick that it practically glows pink in the light.

“Y-you died during the Return,” she stammers.

The man rolls into a space beside her and winks. “Oblivion was too quiet for Crooked Rish’s liking, so he came back. Surprise!”

The Butcher snorts.

“You were decapitated,” the archivist continues, and Crooked Rish nods his head emphatically, emphasizing the scar wrapping his throat.

“Unpleasant, eh?”

The other common are strangers. One has the rounded posture and strained eyes of someone who spends his time bent over books and paperwork. (If anyone should recognize such a person, it’s her.) The other two are more reminiscent of Gynger, with military postures and a fierce authority about them as they engage in a whispered conversation.

An array of soldiers enter carrying more food, and the table rises to feastful bounties: a bowl of guavacados, several vibrant salads, two baskets of steaming tortilla chips, salsas, rice, and beans, but nothing that looks quite like a main dish to the archivist. She waits for more to enter, perhaps with a roast pig or some emphon, but the soldiers depart, leaving the party to start piling their plates full.

With a scowl, Musta passes a generously filled plate to the archivist. “Mama said you get to eat, too.”

The archivist nibbles, not so much worried about poison as she is worried the crunchy vegetables will obscure her ability to hear something important.

“Where are we?” the Butcher asks after a few minutes.

A fat black man missing two fingers on his left hand rises and approaches the map of Ranch. “Pen Stables and the surrounding district belong to us. As do roughly half the Clouds and Shanty-Common outside the walls.” His accent is not quite Rare, but not common either. Spurian, perhaps.

Musta hops from her seat to hand the man a stick of charcoal. Nodding his thanks, he draws a circle around the areas.

“We’ve also claimed the South Gate and the Arid Fields.” He draws a wide oval around most of the southern reaches of the city. “The Rare are fortified, here, here, and here, which leaves the Greenhouse and Black Spice out of reach.”

“What about the Academy?” the Butcher asks.

“Reports there prove surprising, sir,” the other military person says. Their gender is unclear to the archivist, but their common accent is clear as day. “It’s in a complete state of disrepair. Totally deserted.”

The Butcher turns to the archivist. “You didn’t fix it?”

“I wasn’t given permission.”

“Crooked Rish has heard similar rumors,” the very man says.

“And it was completely unguarded? No sign of Dyl?”

“If they’re there, we haven’t found them, sir.” The soldier pauses, as if working themselves up to something. “If I may, Chef?”

“What’s on your mind, warchef?”

“Is the dean worth looking for?” Their eyes drift to the archivist. “I don’t mean to question your judgment, but you’ve dedicated a lot of resources to this endeavor. We should be using them to break Zesta’s defenses at the palace.”

The scholarly man shakes his head disapprovingly and speaks in a measured common accent. “Dyl Corzon has invaluable information.”

“Every moment the city remains in tumult, common die,” the warchef protests. “Tall Grass is a nightmare for the thousandth time in twelve years.”

The Butcher takes a moment to chew his food and drink from a glass of water. “I’ll deal with Zesta myself later. The Rare are only an inconvenience between us and the true enemy. I hear you, chef, but there’ll be no common left if we don’t find the solution to the Empheron.”

The man standing before the map of Ranch motions to Musta’s portraits of emphon. “Who made these?”

In a rare moment of hesitation, Musta looks to her mother for permission before raising her hand. “I did.”

The man with missing fingers smiles broadly and turns to the Butcher. “Chef, ca—”

“No,” the Butcher says, cutting the man off. “Not yet.”

Gynger stops mid-bite. “Yet?” she questions.

Crooked Rish clears his throat. “The Empheron’s gryphon have taken to the air, Pappy. My ears think they will be here before sunset. No doubt, they will want to speak with whomever holds the city. If we are still in the midst of battle, Crooked Rish fears what they may report back.”

“Where’s Dyl?” the Butcher asks, turning to the archivist.

“How should I know?” she answers. “I’ve been locked up with you for the better part of three days. What do you want with them?”

“Don’t make me command you to tell me.”

The archivist smirks. “Oh, I see. That’s why you used the voice to demand an answer about my illness before. You wanted me to think you could make me confess things. Well, I see through you. It only works when the target knows with absolute certainty. I might suspect I know where Dyl could be, but I could be wrong for any number of reasons. You won’t get an answer this time.”

A tortilla chip crunches under his teeth. “What if I told you why I’m looking for them?”

“I can’t imagine why that would persuade me to subject them to you.”

“Don’t waste your time, kiddo,” Gynger says. “She and her parent are lost causes.”

The turn of his mouth is noncommittal, but he returns his attention to the warchef. “Divert the substacks search to Tall Grass. If you must, use the remaining stores of skyroot powder and make a few tacos. No more than three, though. Just clear a path to the palace.”

“And if Zesta shows herself, Chef?” they ask. “Rish heard she’s blowing through her own stores and preparing a feast herself.”

“Some of my ears believe she is capable of—” He stops himself and eyes the archivist. “That which you discovered in a tree, Pappy.”

“If she has that, it’s a starving shame she isn’t on our side. Still, if it comes to it, call for me. I can put her down.”

Gynger and Rish exchange a look at that.

“I had an alternative suggestion, Chef,” says the man marking the map.

“I’m listening.”

“We could feed Drakephon Rub to Fenrir.”

“Are you insane?” Gynger barks. “Last time someone tried something like that, we—”

“Enough,” the Butcher says quickly. “Remember our guest.”

Gynger’s eyes flick to the archivist before returning to her nephew. “Sorry, kiddo.”

“It’s an interesting idea, but that would use precious skyroot powder and our last stores of Ignis. We don’t know what could happen. If we can track down more, I might consider it, but only against the Empheron. I’m not going to destroy the whole starving city.”

“Yes, Chef,” the man with the map says, but there’s a clear disappointment in his agreement.

“Is there anything else?”

“A word, Pappy?” Rish asks.

“The rest of you are dismissed. Musta, if you’re staying, keep the interruptions to a minimum.”

“Okay!”

As everyone leaves, Rish wheels beside the Butcher and whispers a few words. When the Butcher nods, Rish puts a caring hand on his shoulder and says, “Thank you.”

Given what she’s heard, the archivist expects the interaction to infuriate the Butcher, but he returns the gesture. “Of course.”

“That was enlightening,” the archivist notes as Rish leaves.

“Yeah, yeah, you’re so clever and have surely figured out so much that will get you so far, stuck in this room with me. Now, where was I?” He smiles, perhaps more earnestly than the archivist has ever seen him. “Right.”
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FAMILY

I TOOK A day.

After the conversation in the sitting room, I was spent. In less than twenty-four hours, I’d learned about Cori’s pregnancy and agreed with them to terminate it; investigated the Ovate’s most recent attack and met their drue; been reunited with and attacked by Cutler; learned more about the Source and my future than I ever wanted to know; and then was nearly killed by a demigod while discussing how I might actually kill a real god.

My body couldn’t bear another day of stress.

So I spent the day with Musta while her parents got settled in their accommodations and Cori did some ambassador duties. Despite Riv’s request that we not go outside, she and I walked the city, visited some jewelry stores, and lunched at a tea house where we had a beautiful time. Riv threw a fit when he found out, but I’d seen Garuda’s injuries, and if anyone knows what muscle damage looks like, it’s me. I had at least a day while she healed, probably a week.

The whole time, my thoughts raced. A thousand things to do, and a million possible outcomes. It felt like the worst parts of the Revolution, when I was in over my head, but instead of having Vanil or Ilantra or someone else to point to as the leader, I was the leader. I knew taking this day to giggle with my cousin was a liberty I might not be able to afford. For all I knew, New Panchon might have attacked Ranch already.

But the reset was necessary. If I could’ve taken another day, I would’ve.

With Cori’s help, I organized a plan, and the next morning, we called everyone to one of the patios in Riv’s estate for brunch. I’d had to wake up early to scour the city for the ingredients I needed, but the looks on everyone’s faces were well worth it. Nothing said family or love like Ranch-style eggs, even if the chilis weren’t quite as fresh as back home.

Bodies packed around the metal mesh table: Laven, Feng, Sincera, Gynger, Macen, Musta, Cori, and even Cutler. A chill clung to the foggy morning. Dew dropped from the bottom of the table, and stream rose from the eggs. But I liked it. It brought us closer to each other, around the table. As the air chattered with the crunch of tortilla chips and the murmur of morning conversation, I realized I didn’t need a child to have a family. Almost everyone I cared about was already there. In a strange, almost self-deprecating way, I even wished Rish and Cori’s parents could join us. Then we’d truly be.

“As nice as it is for us all to eat together,” I said when I couldn’t bear to laugh any longer, “we’re not here on vacation. I’ve been trying to do too much on my own, and with Cori’s help, I’ve realized that I can’t. I need everyone’s help.”

Laven tapped his cane with a grin of success as Feng slapped the table in defeat. “I cannot believe it!”

As I stared in confusion, Feng removed a bag of knuckles from her pocket and tossed it to Laven.

“Pleasure doing business, mate.”

“You bet on me?” I asked.

Sincera nodded. “Whether you would ask for help.”

“Do I get to help?” Musta asked, eagerly, looking up from her scribbles. “I want to help!”

“Everyone gets to,” Cori confirmed, “especially you.”

Musta became uncontainable as she expressed all the ways she would help.

*   *   *

“Are you making this up?” Musta asks. “I don’t remember any of this.”

“You were four,” the Butcher says.

“But it wouldn’t be the first time he made it all up,” the archivist says.

“No one asked you,” Musta says, glaring.

*   *   *

I tried to rein in the group. Uncle Macen chose to share how proud he was that I was starting to listen to my partner, like a reasonable young man. Cutler started telling a story about the time I dropped an entire shelf on myself because I refused to ask for help. Then Auntie Gyn got going about how I’d “helped” by burning myself at barbecues as a kid. It was entirely unfair.

“Anyway,” I finally managed, “I’ve come up with a plan. If you can all behave like adults—”

“I don’t want to be an adult,” Musta interrupted.

“Except for you,” I added. “If you can all do that for a minute, we can get going.”

To my relief, they finally listened. I needed to focus on learning as much about the Source, how people became sourcerers, and what I could do to circumvent it. For that, I needed to spend time with Cutler. To do that, I needed Laven to handle the investigation into the Ovate and the drue. “I want to know what greaters they’re using,” I explained. “They’ve got to be relying on a few: Foresight, obviously. Then the one that turns them into those bulls, and the one that gets the gryphons to work with them—I don’t think it’s Chili Control—and the one that makes those holes in walls. And on top of that, I need to know how they’re operating.

“That brings me to you, Auntie. There’s no better hunter of emphon in this world than you. Find out who’s doing the hunting up here. Someone’s got to be supplying the drue with endurium. If they’re as deeply emphonist as they seem, it might not be emphon either.”

“I don’t know, mate,” Laven interrupted. “Skyroot powder, blood-salt, and greybark have all proven pretty ineffectual at producing a greater on their own. You really think they’ve got a plant-based source that’s stronger?”

“I’m not sure,” I said, “but if we can find someone who’s supplying them with something, we can start working out what they’re making. Auntie, you’re in charge of Laven.”

Laven straightened his arm into a solute. “At your disposal, Chef. It’ll be just like the war.”

“It’ll be nice working with you again, yeller.”

“Feng,” I said, turning to her side of the table. “The drue don’t trust the Empire. They say that it’s responsible for the blight and want proof.”

“They are probably right,” Feng said. “But proof will not be easy to come by.”

“See what you can find, and keep it quiet from Riv. He won’t like us investigating the Empire when we’re supposed to be investigating the drue.”

“You trust me with this, Chef?”

“I do,” I lied.

“What about me?” Sincera asked.

“We know how Lady Garuda spoke to Cori and me yesterday, but I want to find out where she got enough Vindaloo to do it. You and Cori are going to look into it. Cori already volunteered to press it from the ambassadorial side of things, but you’re a tourist. Wander around. Ask questions.”

“I’d rather investigate the blight.”

“Why’s that?” Laven asked.

“We have had issues with blight in Semoli.”

“Alright. Cori, you’re on your own.”

“I didn’t get a job,” Musta pouted.

I flicked a tortilla chip at her. “I was saving you the most exciting one.”

“Really?”

“I need you to cause so much trouble and havoc around this house that Ranger Riv can’t keep track of us. Do you think you can do that?”

Macen frowned. “Pap—”

“I can do that!”

“I knew you could,” I said, smiling. “Macen, I trust you to clean up that mess as slowly as possible. So that’s everyone. Any complaints?”

For once in my life, my family let my plan be the actual plan. No one told me no.

We ate slowly, enjoying each other’s company—or at least everyone else was. My hands couldn’t quite hold my fork. Eventually, Cori caught onto the fact that I was sweating and tapping my leg.

“What’s got you so nervous?” they asked.

I noticed everyone had finished eating, so I swallowed nothing and shifted in my seat, turning to Cori. With a deep breath, I said, “Chicori Alovera Herdon, yesterday you said something that I’ve been thinking about for months.”

“Herdon?” Five separate people said at the same time.

Cori’s eyes widened at the use of their full name. “Killer…”

I ignored the rest of them.

“Through my darkest moments and my greatest successes, you’ve been my family. When I feel full, it’s not with food, it’s with my arms around you. When I taste new things, my first thought is whether you’d like it or how I could share it with you. I’ve known since our first kiss that I wanted to spend my life with you, and for the most part, I have so far, but I’m done taking that for granted. I don’t know what the future holds, but I know that I’ve been too slow to express just how much I love you.”

I removed what I’d bought from a jewelry store the day before. A simple gold band, no adornment. Practical. Unending. Perfect.

Laven handed me a small bowl of sourdough crackers, the greeting food I started using to honor Mom after her death, and I put the ring on top. Slowly, I slid the bowl in front of Cori. “Will you marry me?” I asked.

Cori reached for a cracker with two fingers to pinch it free of the bowl instead of my ring. If they took the greeting instead of the ring, it meant the answer was no. But then they looked around for a moment, and a false little skepticism quirked their lip.

“What do you think, booger?” Cori asked Musta. “You think I should marry your cousin?”

“No!” she said. “Boys are gross.”

“Hmm, that is true. But you know, I’m a little gross, too.” They picked up the ring, slid it onto their finger, and examined it in the wan, gray light. “Well, it fits, and Sesa would never forgive me if I chose her crackers over you, so yeah, why not?”

I’d suspected the answer, maybe even known it for sure deep down, so the relief I felt was a surprise. Probably it shouldn’t have been.

It didn’t matter that they were a princeps and I was a common cook. Or that I was a war hero and they covered rice in salt.

Love is work. It’s overcoming battles between each other and against the world. We’d done that. Time and time again. No one taught us how. No one could keep us from making mistakes with one another. But no matter the challenges, we sat down for our next meals together whenever we could. We laughed when the other laughed. The distance between us was the thinnest it could be.

As we kissed, everyone clapped and cheered, and I knew I’d never regret that moment.

I wish I could say the same about the wedding. But we’ll get to that.

*   *   *

The Butcher jumps immediately into his next chapter, his words echoing in the archivist’s ears.

But at first, all she can think of is her Terry. They met in Dyl’s office, the prodigious child already working alongside her new parent. He was sixteen, and she only just entered puberty.

She’d never bothered with love stories or tales of true love. She’d read history books and seen the way love was burned and broken and ripped away from everyone, time after time. She didn’t even believe herself capable of affection.

And then he’d held the door for her, smiling that infectious smile, and said, “I can smell the brain on this one, Dean. By the Consumer, you must tell me who she is.”

And it was love. Instant and painful and long, long, long before it was returned.

Only to be cut so short.

The Butcher snaps his fingers. “Hey. Hey! Yenne? You with me?”

She takes a moment, realizing that she isn’t writing or capable of remembering what he’s just said.

“I was talking about sourcery. You sure your illness doesn’t concern me?” There’s actual concern there, clear in his eyes. Even Musta looks at her with some genuine interest, no longer drawing.

“Sourcery?” Right, yes. This is why she’s here. “Go on.”
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SOURCERY

CORI AND I agreed I shouldn’t tell Cutler I intended to circumvent becoming a sourcerer. Cutler had hidden things from me over the years, and there’d been two years we didn’t see each other much, but I knew the man. Banan was his thirteenth child buried. His favorite food was a black bean and jicama quesadilla. So many years had passed that he no longer remembered his own parents’ names, food had mostly lost its flavor with his dying tastebuds, and his body was weary in a way that he couldn’t rightly explain. The man might be immortal, but he was fragile.

Imagine what he’d seen. The War of Eleven Recipes, a dozen Panchon kings and queens, civil war, famine. Not to mention the thousands of people he’d fed to the Source over the years, or the things he must’ve done to revive the Crel Swamps and other lands.

I can’t imagine what he must’ve felt the day I walked into his shop, knowing that I’d be present at his own death. The end had come, or the beginning of the end, at least. And while he hadn’t been kind to me in the traditional sense, there was an argument that he’d done more for me than anyone but my moms and Cori.

I told him I was ready to train properly. No more excuses, no more avoidance. We’d covered what the Source is, but there was still a lot I needed to learn from Cutler about how sourcerers touched it and survived.

We sat across from each other at the patio table where I’d gotten engaged the day before. The sky seemed to come down and hold us in place, with fog blending into the stone walkways that stretched into the “garden” at the back of Riv’s estate. I imagined, once, this place was green and lively, but the blight breached protections tall enough to stop a carnephon. Was Glayd’s imperial palace down the street equally barren?

“You said you wanted to show me something?” I asked as I settled into the hard, metal chair.

Cutler used sourcery to produce food out of thin air like he had when he introduced me to datonuts. I blanched at the familiar sight of the egg.

“No,” I said, backing my chair. “Not again.”

“If you want to understand what it’s like to become a sourcerer, this is the best way.”

“The last time I used Observant Omelet, I put a cleaver through a man’s forehead. I thought you said that was your last egg,” I said, trying rationalize what he was proposing.

“It was, but Whiskers offered me hers. She remembered how beneficial it was for her to do the same when she was in your place.”

After eating it, I found myself looking down from the same desert hill Cutler had teleported me to after the Shepherd incident. The wasteland around the cave was less a graveyard of bones and more one of swords and spears. Some battle had transpired here. Among it all, I saw a man that looked shockingly like Soryl Cutler.

In his youth, Jives was tall, strong, and if the look on his face was any marker, happy. He stood before the cave with a smile and called out, “I come to answer the call!”

A great roar echoed from within.

I’ve mentioned before that a drakephon guards the cave. We’ve talked about how big it can be. It should give you some understanding of the size of the cave when I say the drakephon skulked out from within its entrance, bleeding out of the darkness from within.

As if from everywhere, I heard an older, beleaguered voice speaking to me, even though I was in Young-Cutler’s memory.

“The first step’s the most straightforward,” Old-Cutler said, “even for a nitwit like you. You have to get into the cave, and the only way is through the drakephon, usually. Whiskers and one of the former semoli sourcerers got lucky. For Whiskers, it was a pack of wolphon that had come ridiculously far south; for the other, a pod of dolphon.”

“How did a pod of dolphon get to the middle of the desert?” I asked Old-Cutler. It was strange to speak into the sky like that.

As Old-Cutler prepared his answer, Young-Cutler removed a container from his backpack, unconcerned by the drakephon stalking forward. A dozen paces behind him, a taller and stronger-looking Shepherd took a seat and began eating grapes. I knew from a different story Cutler told me during the war that Young-Cutler was about to eat Enhanced Stormsquall Steak.

“A hundred years before you were born,” Old-Cutler answered, “a rogue sourcerer flooded the Bay of Semoli until dolphon could slither all the way to the Source. Nasty little runt. Took four of us to take the rogue down.”

Storm clouds whipped into a frenzy above the battlefield as Young-Cutler’s eyes brightened yellow with Endurance. With the Omelet, I could feel his confidence growing, but I could also feel Shepherd’s growing fear. She’d brought this kid here, to this drakephon that was bigger and hungrier than the one she’d fought. He was sane. She’d been desperate and raving.

Young-Cutler stretched his arms in challenge and dissolved into the storm. When he roared his challenge again, every spear in the battlefield vibrated. The drakephon leapt into the air, attacking the storm with the confidence only an animal has.

“Before Poshyboy developed Variance for your tacos, I planned to prepare you to do the same,” Old-Cutler explained. “But if you can eat a Dolphon Taco, I think you can take the drakephon that way. It’ll be more familiar.”

I tried to memorize the drakephon’s attack patterns, but let’s save that for tomorrow. It’s worth the wait, that fight.

*   *   *

“No, tell us!” Musta insists, and the Butcher chuckles.

“I’ll tell you this much: Dolphon Tacos wouldn’t have been enough. Thankfully, I whipped up something better. Be patient. We’ll get there.”

The archivist attempts to imagine something more powerful than the Butcher fighting at a size capable of destroying half a mountain with a fall, but he continues before she can wrap her head around it.

*   *   *

Eventually, Young Cutler landed and entered the cave. I expected the Omelet to let me follow him in, but I found myself stuck outside with Shepherd and her growing anxiety.

“What happened inside?”

Flashes of teal and yellow broke the cave’s blackness at odd intervals while I waited for Young Cutler to answer.

“After you get inside, things differ for everyone. Don Antony thinks the sheer volume of endurium in one place warps reality, but he’s a drunk who barely knows reality.” He paused, and I sensed a deeply repressed memory in the silence. “I found an army of corpses. Every soldier you saw outside, they were in there, with spears and swords and hate for what I’d done to get there. I had to break through their line to get to the Source. I had to—never mind. It doesn’t matter because yours will be different. Shepherd answered riddles with food.”

“What does that mean?”

“How should I know!” he snapped. “I wasn’t there. Just like I wasn’t there when Whiskers navigated a maze over the course of six starving months. No one knows what you’ll face or what resources you’ll have by the end of it. Antony scalding thinks his challenge was akin to religious punishment, preying on his deepest inhumanity. Whatever that means.”

An agonized scream echoed from within the cave, long and tortured and scared. It could only have come from Young-Cutler. Imagining the confident man that went within the cave crying out like that sent a chill down my spine.

When it ceased, three seconds passed in utter silence.

An explosion of teal light sparked from within the cave. Air slammed into Shepherd, pushing her over. Fear and excitement mixed through her in equal measure as she got to her feet. She knew he’d done it. She hurried to the entrance of the cave, careful not to cross its unnaturally black threshold.

Young-Cutler emerged with thinner skin and haunted, teal eyes.

I found myself suddenly back at the table with Old-Cutler, that same haunted expression still lingering in his gaze.

“You have to train,” he said as I returned to myself. “Build up knowledge and options. Know what greaters you can rely on. Tacos have too short a timeframe to be reliable inside. If you end up in there for six months like Whiskers, you’ll end up feeding the damned thing with your bones. That’s why we need to build your repertoire. Foresight might tell us you’re destined to succeed, but that doesn’t mean you should go in now.”

“That’s why you wanted me to train with the other sourcerers. To learn more greaters.”

He leaned back and looked up at the sky. “By gods, there is a brain in there.”

I rolled my eyes. “You love me.”

“Yeah, more or less,” he said, feigning nonchalance. “Anyway, we’ll start with Voice Vindaloo. Every sourcerer needs it. Some semoli ones would help, too. When Whiskers entered her maze-like dungeon, she found only semoli ingredients to work with. You have to be prepared for anything.”

“So, assuming I get all the way to the desert—”

“Before the sourcerers decide to kill you.”

“—and get past the drakephon—”

“Before it eats you.”

“—and through the unknowable gauntlet of tasks that might take six minutes or six months—”

“Without gorging or drowning or starving or dying of thirst.”

“—assuming I do all that. Then what? I just touch a rock?”

I didn’t say as much, but Cori and I figured that might be the best time to try to kill it. I wanted him to explain the binding process so he wouldn’t catch on, and because I was still unclear on how his death factored into all this.

To cut his long-winded explanation short: once you’ve made “soul contact” with the yolk within, a tiny piece of the Source’s shell breaks off. Less than a gram. You then eat the thing—because why the hell wouldn’t Shepherd have decided to eat the magic starving rock?—to begin a process that changes your very bones. It’s so excruciating no one survives it. It’s the only constant. You die. Then it’s out of your hands. Either you come back, or you don’t.

If you do, you can replicate the power of greaters without having to eat.

*   *   *

“How?” the archivist asks. “You still haven’t explained how that works.”

The Butcher rolls his eyes. “Do you ask how Emphon Rub makes someone as tall as an emphon or how Voice Vindaloo makes someone follow commands?”

“I do, in fact.”

“Famines take you.”

Completely disinterested in the severity of the conversation, Musta looks at her cousin. “Can you describe the drakephon he fought?”

“You just rode one,” he says, confused.

“Yeah, but that one didn’t have any flesh. I don’t know the colors!”

“Swe’me, just put some scales and feathers on the outside. You’re working in black-and-white.”

The girl harrumphs but continues nonetheless.

The archivist has more questions, but she holds them for now.

*   *   *

Turning my bones into endurmite was a lot to digest, even if I wasn’t intending to do it.

“Don’t focus too much on the stuff that will come later,” Cutler said. “You’re almost as good as I was when I went. The drake will give you a hard time, but you’ll handle it. For now, let’s focus on getting you more greaters and Enhancements. You’ve grown lazy with the latter.”

During the war, Auntie, Laven, and I spent every moment we weren’t engaged in combat exploring Enhancement. We tried to see how many greaters we could Enhance by using the plant-based endurium sources we’d identified: skyroot powder, greybark, and bloodsalt. The end results were fewer Enhancements than we would’ve liked.

“I used to think that was how you’d kill the Source,” Cutler admitted, sipping lemonade. “Enhancement’s been around almost as long as greaters, but they had always been made by adding more emphon meat or milk, like with my steak—both of which have an upper limit. Adding spices could’ve been the turning point. Shame it alters so many flavors too far to be useful.”

He was alluding to Emphon Tartare. Laven had spent a solid month trying to Enhance it at the Front, as it was perfect for hand-to-hand combat with humans. But skyroot and greybark made it borderline inedible, and bloodsalt proved ineffectual. In fact, the only greater we knew with bloodsalt was Brain Bisque.

“Did you come up with anything else while I was gone? Your little playmate told me he’s got another almost finished.”

“No,” I grumbled. “I’ve felt…stuck. I hoped my menu at the Academy House would knock something loose and inspire me, but the closest I got was making Insight Enchiladas by accident.”

“Impossible,” he said. “You must’ve intended to.”

I told him exactly what happened to prove I hadn’t. “Is it possible it already existed?” I asked. “Dyl once said two people could recreate the same greater by accident.”

“I’ve never believed that coincidence business,” he said. “More likely that someone stole it and pretended they’d come up with it too when they got caught. If it wasn’t you, it must have been one of the others involved. Your stage gathered the ingredients. Your saucier made the sauce. It could’ve been made by one of them.”

“Are you saying someone else in the cooking process could’ve intended for it? It works that way?”

“Obviously!” he responded, shaking his head at my apparent foolishness. “You think the person who touches the meat is the only one involved?”

“I did, yeah.”

“See, another reason you aren’t ready. Kitchens are families, boy. What do families constantly do? Pump out new kids. This is no different.”

Inside the house behind us, Cori was recovering from a tea that turned the whole analogy bitter.

“They would’ve had to be well aware of the flavors you were aiming for,” Cutler continued, referencing my brigade again, “and incredibly intent on the outcome. Well beyond most since it’s harder when others don’t intend it too. Sincerely doubt your stage could do it. It’s probably beyond even you.”

“No one else besides Laven has ever created a greater, though. You’re saying it was him?”

“That man loves you like family. Ask him. If he says no, someone in your kitchen is lying about what they can and can’t do. Probably the badge woman.”

“I’ll talk to Laven,” I said.

“Good. Back to Vindaloo. You need to memorize this one well, boy. It might be your best defense against another sourcerer.”










38


[image: Decorative]
LEAVENING TENSIONS

FENG LADWAIT GREW up in Mangtier, but like her sisters, she learned to use trussers at a young age, which allowed her to travel up the coast frequently. When the summers blanketed the south in humidity and bugs, she came north with Riv, and though her mom was the most famous Chef in the country, she learned her craft in Ryespur.

Her interest in pastry originated with a visit to a factory, and it was there she took me to talk. “Proof is hard to come by, but there is much you should know about the blight in the meantime,” she said. “It is better if we have this conversation outside the house, so you might as well learn something while you are here.”

In the week I’d spent in the city so far, I’d identified a few mainstays to its daily life: fishing, beer brewing, mining, and the smithing of everything from mooseshoes to gold bands. I’d assumed all the factories in the city supported the brewing, mining, and smithing, but the other big cultural touchstone of Ryespur was breadmaking, and it had its share of factories, too. Just not for the baking part.

“This is a slurry vat,” Feng said, slapping a large metal barrel that looked like it belonged in Laven’s alchemic gastronomy lab back in Ranch. “Inside, yeast eats molasses to grow and form cream.”

I followed her to what looked like two wheels, one on its side, thin and surrounded by several stools like an enormous potter’s wheel, and the other, a broad stone standing upright with a large crank. “The cream is poured out on top of the spinner,” she said, pointing to the potter’s wheel, “and the workers turn the wheel faster and faster until the cream pulls away from the liquid. Then they run it under the presser”—she pointed to the upright stone wheel—“which pushes more liquid out and flattens it into a tight sheet. Make sense?”

She gave me no opportunity to contradict, moving ahead. Beside the presser, several workers chopped a sheet of compressed yeast into blocks and wrapped them in wax paper. “These go to the bakeries in town to produce the best bread in the world.”

Mom’s sourdough was the best bread in the world, but I did see the appeal here. When she’d been alive, Mom constantly juggled reserving starter, nurturing it, and using it to produce her bread at a rate that supported the family. This kind of mass production allowed for thousands of loaves a day with a more consistent product each time.

“And this made you want to bake? These vats?”

“Do you see how much work this is?” Feng barked. “Half the reason I respect you is your sourdough, so I know you know how much work goes into the baking process. So much labor and care to produce something that most people take for granted. Just lather it in butter and pretend that’s where the flavor comes from. When I saw this, I fell in love with the dedication it required. I wanted the people sitting over there to feel like the world recognized them, so much so I considered becoming a pontiff. That yeast only survives here, in this town. Without those workers and this yeast, Ryespur would be nothing but a chimney.”

Feng’s rants didn’t unnerve me anymore. When I’d first hired her, I’d worried that two hotheads in one kitchen would be the death of someone, but I’d come to realize that her passion was like the fire of her ovens, controlled even when it didn’t seem so. She really did love this process, and I admired her for it.

“You said there was information you wanted to give me. How does this fit in with the blight? Bread and beer rely on grain, and I didn’t see any grain fields when we trussed in.”

Feng’s face soured as she took a package of yeast from one of the workers. She touched her lips reverently as she did so. “We can still grow rye, hearty thing, south of the city near the sand. But since the blight, we have had to shift more efforts to mining to keep the economy alive. All the profits go to bringing in barley and wheat. Before the blight, we produced more barley than anyone and almost as much wheat as Semoli. We were rich. Nowadays, we have to trade our lives away to support our addiction to our grains. It all comes through the south, and Mangtier takes its cut. Spurians are angry, and I think this Ovate means to take advantage of it.”

We left the factory alongside a cart carrying stacks of compressed yeast, following it idly toward the bakery Feng’d apprenticed in, which was supposed to be the next stop on our afternoon tour. Even with the wax paper enveloping it, the scent of yeast wafted behind the cart, carrying me forward. There really was something special about the spurian yeast strain. It’s a shame Laven was never able to get it back to Ranch alive for reproduction.

“What do you mean, ‘take advantage’?” I asked quietly.

“Ever since the report came out, spurians have wanted to leave the Empire.”

“Report?”

“A couple years before I left, one of the emperor’s daughters defied him and came up to Ryespur to study the blight.”

“The senator I was supposed to marry?” I asked, remembering our conversation at the dinner in Mangtier.

“No, the younger daughter. She is—was—an alchemist, like Laven. Does not let a mystery go unanswered. You know the type. She never published it, but everyone says her report proved the blight was caused by wolphon-poison spreading through the groundwater.”

“With all the wolphon, that seems—”

“No,” Feng interrupted. “Wolphon have been here forever, and the grain never died. It was sudden, the blight. She speculated that specific wells in the forest were targeted to create the spread. And then she disappeared.”

“Disappeared after saying it was intentional?”

Before she could answer, the cart stopped in front of a multi-chimney storefront with a dozen different loaves in the display window. Instead of following the porter to the front door, Feng approached the bakery’s back door through the adjacent alley. Without any announcement or concern, she pushed through the Employees Only sign into an infernal kitchen, where ovens roared in three of four walls. The smell brought drool over my lip.

Feng swore under her breath.

Beside the largest oven, with sleeves rolled up as she struggled to free three loaves from the roaring interior with a wooden bread peel, hunched Glayd Eto. A disheveled hairnet barely clung onto her sweating forehead. With a baker’s apron and casual trousers, she could’ve been anyone off the street.

“Feng?” the empress-elect asked as she placed the loaves on a cooling rack. “What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?” Feng countered.

“You don’t own this place,” Glayd responded. “You walked out on me. I have every right to return to help Leif.”

“Help him?” Feng laughed. “You never listened to a word he said. You always thought you knew better than he, as if you had been baking a hundred years when we were barely more than children. Why did you really come to Ryespur? You are not investigating the blight for a second time. You should be with the emperor while he dies.”

“How dare you insinuate such a thing. You may be happy to parade around with your ranchers while the country rips itself in two, but I am not. I can investigate and enjoy nostalgia with Leif at the same time.”

“How convenient that this sudden effort in unity manifests as I head north,” Feng complained sarcastically. “How convenient you appear here, today, after I tell Leif I would like to come. If you think you are going to win me back, you waste your time.”

“No surprise you think this is about you,” Glayd retorted, and I very much wanted to climb into one of the ovens to char alongside the bread.

“You really think I believe you would come back willingly after what you did to these people?”

“What I did?”

I was saved further embarrassment when a brown man with a receding hairline and a healthy mustache clapped his floured hands together. “Ah, my two favorites, back together again, I see. And who might you be, lad?”

“This is my Chef de cuisine, Chef Paprick Bessa,” Feng introduced. “But I came at a bad time. We will come back later.”

Before her mentor or I could protest, Feng shoved me back through the door and into the alley.

“Feng,” I protested, but she shook her head and marched toward the street.

She pointed at the door and whispered harshly, “Glayd stood in front of spurians and made a promise. If she got elected, she would hire alchemists to finish the blight report and generate a plan to fix the land for reseeding. But after she got elected, she changed her story. She said the alchemists—whom no one ever saw—proved reseeding was impossible. She says I am letting the country cleave in two? No, no, no. She pulls it apart with her own hands!” With a stomp, Feng trudged back into the street.

“So you think someone got to Glayd, then?” I asked as I caught up. “Made her make the statement about the land being dead? Why come back? How does that benefit anyone?”

“Besides lining the pockets of the mine owners, all of whom come from the south? Please, Chef. It keeps power out of spurian hands. No one who thinks the Empire poisoned the land wants to be a part of the Empire, but they are financially dependent and lack the strength to fight for independence if it comes to it. Ranch may have fought while hungry, but without proof, spurians are less willing to die. We owe the First Ones too much to throw away our place here.”

“You think that’s why the drue want proof?”

“I cannot say. I am suspicious of this Ovate. I never heard a thing about them when I lived here. Even the drue were a rumor. Now, they have enough power to attack the sanctuaries. I heard they have caused problems in the mines, too. And no one has been caught. Why?”

I shrugged even though it was rhetorical.

“They seem to be working toward Spurian Self-Reliance—the independence movement. If the Southern Kingdoms are responsible for the blight and there is proof to be had, the Ovate will have most spurians supporting them.”

*   *   *

Musta raises her hand. “I don’t understand. Why did the Ovate want spurian support if they were already strong enough to attack sanctuaries as far south as Mangtier?”

“I was asking myself the same thing, swe’me. You’ll find out eventually.”

“Okay, but isn’t Auntie Feng from Mangtier? Why did she care so much about Ryespur’s blight and the spurians?”

“How did she know all of this?” the archivist adds. “This doesn’t seem like information spurians would willingly share with the daughter of an apicius, let alone the stepdaughter of an imperial ranger captain.”

“The Herd shared its plans with sympathetic Rare. Famines, Semary was on the head council with Vanil and Rish. Is it really so different?”

The archivist couldn’t help but admit he had a point there. It infuriated her.

The Butcher sighs. “Look, Feng left Mangtier when she was seventeen to get away from Scalen and Beakka and the rules about cooking in Mangtier. In Ryespur, you don’t have to be a pontiff—because the temple isn’t in practice—so she had an actual path.”

“It’s not?” Musta says. “Why did I think you met the Apicius of the Wolphon?”

He sighs again. “I did, but not until later, and she wasn’t in Ryespur. Just stop with the questions. Feng worked full-time for the bakery as an apprentice. Spurians buy fresh bread every day. More information than you’d expect passes through bakeries. We’ll get to it later, but Feng earned the right kind of trust from the right kind of people. She had her sources of information. Go back to drawing and no more questions.”

The archivist makes a note to check the historical accuracy of all this. He only gets this riled when he’s making something up.

*   *   *

We arrived back at Riv’s house.

“You asked me to help you look for proof,” Feng said. “I tried to find it elsewhere, but this is all I have. If you ask me, there is only one person in Ryespur that has proof, if such a thing exists, and that would be Glayd.”

I knew it was a foolish question, but I asked it anyway. “Can you talk to her about it?”

“No. We broke up for several reasons, and I am not willing to reopen any of them. Sorry, Chef.”

“If I said please?”

“Forget it.” She took a step toward the house before stopping. “For what it is worth, I doubt this Ovate gives two shits about Spurian Self-Reliance. I think they merely wish to recruit more soldiers for whatever it is they are planning. Before you find them proof, ask yourself whether it is a good idea to give it to them. I love the people here. Do not throw away their lives to save Herdland from an attack that may never come.”

“That attack will come, Feng. New Panchon can’t stand to let common live free.”

“Even more reason not to throw away the lives of those who want freedom.”

The words pierced deep. I couldn’t help but reflect on my start with the Herd before the Revolution. How unsure I was that I supported them, really, and how they offered me power and resources in my hunt for greaters. A day ago, I’d told Cutler I would become a sourcerer to learn more about the Source with no intention of following through on that. Whoever the Ovate was, if Feng was right about them, we had a lot in common. More than I liked.

Would I be willing to use the pains of oppressed people with no other options to advance my agenda? Absolutely. I wanted to believe I’d sympathize with them and genuinely want them to succeed. But maybe I wouldn’t care.

For a moment, I doubted. Maybe I should have been looking to arrest the Ovate and the drue, not looking to get to know them. But the drue had made a damned good point. The Empire was oppressing people here. If Feng was right, they’d poisoned their land to keep them in a chokehold. Could I really ally with people like that against New Panchon when there were people like me, fighting for freedom, offering to help instead?

I needed to talk to Cori.

“Thank you, chef,” I said. “I’m sorry you’re here reliving it all because of me.”

She threw open the door to the house. “I’m going to go make a pie. Be thankful I don’t bake you in it.”
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ZENSU BEANS

I’D BEEN SWANNING along on Cori’s money so long that, frankly, I’d forgotten that it was really a thing. Can you imagine? A common not knowing the price of bread or milk? Not thinking about how I would pay for housing, let alone my next meal? I was wracked with guilt when it all came to a head. Disappointed doesn’t even begin to explain how I felt.

Housing ourselves in Riv’s compound was free. Eating his food was free. Staying with the emperor in Mangtier had been free. But I was rejecting those things to get closer to the Ovate, and when Feng, Laven, and Sincera all came looking for knuckles, Cori had to sit me down.

Well, metaphorically. At the time, we stood kilometers east of Ryespur, having escaped Riv’s heightened security so I could fulfill a promise I’d made to Cori and look at the land ourselves.

The blight had a radius of about ten kilometers, starting at the edge of Ryespur and stretching out beyond the mines. A few redwoods survived for the treeroad and the occasional patch of rye grew near the coast. That morning, Laven, Cori, and I used trussers to take the treeroad beyond that to a location Feng had marked for us: Greybark Copse.

The greybark trees around us were shorter than I expected, mere children beside the redwoods. I found pleasure in touching their trunks. A diamond-shaped lattice gave their ridges a plucky feel similar to Cori’s guitar. I understood, then, why they had liked working in Ranch’s young arbor so much. As we passed the mature trees, so much more rigid than the saplings back in Ranch, Cori ran their fingers across them, moving them almost like they were playing.

“Did you think all that extra stuff you needed for your plan with the duel was free?” Cori could barely contain their laughter. “Killer, you needed an entire barrel of emphon milk and a veritable fortune’s worth of greybark. Rish had to get one of the rarer cuts of carnephon in the Empire on a day’s notice for Chili!”

“Are we out of knuckles?” I asked, sheepishly.

“Oh, you sweet little boy,” they said before they had to pause, no longer able to contain their laughter. “They don’t use knuckles here. They have pressed metals called seeds. I have to pay to trade our knuckles for them. How did you buy my ring without learning that?”

I shrugged. “I fished a handful of gold knuckles from the pouch you gave me and asked what I could get with those.”

Laven chuckled darkly from behind us. “Everything comes easy to him, ain’t it?” He walked along behind us in the way he often did when the three of us were alone. I’d told him he never needed to, but over the years, I realized he preferred to give us space to be together. It was almost like he felt guilty for hogging as much of my time as he did.

“Are we broke?” I asked, ignoring him.

“No, but I ain’t got half what everyone’s asking for. I have to keep enough to pay our way back to Ranch.”

“So we’re screwed?” I asked Laven.

“Nah, mate, I’d guessed our finances might be a bit low.”

“You sound like you have an idea.”

“I wouldn’t call it a good one, but yeah.” He came by our side. “Have you been around the city much? Walking the streets, taking in the sights, riding the trams? Anything you noticed?”

I gave him a look. “Oh, so you’re being clever, then. Let’s hear this ‘lish’ plan of yours.”

Chuckling to himself, he said, “The city, it’s scalding boring, ain’t it? All they’ve got are chippies, bakeries, and tea rooms.”

“We went to a taco place on the pier,” Cori countered.

“Sure, there are exceptions with the fusion places, but compared to Mangtier and Ranch, it’s sorely lacking, and there’s something else. No pontiffs here running things. Why is that?”

“Feng said that stopped when the Spurs burned,” I said. “What are you getting at? You want us to open a restaurant?”

“Not quite. We don’t have the time or seeds for it, and we sent most of the brigade home.”

“I’d rather starve than go through another round of hiring,” I said, remembering how long it took the first time.

“You and me both, mate. But what about a small pop-up inside an existing space? Curated guest list, with the empress-elect right at the top and some of the more suspicious mine owners. I asked around and there are a few places willing to give it a go.”

“What’s that entail?” Cori asked, removing their hand from a tree. “A pop-up.”

“We run a special service in an existing restaurant for a night. We’d have to source most of our ingredients—I’ve already connected with most suppliers in town, so it won’t be a problem—and we pay a percentage to the owners, but with the right push, we could get loads of guests in the door, and more importantly, out of their houses.”

Cori frowned at that but didn’t argue it any further. I wish they had. It had been years since the Revolution, but I still had a deep, almost instinctual distaste for the rich, like these mine owners. Couldn’t see a world where they weren’t inherently evil. Still, as much as I hated catering to them, I trusted Laven enough to know that this was the only way. If there’d been another, he would’ve said it.

“How long do you need to get the pop-up ready?” I asked.

“About a week, depending on the menu. Sooner if I had a stage.” He gave me a look. “Sincera won’t have much to do…”

“I’m not risking my life by asking Sincera to stage.”

“It was only an idea,” he said, laughing.

“See if Feng knows a kid in town who might be interested.” A sinking feeling set into my stomach as my mind started to turn over all the things that went into something like this. “What’s the menu? Continuous cuisine won’t cut it here, not if we’re only doing one night.”

“That’s the other bit. Ranch-traditional won’t work either. Too expensive with the lack of ingredients. No way around it. It’s all imports. We need local ingredients.”

“Everything is imported here,” Cori said.

“Not the fish,” I said, thinking of the tacos. “And they’ve got a ton of bread and potatoes.”

“You’re describing a chippie, mate.”

“Wait a second,” I said. “This whole conversation started because you wanted a ton of knuckles—”

“Seeds,” Cori interjected.

“—seeds,” I corrected, “to buy something that might flush out the drue. What was it?”

Laven smiled. “Now you’re seeing where I’m going with this. Alright, so.”

As we started up a hill, Laven summarized the investigation he’d done alongside Auntie Gyn. They’d found the black market in town. It was no Black Spice and there didn’t seem to be any emphon for sale, but they had bloodsalt, greybark, and skyroot powder. And in much higher quantities than what came through Ranch.

“But that’s not all. They also got two new-to-me ingredients called empaneer and zensu beans. Empaneer’s basically an acid-curdled cheese, but zensu beans? Mate.” He presented a small brownish cube with a firm but spongy texture and gave it a little squish. “Raw, it’s basically an exact substitute for tofu, minus the color.”

We didn’t have a lot of tofu in Ranch. The Rare had worried about common getting too much cheap protein and revolting—lot of good that did them—and hadn’t bothered to invest in importing soy for themselves.

“I’ve been talking to some of the alchemists here, and they have all sorts of maths on this stuff. When you pan-fry or grill it with skyroot powder specifically, it develops a browning, crispy skin on the outside because—get this, mate—the combination undergoes a Mailliard Reaction like red meat!” Laven said with the same gravitas he’d once used to describe how much endurium was in skyroot powder. I couldn’t remember what a Mailliard Reaction was—some alchemic gastronomy term, no doubt—but I nodded along. “And it’s decent with endurium. About two thirds of what you’d get from a similar amount of carnephon, if I had to reckon.”

I took a bite from the cube, savoring the taste. It was a bit nuttier than tofu, with a deeper bite and a buttery finish. “This is unseasoned?” I asked. Laven nodded. “Wow, not nearly as bland. I could do something with this.”

“Lish,” he said. “I’m pretty sure the drue are using this in the werephon greater, and—”

“Where is what greater?” I interrupted, confused.

“No, like were-emphon. It’s what the locals call the greater that transforms the drue into carnephon-people. Anyway, I couldn’t reckon how else they’re managing it without eating emphon. Now, we can get the beans for something approaching reasonable, but if we want the curdled form, which they call zensufu, it’s pricey. Even that small piece cost me a fair number of seeds. Running a service on it would be expensive. Running a cult? Someone rich is fronting them, mate.”

“Because it’s scarce or because it’s illicit?” Cori asked.

“Scarce.”

“Could they be cultivating themselves?” Cori repeated. “That’s what the Herd did with carnephon.”

I snapped my fingers. “That’s where I heard about this. The ranger who saw the attack said the emphon feed was grain and zensu beans.”

Laven’s face scrunched. “The alchemists said it needs special soil to grow in or else it comes out completely inedible. Grew like weeds before the blight though.”

“More reason for the Empire to have poisoned this place!” I realized.

“Just,” Cori said, holding up a hand, “stop for a second. Focus on the pop-up. How does this help us? If it’s expensive, you can’t run a service on it.”

“When I was a kid,” Laven answered, “before the rest of the Rare started hating my dad and me, the gits would always talk about how much they’d pay to try a greater no one had ever had before. Trust me, these mine owners, they’ll pay for something they’ve never had, and Glayd can’t ignore a formal invitation to attend a meal. You said you wanted to investigate her palace to look for the report. This is my solution.”

After I’d spoken with Feng, I’d gone to Cori and Laven. We’d agreed we couldn’t choose a side between the Empire and the drue yet. But we all knew we would lean drue if the report was true. Glayd wasn’t going to tell us that, so we needed to get into her house.

I hadn’t known how we might’ve got in, but making a new greater certainly wasn’t top of my list. The last greater I’d invented, the enchiladas, had been an accident. If I was understanding Laven, he wanted to invent something new on a whim. Even with Cutler’s help, I was failing to get Voice Vindaloo right. I wasn’t sure I could invent something on short notice.

“I don’t want to risk what’s left of our money on potentially inventing a new greater.”

“Don’t worry, mate. Already got that covered,” Laven said.

“You invented something?” I remembered our conversation in the emperor’s bathhouse. “That thing you’ve been working on?”

“No, not that. I’m close, and this greybark is probably the trick, but no. I’m talking about Variance for the pop-up. Think about when I discovered it during the war. It didn’t work on everything, but it worked on your Tacos and on Tartare, even though we couldn’t Enhance the latter. We haven’t tried it with this stuff before, but I feel like it’ll work. It’ll seem completely new to them, so it’ll still be something no one’s had.”

“You want to make Emphon Tacos with this zensufu? I—”

“No, no, mate!” he said quickly. “We can’t be making random rich folks into giants. The consequences…scalding sun. No. But we could make something less devastating.”

“Which greater then?”

Laven hesitated, clearly stumped himself. Surprising us both, Cori offered the solution. “They like their chips, right? Show them how Ranch makes ’em.”

“Grilled Steak Fries?” Laven clarified. “There’s a throwback.”

I was about to respond when Cori’s head snapped up from the tree the roots they were examining. “What was that?”

“What was what?” Laven and I asked simultaneously. Laven’s head swung toward the forest, and my hand reached over my shoulder for the familiar weight of my cleaversaw. I’d left it at Riv’s when Cori and I went to the pier for those tacos, and I wouldn’t be left unarmed again.

“I heard a trusser retracting.” Cori clicked their flatsaw slightly out of the sheath, ready.

We all waited for a few moments, the wind rushing through the triangular leaves of the greybark trees above. A bird flapped into the air. A stream trickled a bit farther in the distance.

But we heard nothing else.

“I know I heard someone,” Cori insisted, though neither of us said anything otherwise. They had a musician’s ear.

“Maybe we should head back,” Laven suggested. “We got what we came for, didn’t we? We still need to go get a soil sample of the blighted area.”

Cori tossed Laven a pouch of shaved greybark. “That enough for your recipe?”

He weighed it in his hand. “It’s going to be lish.”

“I hate it when you say that,” I complained. “It always ends badly for me.”










40


[image: Decorative]
WAR HERO

THE BUTCHER LOOKS up at the top of the tent. There’s nothing to be seen there, but the archivist recognizes the gaze of someone looking for, rather than at.

“You won’t find absolution in the heavens, Butcher,” she says. “If the Consumer watches, They don’t care an ounce for you.”

He returns his gaze to the table. “There’s no such thing as the Consumer, Yenne. You know that. Just like you know Emphonism is based more on spirituality than afterlife, and that the Source is no more a god than I.”

“If your ego is any measure, then I wager it’s a powerful god indeed.”

“And I’d wager it thought so, too.”

The archivist tries not to let that upset her, these casual suppositions that the Source is gone. But the fact that there are still sourcerers in this world lets her think he failed, that he became one like the rest.

“Where are you going with this?” she asks to distract herself.

“Laven’s idea was a good one, and we agreed to roll with it, but to make it work, we needed to create a Steak Fries Variant. Much as Laven might’ve made it seem so, that wasn’t some easy one-to-one ingredient swap. Frankly, we’d gotten really starving lucky when he discovered Variance during the war. Carnephon and badgeboar are pretty similar taste profiles—at least when it comes to tacos.” He sighs. “But there’s another element to it. One we didn’t really figure out until we tried to use gryphon and dolphon and failed the first few attempts. So before we can go any further, I need to tell you the truth.”

“The truth about what?”

“Yesterday’s lies.”

*   *   *

Before the war, before the Revolution, before I ever started working with Meg Common-3 at the King’s Factory, I had connections to the Herd. I’d never heard of Cori or Vanil, let alone met them. I didn’t know Black Spice was run by the Herd or that Crooked Rish was involved with them, or most of the things I said I didn’t know when I told my story. Hell, I didn’t even know the “rebels” were the Herd until the moment Vanil told me.

But I knew Auntie Gyn worked for something called the Herd, where she cooked greaters. She was, honestly, most of why I believed I could.

I held a chef’s knife for the first time when I was four years old. I don’t remember doing so, but Auntie Gyn does. She was the one who handed it to me.

Thirteen more years would still need to pass before I could take a cleaver and wedge it firmly between King Fennel’s eyebrows. But the civil war between the “rebels” and Fennel’s dickhead father had been raging for a decade by the time I held that knife. The Great Indenturing had just concluded. Thousands of common dead for refusing to pay a tax on our very existence or sign an indenture contract in place of payment.

Auntie Gyn was—well, she wouldn’t be happy if I shared her age—but let’s just say she’d been living in Ranch long enough to fall in love with Uncle Macen, but wasn’t yet feeling the pressure to have her first child with her newlywed husband.

At least once a week, I would go to Common-1 and bask in all the scents she and Uncle Macen coaxed from their rusty oven. Some days, she’d tie a blindfold around my eyes, put a fork in my hand, and challenge me to identify every ingredient in the food she’d bring me. Others, I’d find a stack of unprocessed produce: potatoes to be skinned, corn to be shucked, pistachios to deshell. We would cook after.

The day we did almonds, I decided I’d use them as my greeting food, before I switched to Mom’s. It’s her spice-blend that dusted them.

I didn’t know she was training me.

It’s obvious that was the goal in retrospect. My moms wanted me to love cooking for its own sake. But Gyn drilled me, refining my techniques as critically as Ilantra and Sagen. I loved it. Between Auntie saying, “Again, kiddo,” thirty times and homework, there was no competition.

She was still in Ranch when I started stealing carnephon shank from the King’s Factory.

“Auntie, I don’t know if I can,” I said in a fit of tears. “I’ve been trying to invent a greater to become a Chef for weeks. I don’t want to hide what I can do like you do.”

We’d just finished a taste test. I’d correctly identified the salted peas and cinnamon carrots in Baby Musta’s apple sauce concoction—gods, that was awful. I’d identified every spice in Uncle Macen’s mushroom taco blend. I’d specified the difference between a boiled potato and a steamed potato based on the consistency of the bite.

“Promise me I can do it,” I begged. “I only have a year and you’ve been trying your whole life. Prove to me I can do what you haven’t.”

“Kiddo.” She put down her own taco and pursed her lips. “You’re better than I was at your age, maybe even better than I am now. You’re creative, and quick, and thoughtful. If anyone can, it’s you. But I can’t promise you anything. You’ve got to prove it to yourself and everyone else. That’s what it means to be common.”

“I need more than that, Auntie. I’m risking everything! My moms could go the girders. I could go to the girders. I can’t be like Meg; I can’t just leave. Tell me something.”

She laughed, completely at a loss. “If I knew what to tell you, don’t you think I’d do it? You want advice for making a greater? I don’t have it. You want advice on how to stay sane doing it? That’s easy: love the food. I’ve been trying to invent a greater for as long you’ve been alive, and I’ve got no more to show for it than anyone else. What keeps me going is I love the food. Even when I fail, I enjoy that meal and the fact that I’m a step closer. Don’t let the journey consume you. Twelve know, I’ve seen it eat so many.”

So I did, and that did keep me sane. But it wasn’t my love of food that ultimately resulted in me making Emphon Rub. It was my love of the city, of Black Spice, of the people in it alongside my love of the food. I had those flavors whirling around in my mind. When Bessa threatened to destroy it all, it coalesced into a singular, Perfect intent to do something about it.

*   *   *

“Oh, it’s time to wax poetic, again. Spare me. You admitted your aunt was helping, which does technically count as a truth on yesterday’s lies, so unless there’s a point here, I’d rather get to the sourcery.”

“There’s a point.”

*   *   *

If the taste tests and the produce and the advice were greater training, my days in the war were culinary bootcamp. She did everything short of mash me like a potato to teach me what I needed to know. I’m talking being slapped with the broad side of a knife, smacked with a wooden spoon, forced to hold hot cast-iron pans until my hands shook. Chef Ilantra? She had nothing on Warchef Gyn. Knifecraft was playtime in comparison.

Everything was about efficiency. “Can you process that produce fast enough to cook it into a greater? No? Don’t bother. Does it take more than a few minutes to cook? Yes? Don’t bother. Will touching this hot pan cause you to flap your hand around like a pathetic child rather than hold on and sauté? Get out of the tent. Don’t. Bother.”

Lives were on the line.

Warchef Gyn was a different person. Cooking at war was a different game. It didn’t matter that I’d invented multiple greaters and Enhancements. It mattered that I knew my place in the war effort.

With all the fighting on top of it, I was drowning. Cooking became a means to an end, an end I was so well trained for that it wasn’t even a challenge. When the Rare launched a surprise attack, I knew exactly which greater to make. When we planned assaults, I knew what would stay hidden on the wind, what they wouldn’t expect, how quickly to make it. I was so good at military—because of all my training, the Academy included—that my status as icon of the Revolution became a memory. I got promoted to warchef because it was who I was.

Every day was the flame of the burners, the smell of blood, the adrenaline of rage. In my ascension, there was no room for exploration, for passion, for the love the journey. Or at least, that’s what I told myself.

Because while I was doing all that, Laven invented his second greater and discovered Variance. He came in one day and plopped carnitas down in front of me. I’ve told you what happened from there.

I wouldn’t have ever thought to do that. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I fell out of love with food.

When I was in the Academy House working on Continuous Cuisine, I was almost the old me. But that was fleeting. Look back at these pages. Do I sound like the same person who “waxed poetic” about the tacos that tasted like a razed and righteous city? Do I look like the kid so obsessed with the concept of the Perfect lime that I realized how to Enhance Sleepless Salad? Sure, there are moments when I felt clever or I liked the way something tasted, but even I knew that something was wrong.

Variance works when the creator intends for the endurium source to express itself in a new form that complements that source. Complicated stuff, right? Just as ephemeral and intangible as creating a greater in the first place.

Laven could do it with badgeboar carnitas. Auntie found a way to do it with gryphon. I only figured out dolphon because Cutler came to check in on me on a whim, and I told him I was struggling. By the time we got to Ryespur, I couldn’t even fathom trying it with yakrat or tusktooth.

I tried not to think about Variance much at all.

But that night, we got back to Riv’s. Laven bought a full block of zensufu, and I gathered the rest of the ingredients for Grilled Steak Fries to try to figure it out again.

It didn’t work.

Laven slapped me on the back and reminded me that it took us ten tries to get Dolphon Rub working. “We’ll get it tomorrow, mate.”

I didn’t believe him.
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TRAM AND TRAMPLE

AS IS ALWAYS the case with these things, everything that could happen happened all at once while Laven got the pop-up ready, and I struggled to make the Variant. First things first: the Ovate and the drue attacked the final sanctuary in Ryespur, freeing two more gryphon, a yakrat, and a badgeboar.

It was no great loss to the Empire, but we probably should’ve seen it coming. After Garuda attacked Cori and me, Riv had lessened the defenses on that sanctuary, pulling rangers off guarding it to garrison the net-firing crossbows for when Garuda came back. It left the sanctuary ripe for a follow-up attack, and whoever the Ovate was, they were no fool.

In response, the senate voted to take matters into their own hands. If I couldn’t find the Ovate, they would. Riv told us we had until the Imperial Legion marched its way to Ryespur in full force. After that, we were getting sent back to Ranch with a “thanks for nothing.”

We’d already decided that a direct conversation with the Ovate was more appealing than trying to chase them through the shadows, but we weren’t going to refuse more information. If the legions took care of business first, we might lose that opportunity entirely.

So, the day after the attack, Sincera and I were in a tram on our way to the sanctuary. She’d been the one to notice the odd nature of the hole in the wall, and I wanted her with me. Laven would join us after he got away from his duties at the pop-up.

“I have a question,” Sincera said, suddenly. We’d been silent for at least ten minutes already, which wasn’t at all unfamiliar with her. As usual, she wore semoli shortswords at her waist and a javelin across her shoulder. I still had my cleaversaw, and if I’m being honest, I was getting a bit itchy to use it. I was more mature than during the Revolution, but someone like me can only sit around and scheme so long. The pair of us had been staring out at the bay, the day uncharacteristically clear. So much so we could see the other side of the bay in the mid-morning sunshine. A bird danced above, almost hypnotic in its rhythm.

“I have an answer,” I said smugly, emboldened by the sun and its beauty.

“You first.”

“Ha ha,” I said, secretly finding her joke pretty clever. “What is it, though?”

“Do you think this world was peaceful before us?”

I turned from the growing silhouette of the bird. Sincera, as I’ve said, was a woman of few words, none of them wasted. From Laven, the question would’ve been the preamble to some lesson about something. From Cori, it would’ve been a way for us to idle away an hour together looking out of the beautiful horizon. But from Sincera, it was a sincere question.

*   *   *

Musta and the archivist groan in unison.

*   *   *

At the time, I didn’t know why she was asking.

“It—”

I was cut off as the tram spun off the track like an empty tequila bottle at a sixteenth-birthday party. The force threw everyone to the floor. The cables attached between the winches and the vehicle snapped and groaned, their metal fibers shredding. In the chaos, I caught a glimpse of sharp talons ripping through the steel wall. A foghorn bellowed.

As the trolley came to a halt, smashing into a brick building, an enormous beak clamped around the metal roof. The crunch and grind sent shivers up my bones. I scrambled across the ground, attempting to pull myself to standing using one of the metal chairs inside, but before I could, the lid of our moving tin can yanked backward to reveal Lady Garuda’s undulating throat.

Sincera and I made eye contact, and I pointed at the screaming, terrified mass of imperials cowering and injured inside the tram with us. She nodded and we both reached inside our jackets.

I ripped at my package of freeze-dried Badgeboar Rub with my teeth, tearing the flimsy material as I shoved the meat in my mouth. Before I’d even stood back up, I was half spitting away the film, half swallowing the sweet, spicy interplay of carnage and carnitas. Beside me, Sincera was doing the same with a different greater.

Lady Garuda finished her ear-splitting scream and one of her orblike eyes swiveled down on its stalk, scanning over the humans in the tram. It stopped over Sincera, perhaps recognizing her, before finding me.

Too late for her.

I was already growing.

I was a long way from full height, but my hand was already wide enough to grab onto the eyestalk. You ever take a stalk of celery by each end and twist them in opposite directions? If the stalk is still good, it snaps. If it’s gone bad, tiny fibers unknit like from a rope, and pull away from the center, all squiggly and wet.

That’s what happened to Garuda’s eyestalk. Blood and sinew shot off from the central cord of muscle to spray all over the terrified imperials. Garuda tried to pull away, but in that moment, I nearly doubled in size, firming my grip like iron. I twisted again, and Garuda wailed as deeply as the foghorn. Stuck between going deaf or letting go of the eye, I covered my ears. Freed from my grasp, she beat her wings and took to the sky to recover.

By the time she was back in view, I was full-sized. Sincera, below my feet, had consumed a field ration of Grilled Steak Fries. We’d made it as practice for the pop-up and brought it to help investigate the sanctuary, but the Endurance gave her the speed and decisiveness to help the imperials. The hyperobservance also allowed her to see something I couldn’t, or rather, wouldn’t have thought to notice.

“Chef! The tram cable!”

The metal cable lay limp in the street, snapped from the winch and the tram. As long as I was tall, it could be the perfect lasso.

Before I could dive for it, Garuda swooped and slashed a talon across my exposed back. I starving hated being giant in the Empire. Back home, I always had armor and weapons lying around for me. But here I was naked as the day I entered this world.

Pain stung my back like an overseer’s whip, but I reached out for her scaly, otherwise catlike tail. She must’ve sensed me because she slapped it across my face and knocked me so hard I stumbled sideways into the nearby factory building. Before I could get back into a fighting position, she swooped past me again, dragging a forepaw across my collarbone, streaking through the flesh, and ascended to the smokestack out of reach above me.

Hissing, I pressed a hand against my collar to stifle the bleeding. “I’M GOING TO KILL YOU, YOU OVERGROWN CHICKEN!” I yelled out in frustration. Famines, I hated fighting flyers.

She loosed something between a hiss and a cluck back at me. Her eye dangled awkwardly, and one of her wings partially folded, injured. Maybe something I could exploit. That kicked my mind into butcher mode. She was an animal; a smart one, but an animal. That meant fixed behaviors and an anatomy I’d already dissected dozens of times during the war.

I remembered Auntie’s lessons. The structure of her hind legs, her forearms, her wings. The important areas where ribs met spine and spine met wing.

“Chef!”

I followed Sincera’s voice back to the cable. Quickly, I dashed across the remains of the tram and grabbed it. The metal was uncomfortably cold, despite the warmth of the day, but I wrapped a length around my left fist and held another in my right, swinging it into a circle.

Garuda shrieked at the weapon. Before I learned gryphon could benefit from greaters, I would’ve pressed the attack, hurling myself at the smokestack to climb it or knock it down, but even with my weapon, I halted. She wasn’t on Voice Vindaloo like last time, but I didn’t want to take anything for granted. For all I knew, she could open her mouth and breathe fire at me.

I took a baiting stance, almost like I had against the badgeboar on the way to Mangtier. This spoiled housecat wasn’t going to want a shoving contest like the boar had, but I wagered she wanted a good angle for a flyby. Death by a thousand cuts sounded like a good tactic.

She sprang off the factory like a cat from a shelf, wings splaying, and landed on me faster than I could dodge.

It was Bessa all over again. Pinned immediately to the brick wall I’d set at my back, beak snapping at my face as I frantically dodged and ducked from her bites.

Gods, her breath. It reeked of curry spice.

I buried my fist in the fascia muscle of her belly, hoping to break the small ribs or damage the intestines enough that she puked up whatever greater was in her. But the punch left me slow to dodge and the hook of her beak got into my shoulder, ripping my muscle to shreds. My neck and left arm immediately sagged.

If my artery was nicked, I’d be going down fast.

Desperate, I planted a foot into the wall and shoved off. On Badgeboar Rub, I was shorter than her, but the other thing about Variants is that things aren’t exactly the same. Carnephon are lean, fierce beasts, and that Rub makes you similar. Badgeboar have a bit more muscle and girth on them. On that Rub, you gain a bit of bulk. I was stronger and heavier than the starving chicken pecking at me.

I slammed her on her back, landing atop her. My shoulder flared with pain, but I pummeled my fist into her cere—that fleshy bit right above the beak where her nostrils were—and rolled off before she could swipe at me.

Blood slicked my shoulder, and I started to sway.

Suddenly, crossbow bolts the size of my arm appeared from the four corners of the compass, streaking toward Garuda’s form. She spread her wings, jumping to the skies, but before she could escape, the tips of each crossbow burst open. Nets fell from all angles.

She crashed into the ground before me, and rangers flew in on trussers, shouting directions like “don’t interfere” and “back away from the Divine.” It took all my self-control not to slam my fist into her grotesque skull. Even as we wrestled against the net, I could see in her that her fury was only growing. Riv’s voice joined the others.

“Drop the cable, Paprick. You don’t need it, now!”

Blood boiling still, I growled.

“Killer.” Cori had appeared beside Riv. “It ain’t our place.”

I sighed loudly and looked for something I could punch. The only things in sight were Garuda, buildings, and people. Nowhere to point my anger, I snapped the cable down onto the cobble like a whip. A fresh wave of blood loss weakened my knees. I stumbled back and fell to my ass in the street. The rangers moved in toward the overlapping nets.

“Prepare the barge,” Riv called out. “We’ll bring her to the bay and send her back south.”

I’ve seen the need for revenge in the mirror plenty. I knew she’d be back.

After I shrank, Cori brought me back to Riv’s compound, stitched me up, and calmed me down, listening with unending patience as I complained.

Right up until the message arrived from Ranch to make everything worse.
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WAR

WE ALL SAT around Riv’s outdoor table. Sincera and Laven had just returned from their investigation, and I hadn’t gotten a chance to ask if they’d found anything. Could barely think about the damn Ovate, not with how Cori kept wringing their hands around the parchment, wearing it down into a pulp.

Auntie had stopped at a bakery to grab three sourdough loaves and butter, but they sat in the center of the table untouched. I think we all knew whatever Cori’s letter said, it wasn’t going to inspire much appetite.

“I ain’t going to beat around the bush,” they said once we’d all taken a seat. “Mama wrote, and the news is bad.”

“What is it, hon?” Auntie asked.

“Now, keep in mind, this was written five weeks ago.” Their voice was calm, clearly trying to sound more secure than they felt. I instinctively reached a hand over to grab theirs. “Mama knew there wasn’t anything we’d be able to do when she sent it.”

Laven and Macen exchanged worried glances.

After a sigh, Cori released my hand and let the emotion into their voice. “I’m just going to read it as is. I—I don’t trust myself otherwise.

“‘Darling, I hope this message finds you well in Ryespur. I understand you’re heading there shortly after a successful entreaty upon the emperor in Mangtier. It fills my cup to see you traveling around the world, doing so much good. I know how much it must excite you, and I must say, I’m a bit jealous. Wish I’d had the chance, you know? But it’s better for a mama when her child gets to do what she couldn’t.

“‘Now, pleased as I am with what you’ve managed, I have another motive for writing you. Our spies in New Panchon have gotten wind of something. Rare are drafting folks into the military again. News of your success in the Empire reached them. They fear the Imperial Legions lending our army the strength to overrun them, even though we intend to honor the ceasefire. Our spies expect a preemptive attack.

“‘I know this’ll inspire some anxiety and worry. I’m sorry for it, but I couldn’t keep you in the dark. Famines, if your beau finds out before you, he’ll race over here. I don’t want him coming back just yet. We’ve got things well in hand, but if I understand, he intends to find the person who murdered Vanil’s boy and bring them to justice. I need him to keep doing that. You did well to prevent a war, but the Executive intends to amend your deal some. Cementing our relationship with the badge by rooting out their problem will only help that endeavor. Paprick won’t like it, but he needs to stay. Of course, I’ll respect whatever you decide.”

They paused and searched my face. “There’s a little more, but that’s the important part.”

I know what they saw. A furious intent to leave immediately. “Screw the Ovate and the drue and the Empire, too. I’m going back.”

“Kiddo,” Auntie said, before Cori could speak. “We don’t leave business unfinished.”

“Ranch needs all its soldiers if an attack is coming,” I insisted. “How can you of all people say that?”

Cori interrupted Gyn’s response. “The message is already out of date, killer. Even if we left right now, it wouldn’t change anything. An attack might not even happen.”

“Cori, I love you, but don’t try to tell me you aren’t going back. We should go together.”

“I—”

Laven jumped in to add his support—the whole damn table teaming up against me. “Mate, if we all leave, we add strength, but only that of this table. If we stay and find this guy, we can bring legionaries back with us for any fight that might be coming.”

I hated how sensible it was. After the fight with Garuda, I wanted—needed—so badly to punch something. But I felt stuck.

Auntie Gyn, Uncle Macen, and Musta weren’t, though. “I know it ain’t fair, kiddo,” Auntie said, “but your uncle and I are going to get gone as soon as we finish our part of the pop-up. If Cori wants, they’re welcome to join us.”

Cori chewed their lip, troubled. “I-I don’t know yet.”

Musta sensed the tension at the table and started to cry.

*   *   *

“That’s a lie, cousin.”

“It’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”

“I remember that day,” Musta insists. “You gave me a badge coloring book and told me to stand tall. I didn’t cry. Whatever, I’m almost out of emphon to draw.”

The archivist and Butcher turn to examine the wall: bull emphon, badgeboar, gryphon, wolphon, dolphon, drakephon, yakrat, tusktooth, and caprishell. It’s quite the collection, and startling given how quickly they were produced. The detail would take some artists days. Not for the first time, the archivist wonders about this girl.

The Butcher scratches his chin. “Not many left, just emphalope, kangaphon, and duckbill.”

“And Empheron,” the archivist adds.

“I want you to describe that one,” Musta says immediately.

“No,” the Butcher says. “Let’s do duckbi—”

“It is like nothing you have drawn,” the archivist says.

“Don’t,” the Butcher warns, but there’s no command in his voice.

“Impossible to measure,” she continues. “Even a drakephon is but a bird beside it. It has a face like an ape’s: eyes, nose, lips. But scales lie over the cheekbones, forehead, and chin. A great neck seems to swallow the entirety of the head, folding over into the forehead like a fleshy sack. It does the same for the shoulders and the torso, sagging over it so that it looks more like a man pushing against the insides of a worm than a man itself. Until you reach its lower body. Have you seen a centipede?”

The girl nods.

“Imagine that insect grafted onto the spine of a man, but instead of an exoskeleton, a skeleton itself holding in organs, you can see beating and moving food through its unholy digestion. Instead of legs, it has skeletal, human-like arms, no muscle to be seen, with hands for feet. Each with too many thumbs. All of that, every centimeter, teal as endurmite. That is what comes for us.”

The girl nods and grabs her charcoal.

“You’re wrong,” the Butcher says quietly.

“Excuse me? I have seen it with my own eyes, Butcher.”

“It doesn’t come for us.” His voice is so low the archivist must lean forward to hear his next words. “It comes for me.”

“Oh, is that so, special boy?” The archivist can barely contain her contempt. “Must you make everything about you? Even you cannot be so arrogant. It has spent a year announcing its intention to destroy all humans for the sins we committed upon its children. It wishes to cleanse this planet such that our ‘colonization’ of it shall never be noticed. It cares not for you.”

“If you don’t think so, then just keep listening.”

*   *   *

Auntie wasn’t the only one needed elsewhere with war on the horizon. I found out the next morning: as soon as I mastered Voice Vindaloo, Cutler would leave, too.

“I need to see how the semoli sourcerers feel about the growing schism,” he said, surprising me. “If a war is coming, we want them on our side.”

We were in the kitchen Laven had secured for the pop-up. Now more than ever, our plan was crucial. I had to finish up this business with the Ovate. I’d fought for Ranch. Bled for Ranch. Seen my moms die for Ranch. If it was overrun while I was here? I didn’t know what I would do.

I needed a smooth service for the rich imperials, and smooth service meant I needed to get familiar with where everything was in that kitchen (or at least, that’s what I was telling myself to avoid thinking about my failures with Variance thus far). Cutler didn’t care about New Panchon. He assured me that if worse came to worst, he’d intervene. But he also needed me to master Vindaloo so he could make it back to Ranch for that exact scenario.

I decided to feed two birds with one scone. Cutler was insisting we make Vindaloo at least once a day until I could not only produce it without referencing his instructions but recall the taste perfectly. I needed to get familiar with the kitchen. No better way than to make it there.

So there we were. A bowl of Vindaloo steamed on the counter beside me, as yet untouched. Believe it or not, I preferred it that way. I’d felt what the commands were like. Even if I was being called Butcher, I refused to think I was a bad person. Maiming someone in a fair fight, even killing them, seemed more acceptable than wielding the power to command them to slice their own throat.

“Why would the semoli sourcerers support us over Shepherd?” I asked instead of eating. “They sided with the Rare during the Revolution. Might be riding with New Panchon right now.”

“Haven’t you learned anything from coming to the Empire?” Cutler asked, sniffing my Vindaloo. “Nations are not a monolith. People are not their nations. Maybe you are, but you’ll grow out of it.” He looked back at me. “Hopefully.”

“Oh, yes, great immortal sourcerer, immune to the conflicts of us mere mortals. You forget that I’ve used Observant Omelet twice now. I might not understand everything you did, but I know how deeply you care for Ranch. The Seekers sullied your shop, ruined its charm. I felt how much you despised them for killing the common and threatening me, and I saw what you did to their bodies when you were done with them. You can’t honestly expect me to believe you don’t care about Ranch. You died for that city.”

“Ranch didn’t even exist properly when I died, boy.” His voice grew soft. “I died for the land, and for power, and for a hundred other reasons.”

The mood that came over him was far, far too sad for the man I’d come to love. We might fight over sourcery and morality and mortality, too, but Cutler looked out for me when no one else did. He believed in me now, even when I didn’t. I’d rarely seen him during the war, but he’d appeared at each of my birthdays with some silly little kitchen accessory made just for me.

I couldn’t summon the will to fight him any further on this. I was too tired and nervous and disappointed in myself. “Still, the semoli don’t know me.”

“They know me,” he said, lifting the Vindaloo toward me. “Eat this. It smells right.”

I didn’t protest any further, and instead spooned something that tasted nothing like it should have. A traditional vindaloo smacks you so hard across the back of the tongue that you can breathe sweet, savory fire. It’s umami, salt, and spice come alive. But Voice Vindaloo was made by Shepherd, a product of Ryespur, and though it had all the spices, it was a cold, vindictive flavor, like the sting of a king’s backhand or the bite of a carver’s spear, sticking to the front of your tongue. I felt its power wash through me, and it almost felt like I had a second mouth in my jaw, one wherein a whip lived, coiled and ready to attack.

Speaking with my proper mouth, I asked, “How can we even justify using this?”

“Did you ask the undead emphon whether they cared about being commanded?” Cutler responded, almost gently.

“Living people and dead emphon are completely different! Even you won’t use Chili Control.”

“Because a mortal has to die to make it.”

“So killing them is off the table but the power to command them to die isn’t?” Our voices were rising again. Two people with too much passion and too much stress.

Cutler slapped the countertop. “The semoli might align with us because Shepherd made this greater. They’ve never trusted her. But that doesn’t mean they don’t respect her. You don’t want to use it against mortals? Fine. Be my guest. But if a sourcerer comes at you full of everything under the sun, your only defence might be commanding them to stop.”

“STOP,” I commanded, and Cutler froze mid-gesticulation, with a finger pointed like a derisive schoolteacher.

His eyes bled frustration, and I took advantage of his attention. “I know you want me to believe these things because you think it’ll be easier for me to kill the Source. But I won’t become something unfeeling. My moms didn’t raise me to be that way. Even the war couldn’t make me that way, old man.”

The bulge in his eyes softened, and I ended the command.

“You don’t know what you’ll become. No one does. I’m just trying to give you the weapons you need to become the person you’ll be.”

“You want to give me weapons? Why not invent me a greater that makes me immune to this?”

That seemed to catch him off-guard, causing him to lean back against the still-hot oven with a frown. “I didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“Sourcerers can’t invent new greaters. Once you touch the Source, you lose that ability.”

“What? Why?”

He shrugged. “Whiskers thinks it has to do with the change to our bodies. Don Antony thinks we lose the soul that allows us to create when we die. I think it’s more insidious. The Source doesn’t let us. You want to invent something that resists Vindaloo? Be my guest. Sit here and create a new greater.”

I frowned back at the icebox holding the zensufu for later.

“What if Shepherd’s waiting for you to leave before she—”

“Before she what?” He threw his hands up. “She isn’t going to kill you. If she tries, it won’t matter because we know you live to fight the damned thing. Whatever she’s up to, it’s well beyond my ability to deal with. I have to do something.”

“If you want to do something, then forget about this.” I shoved the bowl of Vindaloo down the counter. “Teach me Foresight!”

“No.” The word was instant and powerful, like he’d thought it through well before I asked. “DON’T ASK ME AGAIN. The reason all of this is happening is because we’re all too afraid of the future to let the world run its course. I won’t perpetuate it.”

“At least tell me how to fight someone who uses it. If not to fight the sourcerers, to fight whoever this Ovate person is.”

He stopped, giving it a proper moment to consider. Tension trickled out of the room like drips from my old faucet in Common-3. Each moment lasted longer than the one before until we were both breathing like ourselves. Finally, he shook his head.

I don’t know why, but in that moment, I missed my moms more than I ever had. My eyes welled, and he saw it in me.

“I wish I could,” he said gently. “But I don’t know how you do that. I never cared to try. I’m not perfect. I know you know that, but it’s time we both recognize it. What I can do is get help from the semoli, so that’s what I’ll do.”

“You’re running away,” I accused, more sharply than I should have. “Whatever Shep meant when she mentioned your husband, you’re running. I know it.”

“Maybe I am.” He pulled me into a hug. “But it’s only to leave you to fight.”

He let go and approached the door. “Bye for now, lessa. I’ll find you somewhere soon.”

“Lessa? Like ‘Bessa’ and lesser? That’s not even a good one!” I shouted after him. But the door swung back and forth in his wake.
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Course 5: Voice Vindaloo

Like many dishes in the Southern Empire, Vindaloo’s warm, spicy tanginess encourages a large, sumptuous spread of sides. Pair with any from basmati rice, naan, roti, cucumber salad, pickled onions, roasted potatoes, mango chutney, and yoghurt, or include all for a feast fit for a true commander.

Ingredients (serves 3–4):

For the paste:


	8 dry red imperial chilis, seeded (reserve seeds)

	5 cloves garlic

	5 cloves

	2 tsp cumin seeds

	2 tsp coriander seeds

	2 cm fresh ginger, sliced thinly

	½ tsp turmeric

	1 tsp peppercorn

	½ cup plum vinegar (or apple cider vinegar)



600g badgeboar shoulder

2 tbsp coconut oil

2 medium sweet onions, finely chopped

2 tsp salt

1 bay leaf

1 tsp raw sugar

½ cup water

2 tbsp ghee

20–30g cashews, to liking

Chopped cilantro, to garnish

For Enhanced Voice Vindaloo: substitute cumin seeds for skyroot powder and add a splash of fermented zensu sauce to the water and sugar.

Steps:


	Excluding chili seeds, soak dry chilis for 10 minutes. Remove from water and pat dry.

	Dry roast chilis, garlic, cloves, cumin seeds, coriander seeds, and ginger in a skillet over medium-high heat until fragrant, about 3 minutes. Cool.

	While cooling, cut badgeboar shoulder into 5 cm cubes and salt to taste for about 10 minutes until the salt has removed some of the moisture.

	Combine remaining paste ingredients, except chili seeds, until the paste is smooth and creamy. Fold in chili seeds to increase spice level to taste.

	Massage about ¾ of the paste into the meat. Reserve remaining paste in small jar and marinate the meat for at least 6 hours at 3–5° C.

	Do not marinate the meat in metal containers. The vinegar will oxidize the metal, and the meat will develop a metallic taste.




	In a Spurian oven, bring coconut oil to its smoking point over medium-high heat. When you see the smoke starting to waft, reduce to medium and add onions, salt, and the bay leaf. Cook for 7 minutes, stirring to reduce sticking.

	Mix sugar and water and pour over onions to increase caramelization.

	When water has evaporated, add meat and maintain heat for 5 minutes, stirring occasionally to avoid sticking. Reduce heat to medium-low and cover for 1.5–2 hours, stirring every 15 minutes. The meat should fall off the fork when ready. Transfer to a bowl.

	As meat is nearing completion, heat ghee in a small pan over high heat for 30 seconds. Add cashews and toss until slightly browned. Remove from heat and pour over top of vindaloo, allowing ghee to drip into the bowl.

	Garnish with cilantro and serve.



Expected Endurance Effect(s):

Endurance, 1–2 hours

The ability to issue commanding compulsions, directed at a single individual, that must be followed even at risk of bodily harm, which lasts for the duration of the speaker’s Endurance, 10–20 minutes

Enhanced Endurance Effect(s):

Increased duration, up to 8 hours

Issue multiple commands to multiple targets

Variance Effect(s):

Unknown

Emphon Effect(s):

Carnephon, Empheron, Gryphon, Drakephon, Wolphon: speech understandable by any human within a particular distance
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MONARCHS AND MOTHERS

AS THE BUTCHER prepares to continue, Gynger rushes into the room. “We’ve got a problem.”

The severity of her tone breaks the Butcher’s normal nonchalance. He rises quickly, folding the napkin on his lap with habitual precision. “What is it?”

“Three yellers approached the palace with Badgeboar Tacos, but the queen came out swinging. Nearly wiped them out with something we ain’t seen before. Not unless you know of something that does something like Stormsquall and Iron Cal.”

“No point wasting time speculating. How are they doing against her?”

“They look like chickens chasing round a worm. She’s too quick for them. And it leaves ’em wide open. If she’s got any reinforcements in there with Vindaloo or Chili…”

“Alright. Stay here. Make sure she doesn’t get any ideas about leaving. I’ll head to the palace.”

The Butcher exits the tent, leaving Gyn with a frown that slowly turns into a scowl as she examines the archivist.

“I don’t know why he’s bothering with this,” she says. “Twelve know I trust him. But I don’t trust you.”

“What does trust matter? There isn’t much I can do to him. Even with the receipe for Voice Vindaloo in the pages, I have no means of making anything to get myself out of here.”

Gynger laughs as she takes the seat beside her daughter. “He could give you every greater he knows, but they wouldn’t make you dangerous. Your pen has that power.”

“I’m surprised you think so,” the archivist admits. “You’re a warchef, are you not?”

“You think just because I spread power with spatula and spear that I don’t know the might of the pen? Girlie, I started serving alongside the Herdons before you were born, back when Far Common was more of a dream than a city. You think we got to the point of open rebellion on the back of food alone? We had to do all the work.”

“Of course not,” the archivist starts, but Gynger cuts her off.

“Both you girls, listen to an old woman. That boy, the one who just left to single-handedly wipe the floor with your queen, he’s what he is because he was raised by women. Asabi, Sesa, and I, we taught him to read, taste, and fight in that order. But more, we taught him to care. The bitch he’s fightin’ has the stink of men all over her. Same as the king before him and all the other shit stains. It’s almost a shame Paprick’s a man. Just proves how much more freedom they get to change the world. But here we are.

“Now, I don’t know what godsforsaken birth canal you crawled out of, Yenne Corzon, but I reckon you never learned past read. Maybe fight, but the survival kind, not the hard kind. I—”

“The hard kind?” the archivist interrupts. “You have no idea what I went through. Paprick is exceptional at what he does, I’ll grant that, but he had it easy. He had all of you. These scalding pages, they’re all about how much his family did for him. My autobiography wouldn’t name another character until Dyl scraped me off the bottom of a shoe. You can try to educate me all you want, Gynger Grilkwen, but I’ve had the best education determination can buy. I know my worth and I know his. They are not the same.”

The archivist is breathing hard by the time she’s finished. It’s unlike her, so unlike her. For her entire life, she’s kept her emotions in check. When the king invaded her mind, when he made her watch as he tortured Dyl and Terry, when Wensoan and then the queen threw her ideas into rubbish bins. Always, she’s been the silent, calm, collected archivist, the learned reader. It almost frightens her that she would behave as such—with her life so out of her own hands.

Or perhaps that’s why she’s become so bold. Nothing to lose.

“He’s rubbing off on you,” Gynger says, nodding her head. “That’s what you’re realizing right now. You think you’ve always had it hard, but hearing his words, you’re realizing he did too.”

“He and I are nothing alike.”

“Why even bother trying to convince yourself that’s true? You’re—”

“Mama,” Musta interrupts. “Enough.”

This catches both women unsuspecting.

The youngest wipes charcoal away from her image, erasing it. “I heard what Uncle Rish said to Cousin Pappy. You should stop riling her up. It ain’t necessary.”

Gynger scrunches her face in confusion. She looks as if she’s about to ask a question, but whatever it’s meant to be, it’s interrupted by an explosion that shakes the tentpoles and rocks the table.

For the next ten minutes, the world is a drum, pounded by distant battle. Its beat sets the archivist’s heart galloping. She’s seen war, was present for both the Revolution and the Return, but always she’s been able to see what transpires, and often from a safe vantage point, like when she watched the Butcher kill the king from Fen’s Plateau. Now, she can only listen, feel, and hope.

Hope for what, though?

The queen can’t stop the Empheron. She’s starting to realize that. Not if so many of the Rare have already undermined the monarchy by spying for the other side.

She can’t stomach hoping for the Butcher’s victory. His lies are a condiment, spread atop everything he touches and removing the parts that even she can’t help but appreciate. Supposing he’s even capable of defeating the behemoth coming for them, rule would fall to him and his ilk. They can preach their ideology all they want. They’ve yet to prove it is lasting. The Panchons had their flaws, but their names held weight. Monarchy has the benefits of direction in the right hands.

Fennel’s hands were covered in blood. Maybe Zesta’s aren’t much better, but there was one Panchon worth believing in, once. The Butcher’s hands certainly aren’t clean.

If she could only watch the fight, her body might tell her for what she really hopes. Instead, she remains uncertain and watches something almost as unnerving as the sounds: this peculiar young girl whom the Butcher spent so much effort rescuing.

Musta never flinches at the violence on the wind, even when her war-hardened mother grows visibly uncertain. Musta draws her picture as if she lives in another world, removed from any of it. But it’s not as if she’s ignoring it. When the table shakes, she tuts, annoyed that her lines have been shaken. When the yeller at the tent flap shouts, she side-eyes the man with annoyance. It’s as if she’s immune to the conflict.

What child should behave so?

Finally, it ceases.

The Butcher returns, in different clothes, with a fist closed around a rope of blonde hair. With no effort, he swings his arm, tossing forward the head attached to the hair. It clatters across the table, rattling the silverware and the plates. A candlestick wobbles, but Musta reaches out to ensure it remains in place. Finally, the head rolls to a stop right in front of the archivist’s place setting. Enduring eyes weep blood, vacant and hopeless.

“The queen is dead,” the Butcher announces, as if it that isn’t painfully obvious.

“Long live the sovereign,” Gynger says, almost sullen.

“Long live the sovereign,” he repeats, his posture slinking.

Quickly, Gynger straightens herself. “There’ll be a lot to do. I’ll be back for Musta later.”

The Butcher waves her away. “Of course, Auntie. Let me know if there’s anything you need.”

“What have you done?” the archivist asks, eyes still glued to those of the late queen. The monarch’s jaw has fallen open, revealing that the tongue is gone. Did he eat this one too?

“What I meant to do when I came back to this starving city,” the Butcher replies. “Free the country so that we can prepare for the Empheron.”

“You were gone for fifteen minutes,” the archivist states.

“She was better than I expected her to be.” The Butcher reaches for a fork. “Few can last that long against me.”

“You could’ve done this the whole time?”

“Maybe not as quickly yesterday, hungry and weak as I was, but the day I came back? Easily.” The Butcher skewers a strawberry from his plate and raises it to his lips. As he chews, a hint of its red juice licks his lips. That he can have an appetite while the queen’s head begins to attract insects astounds the archivist.

She tears her eyes away from the flies. “Why wait?”

The Butcher considers another berry, inspecting it for Source knows what. “Just because one person is ready for change, doesn’t mean everyone is. Even if the one is the most powerful among them.”

“You sound as if you’re referencing someone else.”

He nods and swallows the berry, but for once, the Butcher seems keen not to elaborate.
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KNOW YOUR GUESTS

OPENING NIGHT FOR the pop-up came far too quickly, but the war needed us. There was no time to wait.

I watched through the pass as the restaurant prepared for doors. There were only ten tables, barely a fraction of what we had at the Academy House, but they felt all the more important because of it. Each guest would pay a metric shit-ton of seeds to be there, and with every seed, there was always more expectation.

Not just for the food. Everything about the experience had to be perfect. Especially for these buttoned-up cousins of the Rare. No fork out of alignment. No wrinkles in the napkins. No wine spilled while pouring. The white tablecloths practically sparkled under the crystalline chandeliers.

The expectation of perfection was everything I hated about fine dining. Food was meant to be enjoyed, not curated. Loved, not dissected. But Ranch was in danger, and tonight was proof that I couldn’t punch my way out of every fight. Sometimes, you have to bend.

So bend we did. In the corner of the room, with a music stand laden with parchment before them, Cori wore a full-length badge cloak, essentially a dress. Even before they’d come out, I’d rarely seen them in femme clothing, and yet they’d worn this and sat for Feng to braid their hair to meet expectations. Cori had a shorter cut than Glayd, so it wasn’t an exact replica, but the styling paid homage to the empresselect’s braids at the duel, and I wondered how closely Feng had to have admired it to remember it so clearly.

They didn’t look like the Cori I loved so fiercely, but gods, they were fiercely beautiful. They played a gittar—some cousin of a guitar found in the Empire’s northern cities. As I’ve said, I have no ear for the fineries of music, but I could tell it sounded different as they played. Less rhythmic and more hypnotic. If they could become all that for this necessity, bend so much, then I could stomach a mouthful of shit disguised as genteel mining barons.

Sincera, on the other hand, couldn’t be persuaded into a cloak or braids. She caved on the flared pants, though, so you take the wins you can get. After checking for my approval, she opened the doors with an actual, literal smile, and welcomed the first two guests to their seats, offering them everything they could need to start their evenings. Maître d’ and somm in one.

Those first two guests sparkled, covered nearly head to toe in more jewels than I could count. Both women were my moms’ age, or what they’d been when they died. (I always think of them at that age, now, permanently touching forty.) They wore complementary jewel-tone dresses. The shorter wore one in the semoli fashion—tight across the bust, hips, and ankles, exposed arms despite the cold weather—while the other wore a cloak like Cori’s. Both had diamond-encrusted heels and badge braids interlaced with gems I didn’t recognize. Gaudy, but undeniably extravagant. They shared a giddy peck on the lips as the shorter of the two held a chair out for the taller one.

I couldn’t help remember my moms’ warmth then. How much they both embraced the world. I wished I could’ve brought them to a dinner like this, even if I hated the fakeness. They deserved luxury and got dirt.

The next guests better met my expectations: a stork of a man with a scowl as deep as his pockets and a gentleman who could’ve been his business associate, husband, or both; a couple with nearly-grown kids who clearly wished to be elsewhere, off spending seeds on experiences they wouldn’t remember in the morning; two young men with need in their lustful gazes and drunk women on their arms; and a diverse mix of thirty-somethings that took up three tables together.

I could smell the money on all of them.

They weren’t all that different than the Rare that came to the Academy House under Chef Ilantra, but I felt a twinge of panic. Assuming I even managed to create a Variant—which I hadn’t yet done—I would serve these people fries on plates that cost almost as much as the zensufu. I couldn’t afford for them to refuse payment because it wasn’t up to their expectations for fine dining.

Before we’d opened, Laven reminded us that these guests didn’t actually care about the food. People who spent this much money on a plate were rarely food people. They wanted to make a half-remembered story out my greater’s power. Not its taste.

They say you should picture people in their underwear when they make you nervous. Mother always said something different. “When they make you nervous, picture yourself at your strongest.”

Since the war, I tended to think of myself strongest on the day I won us a ceasefire. Dolphon Rub had made me so tall my shadow stretched from the Rare front line, past its archers, all the way to the command tent itself. I wore armor fashioned from the bones of a male dolphon, Marlin, which gave me strength, and a cleaversaw carved from the spine of his sister, Tuna, whom we’d fished up beside him. We had to leave both their corpses in the Bay.

But as I stared through the pass, I thought of a different moment when I felt strongest.

I was a Chef, a warchef, and a sourcerer’s apprentice. I’d invented the first greater in a generation and rediscovered Enhancement. I’d outwitted a king, outdueled an apicius, fought emphon. But once, I’d been little more than a kid, so desperate to save the people I loved that I poured skyroot powder on Chili Control, gorged, and hoped for a miracle.

As I stared through the pass, I imagined myself holding onto Bessa’s horn, rising to face the king. I’d been strong enough to survive my moms’ deaths that day. What the hell was I worried about now?

I straightened my beloved leather apron and turned my back to the door. Then, I heard the doors swing open again, and feeling good, I looked back, just to see. The whole point of this was to get her out of the house, but it still wavered my confidence when she finally entered.

“Please rise for Empress Oshin and Empress-Elect Glayd,” said the same majordomo from my meal with the emperor, that first day in Mangtier, who’d pressed down my hand with unnatural strength.

The other guests hastened to their feet, bowing in the badge way as the empress-elect entered followed by the elderly empress, who caught me looking and waggled her fingers playfully. Gods, there was a duo more powerful than any in the Empire. Or so I thought, until I saw who entered behind them.

Shepherd held onto Terry’s arm, but there was no mistaking it was she who led Terry into the room, not the reverse. By then most of the guests were resuming their seats, but several halted to behold the sourcerer. Even Glayd blinked surprise at the sight of the ancient woman.

How the hell did she get an invitation? Did the spurian elite know what she was? Like Cutler, she’d lived in her city for centuries. Cutler used prolonged absences and occasional greaters to alter his appearance, but I had a hard time believing Shepherd changed who she was to go unnoticed.

One of the two disinterested kids became suddenly invigorated, taking to her feet and approaching as if to say something to Shep. Shep raised her nose further, somehow, and Terry waved the teen back to her seat. No one had tried to approach the empresses. But maybe that would’ve been rude.

I didn’t know what to make of those four. The whole time, Sincera stood aside with a smile, and it even felt genuine. Clearly, she wasn’t worried about half the things I was.

Like whether Auntie Gyn and Uncle Macen were inside Glayd’s estate yet. Like whether I would be giving Terry an advantage if he tried my food or, worse, he just didn’t think it was very good. Did he even know about Variance or zensufu? I recalled his confidence when I’d implied being a vegetarian limited him. I noticed he’d brought his holstered books.

I had the sudden fear that he had known about both, and maybe more than I did.

Sincera gave me an insistent look, as if to say, “Someone’s going to notice you gawking,” and I ducked from the counter and focused on my back-of-house staff: Laven, Feng, and the new stage Feng had found.

*   *   *

The Butcher pauses suddenly.

“What now?” the archivist complains.

“I’m trying to be tactful,” the Butcher answers. “My new stage is important to the story, and deserves description, but, well, Woden Ribor didn’t go by that name or look as he does today.”

“You didn’t seem to care when it came to Cori,” the archivist says.

“This is different. I know for a fact, from their own lips, that Cori’s transition wasn’t because they felt born in the wrong body or even completely unaligned with female gender until a few years before their transition. Woden…” The Butcher nods to himself. “Alright. I won’t bother describing how the stage looked back then. Just imagine him as he should’ve been, just like he looked when he came for war council earlier today.” He chuckles. “Well, not entirely. He had all of his fingers back then.”

*   *   *

Laven, Feng, Woden, and me. It was half the brigade I normally liked, and not particularly well-balanced either. At the Academy House, I’d had the classic kitchen: sous, saucier, fry, grill, garde, pastry, and stage. Tonight, Laven would be sous and sauce, I’d cover fry and grill, and Feng would fill garde and pastry. We’d practiced it four nights in a row, ironing out all the kinks of service, except for the Variance part.

Normally, a week wouldn’t have been enough to debut a new menu, but this one was prix fixe, and we had no reason to suspect there would be any significant alterations or requests, given the menu lacked anything that might cause dietary disruption, even dairy. What we cooked would be what we served, so we had practiced quickly.

“Alright, chefs,” I said. “It’s just one service, so let’s not overcomplicate it for ourselves. It doesn’t matter that we haven’t quite nailed the crucial part. We’re knives, and even the dullest knives cut to the quick when forced. Tonight, we’re going to feed these spoiled brats something the world has never seen, and we’re going to do it damn well.”

With Woden here, I didn’t say that we’d do it well enough to keep them in their seats for as long as possible, too. Beyond the two jobs she was already doing, Sincera was going to be a polite host, asking the various mine owners about their jobs to gather more information and get them talking about their work. The hope was they’d keep talking about it so that when they walked away, Cori—who had contacts on to disguise the Grilled Steak Fries they’d eaten—could use their hyperobservance to eavesdrop on everyone for even more info.

Not to mention, the longer Glayd was here, the longer Auntie and Uncle had to find the proof the empire blighted Ryespur.

“Hell yeah!” Woden exclaimed, nodding.

Laven smacked his cane aside the stage’s foot. “Shh, mate, there’s a cadence to this.”

I smiled. “No, I like it. There’s only a few of us today. We might as well lean into it.” But Feng and Laven still stood at attention, offering no further interruption, and Woden took their lead.

“Alright, alright. You all know what we’re making. Fires hot!”

“Knives sharp!”

“Plates clean! Let’s make something no one’s ever seen.”

*   *   *

“Where was Musta?” the archivist asks. “If Macen and Gynger were infiltrating the estate, Cutler was gone, and everyone else was in the restaurant, who was watching the child?”

“Babysitter,” the Butcher answers quickly.

“You expect me to believe you all left her with some random spurian? You let yourself get captured and tried for a dozen crimes to break her out of captivity.”

“He wasn’t just a random spurian,” Musta says. “He was Feng’s mentor. I was at the bakery.”

“How could you possibly remember that?” the archivist asks.

“Let’s just focus on the story,” the Butcher interjects. “It’s about to get bloody.”
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KNOW YOUR FOOD

“HANDS PLEASE!” I called.

The servers raced to grab ten appetizer plates: mushroom profiteroles with dusting of vadouvan curry spice on a bed of sea-greens sauce.

*   *   *

“Ten?” the archivist interrupts. “You only described nine tables worth of guests.”

“Again? We just…” The Butcher’s expression sags, and he calms himself. “I didn’t see the tenth pair of guests come in. If I had, I probably would’ve called the whole thing off.”

“Who were they?”

“Maybe if you stopped interrupting you’d know by now,” Musta snaps.

*   *   *

The apps went out swiftly, and I could hear the guests’ expressive oohs and aws as they beheld the vibrant yellows and greens artfully placed upon the handmade ceramics. The hmms as the more expressive savored the bold and robust flavor of curry-spiced morels hidden within delicate choux. Knives scraping plates, forks thudding softly against the tablecloths, a sort of light percussion to accompany Cori’s beautiful strings. If we’d had a piano, I could almost convince myself I was back staging for Ilantra.

It’d been months since I’d cooked at my highest, most precise level. Where every second counts, and tweezers are as essential as my thirteen knives. Not since the opening at the Academy House, and the sounds of pleasure brought me back to myself.

Feeling better than I had in days, I checked the thaw of two dozen blocks of zensufu, which had been removed from iceboxes about three hours before. The night before, they’d each been pressed, soaked in the typical Grilled Steak Fries marinade, and frozen overnight to condense the texture and flavor into the pores of the spongy material. They still had a springiness uncommon in carnephon steaks, but the color—already brown—had darkened and reddened to my liking. Using towels and butcher’s blocks, I started working the rest of that moisture out.

“Garde,” I said, my attention and hands still focused on applying pressure, “how comes my mesclun?”

“Good, Chef,” Feng called back across the kitchen. “Subbing mustard greens for endive is definitely helping bring Ranch into the dish.”

“And they’re still fresh?”

“Yes, Chef.”

The salad dish served two, twice-daunting tasks. First, it had to bridge the gap between the robust familiarity of spiced morels, Ryespur’s only real local delicacy, and the foreign, yet homey comfort of the Variant Fries. The other was that it had to make sense in storytelling.

Having good food isn’t enough for these kinds of guests, not with an apicius, a sourcerer, and two empresses in attendance. It had to communicate care and attention. Laven might’ve told us before that these would be experience people, not food people, but I was glad we’d taken the time to plan the menu in a way that it would satisfy us as Chefs.

“How’s my vinaigrette coming, Chef?” I asked, gently removing the last block of pressed zensufu and tucking it into a large bin of skyroot powder with the others.

Laven’s whisk stopped churning momentarily. “On time, Chef.”

“Thank you, Chef,” I said, a smile crossing my lips as the skyroot powder formed a sticky crust on the marinated zensufu.

To tell the right story, to bridge the right gap between Ryespur and Ranch, I’d looked to my own journey in reverse. I’d taken wagons through desert and jungle to Mangtier, sitting in a cage, staring out at the colors of jungle birds and flowers. I trussed from jungle to bay, flitting through treetops littered with moisture, and crossed a river wide and beautiful. I thought about the days I spent trekking through the jungle to harvest peppercorns, eating spiced rice in tajines, making delicate naan, even the meal I shared with the emperor—that fruit chaat. It all crystallized into a realization that Mangtier’s cuisine is a coming together. A perfect middle point, and frankly, an inspired site for a culinary capital.

I called our second dish the Kitchen Sink Salad, for all that I was throwing in it, all the aspects of my journey. Laven felt it would be better to call it “the Rainbow” on the menu, which I reluctantly had to agree with. What better name for the arc of a journey and all the colors on the plate?

I stepped back from the zensufu to join Laven when he called for me.

As usual, Laven plated in my place. I just didn’t have the eye for it like he did, and famines, what an eye he had that night. He’d made the salad into a flower: blue rice at the center, mung beans, nuts, and jungle fruits growing outward, all surrounded by the mesclun greens. With tweezers in hand, he placed edible flowers around the concave plate, dropping sesame seeds and chili flakes with procession.

I tasted the vinaigrette, as varied and complex as the salad itself. Ranch spices played forward with the citrus kick of limes and tamarind juice, but the true genius was what lay beneath it: zensu sauce (replacing soy sauce) to advertise the next dish. It was incredible. Frankly, Laven was wasted as my sous. The man was operating at a level I doubted even Ilantra could’ve achieved.

“Chef,” I moaned, dropping the spoon. “This is superb.”

“Thank you, Chef,” he said, smiling. Which made it all the funnier when he took the whole ramekin’s worth and splashed it diagonally across his flower. “There’s your river, mate.”

“There’s my river,” I said, in awe of him. “Hands please! Rainbow River Salad, on the pass!”

Once again, the music of the meal echoed from the dining room. Sharper now with more food to get through.

Laven squeezed my shoulder. “You’ve got this, mate.”

It was all on me now. Zensufu pressed and dredged in skyroot powder, Feng already working the potatoes into that oh-so-inviting shape, Laven sweating over a bowl of guavacados imported just for us. I was grill. I was fry. I was chef de cuisine. I had to deliver.

It didn’t matter how much they liked the profiteroles or the salad. They’d come for—they’d paid for—a greater, the first of its kind.

I hadn’t done it yet.

I knew who sat within the dining room, and what they might learn if they tasted it.

But a legion was marching for Ryespur. Ranch could be under occupation for all I knew. Hili still needed justice.

With a wet smack, I slammed marinaded zensufu onto my cutting board and drew my cleaver. It was overkill. Zensufu cuts just as smoothly as tofu does. But as the pressure loomed over me, I imagined that block of bean curd was the heads of the assholes applying it. The Ovate, whoever they were. Shepherd and her starving sourcery. Terry and his pretty face. The empress-elect. The apicius. Even Lady Garuda.

They could all starve.

I was Paprick the fucking Butcher, and I intended to prove myself better than them.

My cleaver came down through that first brown block with the same snarl I’d worn when I’d brought it down into Lieutenant Vyson’s head. It came down a second time with the same swiftness I’d employed to plant it in the king’s skull.

Chop, through Garuda.

Chop, into Shepherd.

Chop, chop, starving chop.

My arm shook with ten tables worth of hammer falls until I had perfect slices of spongy brown protein numbering in the dozens. Until my cutting board was covered in so much zensufu moisture, dyed dark red by skyroot powder, that it felt bathed in the blood of my enemies.

It was then that I stopped seeing zensufu as meat-alternative and started seeing it for what it was: meat. Meat in the most original sense of the word, the main source of sustenance in a dish. That which could be fed to the masses for cheap.

The thing that tasted like survival.

The thing that transformed a snack into a meal.

My skin seared with the sheer starving certainty that this would work as I placed those slices on my roiling grill and smiled into the flames.

“There he is,” Laven said behind me, breathing the aroma in the grillsmoke. “There’s my Chef.”
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KNOW POWER

SINCERA WAS OUT front when the rest of us crowded around a plate on which Laven had painted a minor miracle. Typically, Grilled Steak Fries are served in a basket or on a tray. Some fine dining places could pull off that kind of plating for an appetizer, but this was the entrée, and it had to be spectacular.

Laven had found ceramic dishes reminiscent of griddle pans, ridges and all, for the presentation. At first glance, you’d be excused for thinking the fries had been dumped straight in at random to form a mound. But it was on second examination that the tight, flaring spiral at the pattern’s heart, reminiscent of a sunflower, hearkened back to the appetizer. Layered atop that flower was guacamole, pico de gallo, and a thin, thin pouring of mango-habanero salsa, all of which rounded the sunflower’s center so that five slices of grilled zensufu could rest like a star, each strip piped with a micro-dollop of sour cream.

The smell coming off that plate was surreal.

“Do we get to eat it?” Woden asked.

Laven and I nodded. “These guests are paying for a greater. We have to make sure it works.”

Each of us skewered a zensufu strip, digging deep through it for fries and toppings too. Almost in perfect synchronization, we buried our forks into our mouths.

Feng slapped the table approvingly. Woden moaned.

It tasted like my journey back to this moment, but at its most ideal. The first bite was almost underwhelming with its simplicity, but the fire and rage and meatiness built with every chew until it burned across the back of the tongue and popped. As I swallowed, every color, every taste, every fleck of dust danced into a clarity that bordered on the surreal. I stared at the plate, the one we’d nearly but—and this is crucial—hadn’t picked clean. It was pristine, perfectly black, as if Woden had just scrubbed it to perfection.

And yet.

Somehow I knew it wasn’t. I was conscious of a smudge of guacamole near one edge, of a bit of potato still on the plate. But I couldn’t see them.

Laven shook his head, bewildered.

As I beheld him, I saw the flush in his skin, the little lines in his Enduring irises, and pure joy outlined in the corner of his lips. But what I didn’t see was the way his bad knee usually bent ever so slightly outward.

“What in Divine Skies?” Feng asked, eyes wide as she looked at the kitchen.

I followed her gaze. A shimmer of light seemed to hang over every surface, obscuring the dirt and clutter to leave the kitchen looking beautifully fresh.

“We’re seeing things as we want to,” Laven said. “It’s like, I don’t even know, mate, the Perfect version of everything that we know to be flawed.”

Woden stared at himself in the reflection of a silver pot and wept.

“Scalding sun, mate,” Laven said as he met my eyes. “I don’t think this is just a Variant. I think we Enhanced it.”

He was right. Grilled Steak Fries made you hyper-observant. You could see every ridge and divot in a potato from a half-dozen paces, hear every note from Cori’s gittar from the other room even with the door closed. But you observed the reality of a thing, not the idealized version of it. As my ears flicked to Cori’s music, I heard it almost like a whisper in my ear, leading me into their embrace beneath the sheets.

And still, somehow, my mind knew that I was actually hearing Cori’s “Eat the Rare” revolution song without any vocalization or lyrics. But only when I thought about it.

The dichotomy was almost dizzying.

“We need to get this to the guests,” Feng interrupted. “Table four is complaining about how long it’s been since the servers came back here.”

The servers stood against the walls, smiling as if they were applauding our achievement within the kitchen, the success of creating a new Variant. I knew they were actually exchanging looks of concern, wondering at our behavior.

“Yes, go,” I said, fighting for reality. “Hands, please.”

We all helped the servers get going, smelling and noting every detail of the plate as if it were Perfect, knowing it was amazing but not the pinnacle of what we could have achieved. Laven plated with a speed that seemed incomprehensible, and I realized that by seeing how he wished it to look, he was better able to match that. By the fourth plate, there was no difference between reality and hyperillusion.

I started to realize the benefits this Variant could offer and began to wonder what it might do to the guests.

As the last set of hands whisked away our creation, I peered through the pass. My illusioned eyes beheld tables full of my loved ones. My moms in place of the bejeweled women. Cutler and Rish replacing the old men. Macen, Musta, and Gyn for the family. Cori’s parents instead of the empresses. But still I understood who was actually there and overheard their true conversations in place of the rampant adoration my mind sought as perfection.

Terry and Shepherd discussed plans to coordinate with a sourcerer called Vino.

Empress Oshin informed Glayd that Lady Garuda would receive Emphon Milk on her barge ride south.

And at that tenth and final table, my blood began to boil as I heard Apicius Beakka Ladwait chatting carelessly with the former Dean of the Culinary Academy, Dyl Corzon.

*   *   *

The archivist’s pen scratches in her surprise. “So that’s where they went.” She shakes her head. “With Beakka? Really?”

The Butcher nods. “Do you know why?”

“I have suspicions. After you won your duel in Mangtier, I returned to New Panchon and delivered my report. Dyl expressed interest in learning more about the Empire in my place, but I would’ve expected them to stay in Mangtier, not journey up to Ryespur. But I certainly can’t explain why they would’ve been dining with an apicius.”

“Their conversation made it abundantly clear that Dyl was using a pseudonym and false pretenses. Beakka kept referring to Dyl as Doctor Rodon and asking about their research, which, based on Dyl’s responses, was into the anatomy of duckbills in Aluvata.”

Musta looks up dutifully. Her depiction of the Empheron is coming along nicely, which is to say horrifyingly, but she is clearly loath to miss an opportunity.

“It’s the second smallest,” the Butcher begins in answer to the unasked question. “A bit larger than two bison in each direction, and a similar rounded shape, with four squat wings and webbed feet. It has a duck’s head and bill, though fangs protrude from it, and dark green scales on its head. They lay eggs about the size of my hand and swim more often than they fly. Their green-blue feathers make them almost disappear against the surface of fresh water.”

“So they were deceiving the senator then,” the archivist says. “What else did you hear?”

“Careful, Yenne. It almost sounds like you’re interested.”

*   *   *

I stared at Dyl, seeing them exactly as I wished to: beheaded, quartered, flayed. Of those still living, I held few more responsible for my moms’ deaths than Dyl. They’d been researching skyroot powder, letting Seekers experiment in the substacks of the Academy, and whispering in the king’s ear about the possibilities of the Source, Enhancement, who knew what else. They might’ve helped me along the way, but only as a guiding hand bringing me closer to what the king needed. I wanted them dead.

But I couldn’t leave the kitchen to take my revenge yet. Because if Insight Enchiladas inspired a diplomatic bloodbath, Grilled Zensufu Fries incited a modest orgy.

When I finally stole my gaze away from Dyl’s idealized corpse, it drifted to Cori in the corner. Cori was already perfect; Zensufu Fries changed nothing about them. But it perfected how I regarded the center of my world. I could see, smell, and hear everything about them that drove my body crazy. I could practically feel their hands on my body as their fingers danced across the gittar strings, could see every tight rhythm of their arms and thighs beneath the fabric of their clothes. The smell of honey in their hair. Gods, I could feel myself rising against my pants.

“She’s so annoyingly beautiful,” Feng said, hands balled unconsciously at her groin as she stared at the empress-elect.

Not one of us had the power to stop looking, or to focus on the task at hand.

Within minutes, the spurian gentry were all over each other, both figuratively and literally, and at least we weren’t alone in our lust. Shepherd was ogling Terry like a piece of meat as she stroked her fingers across the silverware. For his part, Terry seemed lost in memory, staring across the room with his arms wrapped around himself, his eyelashes fluttering. The drunk women had taken to the laps of their rich dates; the bejeweled women had been staring into each other’s eyes for minutes without blinking. Even Dyl and Beakka were caressing each other’s fingers.

Among those who ate it, only sweet, asexual Laven seemed immune. He described us later as drunken sailors come back to shore after years alone in the Bay of Semoli. All of us bulging at the britches for the people we wanted.

“Mate, we have to serve dessert,” he said at some point.

“No point,” I managed to say. “They’re having each other.”

He looked out through the pass uncomfortably and reluctantly agreed. “Alright. What now, then. Clean? We haven’t heard from Warchef Grilkwen yet.”

Even though I saw him smiling and carefree, my mind recognized the concern etched into his face and heard the frantic uncertainty in his voice.

“Yeah, have Woden get started cleaning.”

“Woden’s gone, mate.”

That actually succeeded in taking my attention. I hadn’t noticed him leave. “What? When?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Just after we sampled the dish, I think.”

I sighed. “He seemed like a good kid. I’m surprised he’s skimping out.”

“Might’ve been the first time he’s had a greater. Maybe it was too much all at once.” He lowered his voice. “Maybe it made him see something that shook him?”

“Yeah. Okay, I’ll help as soon as this wears off. Can’t be long now, right?”

The guests filtered out—those that could keep their hands off each other anyway. The poor teens with their parents were the first to go, right before the women who I couldn’t stop seeing as my moms. Six still remained, and it doesn’t take any great oracle to guess who ones they were.

It took another fifteen minutes for the effects to wear off the kitchen staff, another five for the guests. When finally we were all back to some degree of normalcy, the stink of shameful sweat filled the room—wafting strongest off Feng.

Still, I stood at the pass. If I strained hard enough, I could still trick myself into seeing Dyl as a corpse on the floor.

The apicius rose from her seat, bowing to Empress Oshin before whispering something to Glayd. We still hadn’t heard from Auntie. Opportunity knocking, I withdrew my cleaver from its sheath and pushed through the kitchen door.
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THE PRICE

BEFORE THEY EVEN saw me coming, I chopped Dyl’s left hand off at the wrist.

With one swing, my cleaver painted that pristine white tablecloth red. I should’ve taken their head for my moms’ deaths. I wanted to take it, to see it roll across the floor of that restaurant like I had for the last half-hour with the Fries. But I wasn’t the boy of the Revolution anymore. My actions had consequences, and while I’d undoubtedly face severe ones for maiming them, they’d be lesser than if I’d killed them.

Everyone leapt to their feet. Even Feng started shouting. Cori was on me in an instant, shoving me back into Laven’s arms as Dyl screamed and clutched the spurting stump. Imperial guards streamed through the door, assessing the scene, and at least four sets of Enduring eyes locked onto me.

They weren’t the fastest on the draw though. That speed belonged to the first sourcerer. Before Laven could even shift me toward the kitchen, Shepherd raised a hand, and a flash of teal light snapped through the room like a lightning crack. Laven and I launched through the swinging door of the kitchen, our backs smashing into the oven.

I don’t know what happened next, exactly. Only a fugue of half-caught words and pain.

By the time I got to my knees, Terry stood over me. The ironbound tome in his hand whistled for my face. I blocked it on instinct and grabbed a steel spatula—the closest thing to me. With a wild back-swing, I tried to slap the flat across Terry’s face, but he brought up an arm of his own. Neither of us were Enduring any longer, but we had the bodies of soldiers.

A smile crossed his face as we each braced for each other’s swings. I think we both had the same thought because our foreheads smashed into each other in a headbutt.

My arms buckled as my world reeled.

I staggered back, my hand falling toward the stove to steady myself, and I caught a cast-iron skillet by the handle. I swung for his perfect jaw.

Terry side-stepped, kneeing me in the hip to throw me off balance.

The next minute was a scramble, each of us grabbing at the weapons of the kitchen and throwing each other into islands and stoves. Dozens of bruises paid me company for the week following. But eventually, Laven regained his footing, and two against one almost always does the trick. My sous cracked his wok over Terry’s pretty little head, knocking him cold to the floor.

After wiping blood from my lip and cracking my neck, I stepped over Terry and pushed back through the door toward the dining room. Imperial soldiers blocked me immediately with spears pointed at my chest.

Auntie Gyn, thank the gods, stood behind them, eyes wide.

Cori, who’d been talking and gesticulating wildly with Glayd, broke off and hurried to my side.

Behind the soldiers, Shepherd held Dyl’s forearm in her right hand, a teal light washing out from her and into them. I watched in quiet annoyance as muscle fibers and blood vessels reknit—not as they had once around the bones of hand and wrist—but into a rounded club. Shame they wouldn’t be bleeding out, but at least they wouldn’t be getting their hand back.

“You’ll feed gryphon for this, Butcher,” Beakka growled the moment she laid eyes on me. “How dare you harm my guest.”

“Your guest is a murdering fraud!” I shouted back.

Cori smacked my thigh. “Don’t make this any worse.”

“You—” Beakka started, but she was cut off by Glayd.

“Enough!” she shouted. “We will get to the bottom of this in a civilized manner, apicius.”

As she did so, the soldiers slammed their spear ends into the ground, underlining her words.

The empress-elect returned her attention to Cori. “You were saying, ambassador.”

“Your Imperial Highness,” they said in the most diplomatic of tones. “That person is wanted in Herdland for a dozen crimes, not least of which include treason, kidnapping, and conspiring to have Paprick’s mothers murdered. He’s gone too far, too quickly. For that, I beg your forgiveness, but please know that he had every right to execute them had they stepped foot in our country.”

“Excuse me?” Beakka’s voice had softened, her admonishment seemingly restoring her familiar decorum. “Doctor Rodon is a refugee and a friend.”

“This is not your country,” Shepherd added.

“Their name,” I hissed, “is Dyl Corzon, not Rodon, and they murdered my moms!”

Glayd turned to Dyl, who had finished whimpering now that their arm was healed. “Who are you, really? Rodon or Corzon?”

They bowed their head. “I am both, Your Imperial Highness. Before the Revolution, I went by Corzon, serving under King Fennel against my will as a citizen of Panchon. Once the war began, however, I immigrated to Aluvata in your Empire under a new name to leave my awful past behind me. It seems it’s caught up with me.”

“Bullshit,” I protested. “You’re—”

“Paprick,” Cori hissed.

“Why are you here, Doctor?” the empress-elect asked, ignoring my outburst.

“Excuse me,” Cori interjected before Dyl could answer, “but that story ain’t entirely true. As any nation would, we have operatives in New Panchon. Dyl didn’t flee. They’ve worked alongside the new government for years. I may not have evidence on my person at the moment, but I could have it sent from my country if you want proof.”

Empress Oshin leaned in and whispered something to the empress-elect.

“Wise council, Your Imperial Excellence,” Glayd said a moment later, and I was again gladdened that Oshin seemed to like Cori. “Captain, take this person into custody. We’ll learn more about their role in New Panchon and their reasons for being in my country in the coming hours.”

“Your Imperial Highness,” Beakka protested. “They are my guest.”

“No,” the empress-elect corrected, “for now, their hospitality is mine.”

Terry chose that moment to stumble out of the kitchen, holding his bloody head. He cast a glare at Laven before slipping through the line of soldiers holding me at bay. “You win this round. Well played.”

The next few minutes were a lesson in patience. Everyone, save my staff, helped Dyl out of the restaurant, made a point to pay their bills, and left. When they were finally out, Cori rounded on me.

“Why?” they demanded. “Why?”

“They—”

“I’ve been out here for two starving hours. You don’t think I saw them? You don’t think I listened to every godsdamn word they spoke at that table? I knew where they were sleeping tonight. I’d formed an entire plan about how to get there and take them. I love you. Twelve know seeing you slam that cleaver brought me back to those moments when I fell in love with your sense of justice, but starving scalding bleeding fuck! When are you going to learn?”

“You don’t know what it was like,” I said, voice growing soft. “Staring out at them with those Fries in me.”

“What Fries?”

Laven quickly explained the new Variant.

“What did you see when you looked at them?” Cori asked.

I described the corpse, flayed, beheaded, and quartered. Feng actually gagged. Even Laven looked shaken.

Cori only frowned. “I’m sorry, killer. But that ain’t good enough. You’re lucky you aren’t being fed to gryphon right now, and I can’t protect you forever. By the Twelve, I was going to leave in the morning if Auntie Gyn got what we needed!” She turned to Gyn. “Please tell me you got what we needed.”

Auntie reached into her chef jacket and produced a folder. “It’s all in here. How the Engi family, at the direction of the emperor, spread wolphon poison into various wells and waterways in the area.”

“What?” Feng’s lips trembled.

“I’m sorry, hun. Looks like your stepdad ain’t as clean as you’d want. It also says that the poison is fading, and if it isn’t reapplied in the next year, the land’ll be ripe to reseed.”

Feng snatched the folder and disappeared into the kitchen, giving Cori the chance to turn back to me.

“You were going to leave?” I asked, still focused on Cori.

“Our people need me as much as you, killer.”

“Cori,” I said, like a spurned child. “But—”

Before I could finish, Cori came up and kissed me on the lips. They held my cheeks so that our gazes met. “I’m not leaving you. I was going back to them. But it doesn’t matter. It’ll have to wait until this mess is cleaned up.”

“I ruined another one of your plans,” I said.

Cori sighed. “Yeah, but Dyl deserved it and more. I promise one day we’ll get that more.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I am.”

“I know. I don’t blame you for what you did or how you did it. Only for where and when. Promise me you’ll develop some control. I can’t restrain you forever.”

They gave me another kiss, long and just as heavy as the ones I’d imagined while watching them play the gittar. What fight I had left in my roiling veins dissolved in their lips. My shoulders relaxed. My thoughts stopped roaring.

Cori understood. Unlike anyone else, they knew the bloodstained knife inside me and its thirst. They didn’t look away from it or gild it in the medals of war and revolution. They saw the need to cut the world into the right shape. The one where people like me weren’t necessary.

They loved me, and if it seemed like they were admonishing me, don’t misunderstand.

I wasn’t being punished. I was being honed.
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THE PAY-OFF

THE GUESTS WHO left before my interaction with Dyl were as gratuitous as any I’ve had. The tips alone were large enough for us to buy a block of homes if we’d wanted to. Clearly, they’d been fans of my work. Between that and the payment on the rest of the bills, the restaurant earned more than enough seeds to move out of Riv’s. Which was good. We were thrown out of the estate before we’d even finished scrubbing down the kitchen. A runner let us know that the Empire no longer preferred to offer its hospitality.

By the next afternoon, we had a three-bedroom not too far from the bakery where Feng had learned her craft. (And only because the baker, Leif, had helped find someone willing to look the other way after word got out about Dyl’s hand.) I would’ve preferred a house-warming gift but instead received an extensive warning from the empress-elect about my behavior. A single drop of blood on my hands would mean deportation and the shredding of Cori’s treaty. But at least I wasn’t being arrested. Primarily because the investigation into Dyl had proved increasingly suspicious.

I asked what the Empire was going to do with them. If Glayd executed Dyl for espionage before I got to do it myself, deportation would be the least of my concerns. But Glayd wouldn’t answer me.

After everything in the Empire and the Return, I eventually learned Dyl had been working in Aluvata on-and-off for years well before the Revolution, in fact. Or at the least, there’d been a nonbinary alchemist by the name of Doctor Rodon who’d worked from Aluvata on the work Dyl’d referenced to Beakka. I didn’t care whether it was true or not.

After we got settled, Auntie Gyn, Uncle Macen, and Musta made for Ranch. Sullen and contemptuous, I loaded them up with every greater we could produce on short notice. Most were meant to give them speed, hoping they got there in time, but a few were in case they ran into any fights.

Cori sent a missive to Ranch with them, letting the Cabinet know about Dyl and checking if our spies in the imperial courts knew more. (Obviously, if we had spies in New Panchon, we had spies in the Empire. The Cabinet and the Herdons weren’t naïve when it came to international relations. The reason we knew so little about Semoli and the Empire was because our spies hadn’t been there long enough to earn places of significant trust.) But the letter would take at least five weeks to get there, assuming there was a there to get to.

I wasn’t holding my breath hoping to find out more about Dyl.

I was holding it for the Ovate.

Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long.

Two nights after we moved, Cori and I startled awake to find a tall, slender woman at the foot of our bed. Something about her presence felt oddly familiar, but I was sure I’d never seen her before. To this day, I’ve never seen anyone with hair as long and straight, rising into a tight tail above the crown of her head before falling all the way behind her knees in a perfect column of dark brown. It hurt my scalp just to imagine its weight on her head.

I reached for my cleaversaw on instinct, but she raised her hands quickly.

“I am a messenger, not an assassin.” Her voice was closer to Feng’s Mangtier accent than a spurian’s. “You may call me Nidari. She, her, please. I apologize for invading your privacy, but circumstances demanded it. We have little time if you still wish to meet the Ovate.”

She wore overalls like some of the workers I’d seen in the yeast factory Feng brought me to, which exposed her arms, but she held herself more like the gentry who dined at the pop-up, all proud shoulders and stiff posture.

“You’re drue?” Cori clarified.

She nodded sharply. “Yes. Now rise. My agents are distracting the imperial soldiers watching this flat. You must come quickly.”

“Come where?”

“It is not far,” Nidari said, pointing through the window to the street. “My colleague has something for you that we couldn’t risk falling out of our hands. He is nearby. Now please.”

Despite the polite lilt of her voice, I could tell this woman was used to giving commands. “Are you the Ovate?”

“No.”

Cori and I exchanged a look, and by silent agreement, we decided to follow.

“Give us a moment to dress and arm ourselves.”

“Weapons draw attention. Clothes only.”

“I don’t leave without my cleaversaw.”

She lifted a hand impatiently. “If I had wanted to hurt you, I would have done so while you slept.”

“It ain’t you we need to protect ourselves from,” Cori suggested.

“Do as you must. The faster this concludes, the safer we will all be.”

Minutes later, she led us down the midnight dark street and into an alley. It was a moonless night, barely a streetlight to follow by, and Cori and I both stumbled often on the irregular cobblestones. Nidari moved without issue, perfectly balanced and quick. She was clearly familiar with the path.

She opened a door from the alley, and we passed into the warm interior of a kitchen that smelled of cooled sourdough.

“This is…” I started to say, but I didn’t finish.

Standing amongst the racks of bread was Feng’s mentor, Leif. The mustachioed baker clutched an envelope in his hand, kneading it softly with nervous energy. Despite this, his broad shoulders and barrel frame conveyed a sense of purpose and strength, and he seemed relieved to see us.

“Ambassador, Chef. On behalf of the Ovate, I offer a greeting of fresh crouton, homemade.” He reached into a bowl set aside, tossing the cubes to us. I returned the gesture with a cracker from my pouch. Genuine respect shone on his face before he turned serious, nodding steadily. “The Ovate thanks you for the report. With it, we can illustrate the atrocities faced by a Ryespur dependent on the Empire.”

As Leif handed Cori an envelope, Nidari spoke of its contents. “We may not have found proof that the Empire is responsible for the blight, but our investigations were far from fruitless. During our search, we found evidence that Apicius Beakka Ladwait conspired to frame the drue for all attacks outside of Ryespur.”

“Beakka?” I asked, but Cori nodded as if this made sense.

“We’d planned the Ryespur operations well before the badge delegation left,” Leif explained. “On the same day we launched our first liberation effort here, a dozen others spread up across the kingdoms without us involved. We did not kill anybody. Every death you have been shown by slate has been staged. We believe someone working with Beakka used Foresight Fried Gryphon to disguise their intent to draw you to this country.”

“I thought those slates couldn’t be falsified,” I said.

Cori was already flicking through the envelope. “Beakka Enhanced that greater. She’s detailed the recipe and how it allows for falsification. Famines, killer, we need to send some of this to the Cabinet.”

“Ambassador,” Nidari interjected, “I recommend you hand-deliver the contents of that envelope to your Cabinet. It cost us a great deal to compile it. I fear it may never arrive if sent by imperial courier.”

“Why would Beakka stage this?” I asked.

“The Ovate has suspicions, but our evidence is inconclusive.”

Before I could speak, Leif said, “Chef Bessa, you and Nidari will depart tonight so you may meet the Ovate. I’m sure you’ll get your answers.”

“Depart for where?” I asked. “The Ovate isn’t here?”

“The Ovate fights for Ryespur, but not from within it,” Nidari answered. “We will take you to our home: Ygminsul.” She paused, a mischievous grin coming over her stoic face. “I believe you have heard of skyroot trees, Chef? We would show you what we have made of one.”

“And leave my people behind? I’m not going to some secret hideout alone. Do you think I’m raving?”

I’d intended that statement for Cori, expecting them to jump in, but they remained silent. Their attention focused only on the envelope’s contents.

“If you must bring someone,” Nidari offered, “we will allow Feng Ladwait to join us.”

I was already shaking my head.

“Why Feng?” Cori asked, now interested.

“She’s more aligned with the cause than she wants to admit,” Leif answered. “She thinks she’s above all this, but she wants what we want.”

“No,” I said. “I’m not leaving Cori here alone.”

“I’m leaving anyway,” Cori whispered. “Nidari’s right. We can’t risk this falling into imperial hands. I think you should do it.”

“I’m not leaving you.”

“Killer…” they whispered gently. “You wouldn’t believe what’s in here. I’ll—”

“No,” I said. “Something isn’t adding up. How long have you all had this? Why not publish it here? Why give it to us? Think about how much they could get done by separating us all.”

Cori ignored me and turned back to Leif. “What about Laven? Paprick’s more comfortable when Laven’s around.”

“I’m right here,” I complained, but Nidari and Leif switched to speaking a language we didn’t know. With all the “sh” sounds and long vowels in the words, it almost sounded like waves breaking against a shore.

Three rhythmic knocks echoed from the door to the kitchen.

“We are out of time,” Nidari said. “Glayd’s spies will soon notice your absence.”

“Then, no deal,” I said. “I won’t be rushed into your trap.”

“We used your Emphon Rub greater on a caprishell and it never shrank back down,” Leif blurted. “It’s been six months. The Ovate needs your help.”

Cori and I exchanged a look, both of us obviously thinking of Hili. “Six months?” I gawked at the baker. “The longest we’ve ever seen someone last is about an hour. Except for the person you all claim you didn’t kill.”

“They didn’t,” Cori said, handing me a specific document from the envelope. I scanned it quickly, trying to take in the information. It was a letter written by Beakka Ladwait confirming that everything had gone according to plan with the assault on Pen Stables and the subsequent capture of my carnephon. The letter wasn’t addressed.

“This could be fake,” I said.

“I saw her handwriting in Mangtier, killer. I think it’s real.”

“It is,” Nidari insisted. “I was there.”

I turned to her. “In Ranch?”

“My sister was a part of the delegation. Please, we brought you here” —she motioned to the envelope and around the room—“because we must trust one another. We have the report we need to hurt the Empress-Elect’s credibility. You have the information you need to show your country who is responsible for the attack. You still need an army to fight your enemies to the east. If you want that, you must come to Ygminsul to meet the Ovate and help us with the caprishell.”

“You have to go,” Cori whispered again. “Think about how many caprishell are in the desert south of Ranch. If there’s a way to make them large for months, we could use them in the war against New Panchon. We can’t trust Glayd, and now we can’t trust Beakka. I’m starting to think it ain’t safe to trust the Empire at all. If the emperor was complicit in this… We need allies.”

“Alright,” I said, turning to face the drue. “If this is about my greater acting strange, Laven is non-negotiable. He’s not just my sous; he knows more about alchemic gastronomy than anyone I know.”

“Do as you must. The faster this ends—”

“Yeah, the safer we’ll all be,” I said. “I hear you.”

Nidari pushed us toward the door. “We will come for the three of you tomorrow evening when the ranger’s patrol changes shift. Do not look for us or come here in the meantime.”

With that, Cori and I stepped back into the dark night.
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OPEN COMMUNICATION

“LET ME GET this straight,” the archivist says. “Without even reading the evidence yourself, you agreed to leave Cori behind? You called it a trap no less than four times, and you never leave Cori. You expect me to believe any of this? You’re clearly misleading me. I just don’t know why.”

The Butcher straightens his attention. “I’m not misleading you. Glayd hid a report about the land around Ryespur. Beakka conspired to attack Ranch. The entire Empire seemed set up to lead me on a wild goose chase, and we had no idea why. Of course we latched onto the one group actively trying to help us find answers.”

“I am tired. I am hurting. I am more than beyond my tolerance for your awful company. I have no further interest in games. Cutler has left, which begs the question as to whether I can expect any further mention of the Source at all. I know how this ends. I know where it all leads. Would you stop playing your scalding games and tell me why this is relevant?”

Musta rises to hang another picture. By now, even the archivist can’t keep track of which are on the wall and which aren’t without looking. It’s a duckbill, joining all but the kangaphon and the emphalope.

As she hangs it, Musta looks back at the Butcher. “I think you should tell the traitor, cousin.”

“Why’s that, swe’me?”

“She didn’t get upset when you talked about cutting off Dyl’s hand. She only cared to find out that Dyl was there.”

The archivist almost snaps at the child, but she realizes that the girl isn’t wrong. Should she have felt anger?

She tells herself it was a long time ago as the Butcher takes another swig from his tequila.

“First, let’s see what she says about the Ovate.”

*   *   *

We spent the rest of the night going through the envelope the drue gave us, comparing it with everything we’d uncovered. (We’d made copies of Glayd’s report before giving it to the drue.) We still had a lot of questions, namely whom Beakka wrote to and why they were doing all of this, but Cori found letters written by Beakka from their dealings in Mangtier. The handwriting was either perfectly forged or authentic. Feng had agreed. “I know my mother’s hand,” she’d said. “And I know her mind. There is too much here to ignore. We must at least consider the drue are being truthful, and if they aren’t, we need to spring their trap to gather why.”

The next morning, I cleared the dining table of documents to make room for breakfast. Feng produced a freshly baked loaf of sourdough while Laven grabbed a breadknife, cheese, and some mildly suspicious jungle fruits that had made the long journey up the coast to the local market.

“Alright, all’s settled,” Cori announced. “I’ll leave tonight with Sincera and try to catch up with Auntie Gyn. You’ll go to the skyroot tree with the drue. We’ll see you when we see you. Maybe I can even get started planning the wedding.”

I could tell Cori was feigning bravery. It wasn’t a common thing with them, but they didn’t like being separated any more than I did. Not with war on the horizon.

“You could still come,” I said as I took the breadknife from Laven.

“You remember how my papa got all ate up with worry?” Cori asked. “How’d that work out for him?”

“You left,” I said, terror clear in my voice.

They patted me on the head. “And they say you’ve got peas for brains.”

“I’m still going to miss talking to you, even if I try not to worry.”

A broad smile spread over Laven’s face.

“What are you so giddy about over there? Not like you to take pleasure in my pain.”

“Nah, mate, it ain’t like that.” He was so joyful that his face practically begged me to slap it.

“You only get this smug when you’re being clever,” I said. “What do you have up your sleeve?”

“You remember I said I’d been working on a new greater?”

“Yes…”

“Oh, good, just checking, mate.”

Cori grabbed a mango and threw it at him, eliciting another laugh from him.

“Alright, alright. I didn’t want to tell you until I worked out the distances on the Variant, but I tried it out last night and I think we’ll be alright with what we’ve got available.”

I was caught halfway between wanting to ask how he’d managed to make a greater and the Variant without me knowing, and wanting to know what the damned thing was. In the end, I just spluttered something incoherent, drawing more laughter.

“I’m calling it Message in a Bottle,” he said, reaching into his jacket. “I got the idea on the way to Mangtier and couldn’t speak with anyone back home. The original greater’s made with emphon milk and greybark, but I got the Variant to work with a blend of zensu beans and datonut water, too.”

He went on to describe a gastronomy process called reverse spherification. Something about how endurium reacts like calcium with alginate but holds its shape ten times as long. It made my head spin. All I cared about was that he pulled out two half-cup, clear glass bottles, each filled with what looked like tiny white balls. He slid one over.

“These look like white caviar,” I said, peering into the bottle. “Or small peas.”

“Yeah, it’s reverse spherification, mate,” Laven said. “Did you pay any attention to Chikor in our Alchemic Gastro II?”

“During the semester that I nearly died six times? What’s it do?”

“Eat the contents of the bottle, think of a person, and you’ll be able to chat with them in your head for a couple minutes.”

I blinked. “Anyone?”

“Here, this one’s the Variant,” he said, handing me the other bottle, the contents of which had a slightly brownish hue. “Range is about three hundred kilometers or so. Just swallow that and pick someone not in this room, but not so far as Mangtier or Ranch, obviously.”

“Would Auntie Gyn work?”

“Yeah, she should be in range.”

“How far is the range on the original?”

Laven shrugged. “It’s been hard to gauge. I think maybe double that? I’ll figure it out for sure when I have more time to test and more people I can try contacting at known distances. In the meantime, give it a go.”

I didn’t need telling twice. The spheres tasted sweet and creamy, almost as I’d imagined them, though there was a citrus aftertaste I couldn’t have expected. Laven and I had slightly different tastes, though, so it didn’t surprise me.

After about a moment, I felt Endurance course through me. Then a nagging weight in my chest, similar to one I used to get during the war, right before I needed to deliver speeches. I tried to do what Laven recommended and focused on Auntie Gyn. The weight lessened.

“Auntie Gyn?” I asked, feeling a little embarrassed.

There was a sense like alarm, confusion, and relief all at once. Kiddo, is that you?

Her reply was in my head, almost like when the king had drilled his questions into my mind with his mind-reading greater, but so much more pleasant.

“Auntie!” I exclaimed. “You can hear me.”

Well, howdy, you can hear me? she replied. I thought I was raving.
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AN INCONVENIENCE OF TRUTHS

LAVEN’S MESSAGE IN a Bottle has become one of the most useful greaters made since the Revolution, maybe ever. You can’t find a single sourcerer, Chef, or country neglecting to use it to their advantage. It’s a shame I had to trade the recipe when I did. Would’ve been nice to keep it secret.

Still, great as it is, using it that day proved to be a huge inconvenience.

Dusk brought a wagon to our front door. Cori and I said our goodbyes, still unsettled that we were going to into the unknown apart—even if Cori was unwilling to admit they were worried.

After I finished kissing Cori, they said, “Alright, one more thing,” and rushed back inside. Laven quirked his head, curious, and I shrugged. Cori returned with a bundle of blankets wrapped around something roughly the length of my cleaversaw.

“I got a ring,” they said, extending the bundle toward me. “I wanted to get you something too. Sorry I didn’t get a chance to wrap it properly.”

A smile forced its way to my lips as I unwrapped the bundle. “You know I don’t m—Cori…”

I lost the words as I examined the leather in my arms. For years, I’d slung my cleaversaw over my back with a bit of rope and the same sheath they’d given me at the King’s Factory. When Cori revealed themselves to me as the Herdon Princeps, they’d done so with a beautiful carnephon-leather sheath for their flatsaw, complete with the family emblem emblazoned on it. It almost never saw the light of day, since we still hid their identity from the Rare as best we could.

But we did encourage people to think I was a Herdon, and this was a genius way of doing it. The sheath in my hands was a perfect companion to their flatsaw’s, with a matching emblem and leather. It was bigger, of course, to fit my cleaversaw. Along the flat side of the blade, cylindrical pockets opened to reveal labeled spice vials.

“Since you’re joining the family,” they said, kissing me on the cheek, “I thought you should probably look like you belong in it.”

I scooped them into my arms, squeezing my joy into their muscular frame. “It’s perfect.”

“Don’t go using all the spices at once. They were expensive.”

“Thank you.”

A few minutes later, I lowered the strap of my now-sheathed cleaversaw over my back. The weight was perfectly distributed. I could reach over and draw it with ease. I felt ready.

It was time to go.

I couldn’t tell whether the person who’d come to collect us was part of the drue or a hired driver. She had the rough look of Ryespur’s working class, down to the factory soot smudged along her cheek, but she kept to herself.

In the roughest way that still qualified as polite, she shoved us and our things into the wagon and spurred the moose forward. (To be clear, that’s moose, plural.) We rattled forward in uncomfortable silence, each of us on edge, Feng most of all. I wouldn’t say she’d been thrilled to join us, but at least she hadn’t refused. Within an hour, we’d left the city and passed into gray, blighted wasteland between the city and the mines. With no scenery to speak of in the dark, Laven busied himself with his notebook, and I leaned over to take a peek.

He’d drawn diagrams of alchemic gastronomy setups: bubbling beakers, cannisters with artful depictions of leaking smoke, something that looked like a distillery. Scrawling equations and ingredient amounts filled the negative space around them, reminding me of the chalkboard in Chef Chikor’s classroom. I had to repress a smile, thinking about how he’d grown into such a similar figure, only missing the lab coat.

“When do you find the time for all that?” I asked.

He snapped it shut with a mischievous smile. “It’s impolite to read over a shoulder, mate.”

“Something to hide?” Feng asked, perking up.

Laven ignored her, noticeably, to return to my original question. “You and Cori spend all your free time eating, kissing, or hacking at each other with your swords.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I joked.

“Well, practicing with a sword isn’t likely to help me much,” he said, looking at his leg. “And I’m not one for kissing, so might as well do maths, right?”

I couldn’t remember the last time Laven lamented his leg. He’d been sullen after it happened, of course, but he’d never blamed me for his fall—even if he should’ve. He’d only treated it as something that simply was. “You say that about swords, but Terry won’t be forgetting your wok anytime soon.” I hoped that would reassure him or brighten his mood, but he didn’t bite. After a beat, he turned his gaze back to the window.

“What’s eating you?” I asked.

Feng and I had long enough to make uncertain eye contact before he gave me a brief, guilty smile. “Sometimes, it feels like I’m broken.”

Feng started to say something, but he cut her off.

“Not because of my leg, but because…” He sighed. “Look at how we left. You have someone you want to get back to. You say your goodbyes and you long to see your partner again. Your life is sort of set up for you, ain’t it? Fall in love, get married, grow old together, maybe have some kids. But I’m never going to have that. I have people I miss, but my mum’s gone, my dad’s dead. My scalding cousins went to New Panchon.”

Laven never spoke about his cousins. I hadn’t even known they existed until after the Revolution. They joined the Rare after the king murdered his dad. That betrayal injured him much more deeply than the fall he took off the palace.

“I don’t even have a mentor like Cutler. Chikor went with the Rare, too. The one Chef I related to, you know? It’s like I’m not allowed to have people. Besides y’all and the brigade, I’ve got one person in my life and I can’t even really talk about that.”

“What do you mean you can’t?” I asked. “Who?”

He didn’t look back to answer the question. “I tested Message by talking to Rish, mate.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh,” Laven echoed gruffly.

As I tried to find words, the silence grew louder, sticking whatever apology I hoped to offer like toffee in my chest.

“Why do you hate him so much?” Feng asked. “He is weird, but he is not evil.”

I tried to sound like a normal person, and not a vindictive asshole, but my words came out low and clipped. “He did something I can’t forgive.”

“It was a long time ago, mate.”

I gripped the handle of my cleaversaw. I knew Laven was right. Rish had done a lot for Ranch, arguably more than most. But every time I looked at him, I saw Mom falling onto Mother’s corpse, their bodies colliding in a paste of blood and bone.

“You shouldn’t have to feel guilty for being close to him,” I said finally, releasing my grip on the cleaversaw. “I’m not the only one who lost family during the Revolution. I—”

The wagon came to a sudden stop. Torches outside lit the wagon’s vicinity, but the sky was a ceiling of black. Clouds covered the stars and moon. Trees, or at least shadowy columns that looked like trees, penned in the torchlight, which meant we were already through the blight’s radius. I thought I saw the path Laven, Cori, and I had followed to get to the greybark trees, but if it even was a path, it could’ve led anywhere. Wolphon stalked these woods.

Our driver opened the door and motioned us out. Suspicion raised the hairs on my arms, and I kept my cleaver in my hand. “Why are we stopping?”

“They’re up there,” she said, reaching into the wagon and throwing our baggage down outside. “You can’t miss ’em.”

Feng huffed. “Speak plainly.”

“Your escort,” she said, pointing into the tree line. “I’m only meant to bring you this far. They’ll get you the rest of the way.”

As she pointed, three lights bobbed in the darkness, growing nearer.

Without taking my eyes off the wagon, I grabbed my bag and followed the direction she’d pointed in. Everything about the silence in the air and the absence of even a breeze to rustle the leaves screamed trap. I cursed myself for using Message in a Bottle. It wasn’t a particularly sizeable meal, but it was still a greater. If I needed to fight, I’d have to do it without Endurance or risk gorging.

Feng yanked a torch from its sconce on the wagon, glaring at the driver, and followed, bringing some light with us.

“Good idea,” I said.

We walked a bit farther, and I realized the lights were deeper into the trees than I’d expected. They’d stopped bobbing completely.

Laven must’ve noticed, too. With some skepticism in his voice, he called over his shoulder to the driver. “What are they waiting for?”

Before she answered, a twig snapped ahead of us, and I froze. Laven stood behind me, his grip tight around his cane. Feng had her free hand on a rolling pin.

Three hooded figures exited the trees, pointing six crossbows at us total.

Shit, shit, shit, I thought. I was fast, but I couldn’t count on crossing the distance with my cleaversaw before they turned us into pincushions.

“And where do you think you’re going?” called a familiar voice. “All alone in the woods after dark, you might get hurt.”

Feng cursed.

The one at the center pulled his hood back. His expression was much darker than I’d seen it before, and not just because our torch barely touched it. I have to admit, he played the hard-nosed stepdad, but Riv’s Enduring eyes sparked true fury and disgust as he beheld us.

My trust in Feng stood on a knife’s edge. Had she betrayed us? What if she hadn’t? Would she stand by as I fought her stepdad if it came to it?

“Fancy running into you here,” I said, trying to shuffle a hair forward. Closer to Riv, farther from Feng.

“Cut the wisecracks, Butcher. How long’ve you been working with the Ovate? Was it before you came into my house, accepted my hospitality, and tried to turn Feng against us? Was it all the way back before you even came to the Empire? What is it you hoped to gain with all this?” As he waited for answers I wasn’t going to give, he turned his eyes to Feng. “I’ll give you one chance. Step aside, and I’ll pretend this never happened.”

“How about I give you the same chance?” she offered. Her voice was cool, steady, and logical—the tone she took when she was truly mad. “I read Glayd’s report. I know Mother participated in the attack on Ranch.”

“I raised you better than this,” he said, shaking his head with disappointment. “But I can’t say I’m surprised. Apples and trees and all that. You’re just like Scalen. Worse even, considering what that blaspheming coward did to you. And I let you into my house, knowing what you were. This is the thanks I get, Feng-Feng?”

Feng laughed then, and I knew she wasn’t on this man’s side. “You never listened once.”

I threw my body forward, cleaversaw swinging. My strike wasn’t meant to do any real damage. I was too far for that. But even Riv’s accomplices had been taken in by the venom in his voice as he’d addressed us. Their trigger fingers were lax. I lunged and swung, they flinched, and crossbows fired off-balance.

One bolt still glanced my side, and my body coursed with pain, but I couldn’t stop. They were all Enduring and they’d shot me with the bows on their trussers, which meant the mechanisms would reload for them. The bolts would click into place in moments so they could fire again. But it was enough. I ducked within range and prepared a strike.

Cleaversaws are a beautiful, unholy marriage between axe and sword. Long, heavy, and miraculous in the destruction they reap. With a hard enough swing, I could cut through a tree. With a precise enough slash, I cut take the scales off an emphon without it noticing. Mine was an extension of my will as much as my arm, so when I swung at the neck of the ranger to Riv’s right, it was art.

The body took a full extra second to crumple to the ground. By the time the head rolled away from the spurting neck, I was swinging at the one on the left. They blocked with the flat of their crossbow, pushing me back onto my hind foot. As I regained my balance, they dropped the bow and grabbed a loop of cable from a belt holster. It unspooled into some kind of whip.

Of course, it was a whip. The only thing with better reach than a cleaversaw, and the ranger was Enduring.

As we circled each other, I glanced at the scene around me. From the ground, the torch threw uneven light. Feng’s rolling pin flashed around as her strength got the better of her stepdad, despite his Endurance, forcing him back. Laven used his cane to fend off our driver, who’d drawn a knife and snuck up behind us.

“There’s no going back from this!” Riv roared as he retreated. “You’ve killed a ranger. That’s a death sentence.”

“Like we lacked one!” Feng screamed, pressing.

The whip snapped at my face, forcing my retreat. The ranger eagerly pressed me into the trees, where roots and underbrush threatened my footwork. I had to keep my head swiveling to ensure I didn’t end up pinning my back to a tree trunk.

I lost sight of my friends as night swallowed all but the cracking whip and the faintest touch of the torches the rangers had left behind. My third or fourth block got away from me, and the whip snapped into my side, right where the crossbow had cut me. Pain burst up my torso, ripping spittle and breath from my mouth. I stumbled, leaning into a tree. Another snap came for my head. I tried to lift my cleaver-saw, but my stumble had planted it into the roots of the tree.

The whip wrapped my throat like a python and squeezed.

Black dots gathered in my peripherals as I struggled to control my breathing, buy myself time. Yanking, I got my saw free and sliced up at the metal whip. I hoped to cut clean through, but all I did was increase the tension on my throat.

The ranger stalked forward, coiling a loop of the whip over their elbow with each step forward.

I dropped my cleaversaw.

Consciousness slipped.

Was probably only a second from blacking out when I heard a whoosh above. On instinct, my attacker and I both looked up. A light like that of a lighthouse swept down at us.

The ranger’s grip loosened, and I managed a breath. Then the light bounced off my fallen cleaversaw, reflecting up so we could both see what—or rather who—it came from.

A gryphon werephon, with wings and everything, wore some kind of bullseye lantern attached to her head to project light forward. She swooped down, dug her talons into the ranger’s shoulders, and lifted them up into the trees faster than a roadrunner could take flight.

The ranger’s whip yanked me off the ground. I wouldn’t just suffocate; I’d be hanged. I danced a jig twice before the cable went slack, and I fell back in a heap. Gasping, I released the whip’s hold on my neck and caught my breath.

Before I was even upright, the ranger crashed into the ground screaming, then was silent.

I groped around for my cleaversaw, eager to finish the job. When I had it, I hurried forward and prepared a guillotine chop, but one look at my target proved the whole gruesome thing unnecessary. With spine bursting through the flesh of the ranger’s throat, I doubted they needed beheading, too.

And I thought my bruising throat was bad after being hanged.

Using my cleaversaw as a walking stick, I ran through the dark snatching undergrowth toward the tree line. Another weregryph had aided Laven and Feng, evidenced by the similarly-mangled corpse-crater of the wagon driver and an arial duel between Riv and the drue.

Riv darted between trees with his trussers, occasionally shooting at the weregryph pursuing him. With each shot, Riv was clearly accounting for both hitting and missing the weregryph. The misses were designed to give him another anchor to keep his flight and momentum. It was years beyond what any of us could’ve achieved.

A hit took the drue off axis, careening her into a nearby tree and dragging Riv along with her. He quickly retracted his shot, ripping the bolt out of her wing, and aimed again, pulling himself away.

The drue who saved my life suddenly burst from the treetops and slashed at the cable connecting to Riv’s right-side crossbow with her talons. He dropped quickly, but Riv was an expert with his trussers. Maybe the best there was. He accounted for the broken cable by firing his two remaining lines in a staggered pattern. Juggling three lines instead of four, he wasn’t so much flying as swinging from tree to tree.

“He is trying to flee!” Feng called, hurling one of her rolling pins like a javelin.

It was nothing short of a miracle that she even managed to strike him. We’re talking a good nine or ten-meters on that throw, while he was moving, in blinding darkness. If this was one of those stories with happy endings, it would’ve hit him in the chest. But it only struck his leg.

“I’ll feed you to the gryphon myself, you ungrateful blasphemer,” Riv spat as he corrected his flight and disappeared into the trees.

Laven, Feng, and I could do nothing more to stop him. I rushed over to Laven.

The moment I was sure he was okay, I said, “Tell me you still have that extra bottle of Message.”

He reached into his pocket and produced the bottle. It had taken a beating. The glass was scratched and a layer of milk pooled at the bottom where there should’ve been spheres. “Hopefully, it still works,” he said, handing it to me.

I pressed it back. “I already had a greater today. You need to tell Cori what just happened.”

“I’m not sure I can, mate. I had some last night when I tested it.”

“That should be fine,” I said, probably surer than I should’ve been. “During the war, we could eat on six hours of sleep.”

“This isn’t the war. We built up to that!”

“What is going on?” Feng asked, favoring her right leg as she joined us.

“Laven needs to message Cori, right now. Your stepdad just tried to kill us!” I barked back. “Cori and Sincera are in danger. We just killed rangers and if anyone finds out, they’ll kill them.”

“You think I do not know that?” Feng shook her. “Whatever that was, that was not sanctioned. I cannot believe he—ugh!” She cut herself off with a roar of frustration.

“I don’t care if it was,” I said. “We’ve been skirting the law since we got here. If your biodad or anyone else finds out we killed rangers and tried to kill your stepdad, they’ll kill Cori.”

“He’s right,” said a voice behind me. “The rangers can’t be trusted.”

I turned to the weregryph suffering from the crossbow injury and realized that I recognized his voice. “Woden?”

I angled the torch closer and saw the teenager’s round face hidden beneath the disfiguration caused by the transformation. His body now had tight, feline muscles and his soft shoulders had been broadened by his wings.

The stage from my pop-up nodded. “I’m sorry, Chef. I couldn’t tell you. But I was supposed to pick you up this evening. I told—”

“Not here,” the other drue snapped, her beak clacking the words so hard it chilled my bones. For a moment, Woden looked as if he’d say something more, but his beak remained shut tight.

“Message Cori,” I said. “Now.”

“I’ll do it,” Feng offered, but I shot her a look that made it clear I wasn’t trusting her with that right now. Her glare back was just as vicious.

“Scalding sun. Fine,” Laven cursed before he downed the bottle. His eyes brightened with Endurance, and his expression turned inward.

As I paced, Woden said, “We should really get out of the open. They shouldn’t have known you were leaving.”

I turned to Feng. “What was Riv talking about, all that blasphemy shit? You’ve been cagey about Ryespur and your past before you even got to the Empire. Did you bring this on us?”

Feng shoved me, sending a fresh wave of pain through my abdomen. “I have done nothing but help you. We dueled my mum! You think—”

“Chefs,” Laven interrupted. “Cori and Sincera are safe. They’re on the road, and they’ll keep their eyes open, but nothing has come up yet.”

Relief flooded from my lungs in a deep sigh. “They’re okay.”

Laven nodded again and squeezed my arm. “Cori says to keep your head.”

My gaze drifted from my bleeding side to the body of the nearest ranger, pancaked into the ground, and I chuckled. “Yeah. Okay.” At least my wound wasn’t deep.

Whatever we were going to say next was interrupted when a third weregryph landed between us. “Good. You found them,” Nidari said. “We should hurry. We’ve lost too much time as it is.” Then she looked around, surprise apparent in her widening eyes. “What happened?”

“Someone killed our wagon driver and took his place,” Woden answered. “They were ambushed here.”

“We need to do something about these bodies,” I said, drawing my cleaversaw. I wasn’t sure if I was intending to cut them into pieces, dig a hole with the flat part of the blade, or both, but the grip felt good in my hand.

“We should go after Riv,” Laven suggested. “Here, let me wrap that.”

“We can’t!” snapped Nidari as Laven lifted my shirt. “We cannot reach Ygminsul if this greater wears off before we reach the tree.”

“We can’t just leave these bodies here,” I said, grunting as Laven packed the wound. “Does anyone have a shovel?”

“A shovel? Are you mad?”

“Toss them into the forest,” Feng said, coldly. “A gryphon or wolphon will find them by dawn.”

“There, that should do,” Laven said, backing away.

“Good. Then we can go,” Nidari announced.

Before I could object, she flapped into the air and lifted me into the sky by the shoulders, talons digging into me but not piercing flesh.

“Let go!” I demanded, but I was pinned in place, and we were rising fast. I still had my cleaversaw in my hand, but it was already too late. If I slashed myself free, I’d have a first-hand glimpse of what those rangers’ last moments looked like.

“We make for Ygminsul now.”

“Land!” I yelled. What I would’ve given for Voice Vindaloo in that moment.

Light from one of those lanterns swept past and I spotted Laven in Woden’s grip. Feng was screaming profanities to my right, which meant she was airborne too.

“Those rangers knew our plans and compromised one of our people. Our entire operation may be under threat. That attack cost us unexpected time, and I will not lose an entire day because this greater wore off. I need to focus on flying or we’ll fall out of the sky before we get to Ygminsul. Trust me when I say there are few worse ways to die. No more words.”

Minutes in silence and darkness could be hours. Hours could be seconds. Even though I was ripe with worry for Cori and anger for the drue, my adrenaline had ebbed after the fight, I’d lost blood, and my eyes were heavy. At some point, I nodded off, weightless.
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YGMINSUL

IN A WORLD with emphon, scale can be mind-numbing. Words like tiny and enormous can’t capture the distance between an ant and a drakephon. Gargantuan means anything and nothing when it can describe a “lowly” duckbill or the oldest of dolphon.

The skyroot tree might as well have been another planet. To say it was the biggest thing I’ve ever seen is an understatement. There’s no word that describes it accurately, no measurement that feels right. Ruda probably said it best: a tree so large its leaves touch the moon. But even if that gives some semblance of its size, it does nothing for its majesty. Its trunk curved with a gentle corkscrew that felt like a spiral stairway for the gods and yet more ancient than any god could be. Its knots were so rounded and aged they seemed to be faces themselves, white lichen the size of Common-3 giving them beards. The leaves, star-shaped, radiated a reddish glow that reminded me of a dying lantern in the pre-dawn light. And then there were the roots. Like mangroves, they crawled above the ground before stretching into the bones of Emphonia. The gaps and arches could’ve fit entire towns in their darkness. They could’ve—and maybe did—hide an army.

If not for the mountains surrounding it on three sides, we would’ve seen it from Ryespur, even though we flew until dawn. I’d wondered how the drue kept their meeting place hidden from the Empire. Like any sane person, I’d assumed Ygminsul was on the ground. I never would’ve imagined flying into it.

But that’s what we did, and every moment Nidari could stay in her form mattered. We were so high up the skyroot’s trunk the air stung to breathe and my jacket was useless.

Half an hour after dawn, Nidari’s greater gave out and her wings retracted. Five more seconds, and we would’ve landed inside the cavemouth. Instead, she screeched, somewhere between the panicked cry of a human and the shrill death of a bird.

The air stung my arms as I pinwheeled for balance I wouldn’t find. Momentum brought us into the cavemouth, its entrance large enough for three gryphon to fly beside each other. We crash-landed hard on a red wooden floor that had been carved and sanded smooth. Something popped where my cleaversaw’s hilt rammed into my shoulder blade during the fall. As I screamed, grabbing a dislocated limb, the bones of Nidari’s feet bent and snapped back into a human shape. It was so grotesque, I actually forgot my pain for a moment.

By the time I got to my feet, she’d become a normal imperial woman, dressed in flexible working-class fabrics that probably suited her bulkier were-forms more than it did her wire-thin human form. Her incredibly long hair had knotted itself around her neck and left arm like a viper. When she freed herself of it, she came to my side and yanked my shoulder back into place. A cool flood of relief washed over me like Emphon Milk, and I got my breathing under control.

While I’d been distracted by my shoulder, four drue in werewolphon forms had surrounded me. Nidari proffered a pair of manacles. “Do I need to put these on you or are you going to behave?”

“I’ll behave.”

Nidari relaxed and tossed the manacles aside. As I gazed about, Laven and Woden landed much more gently beside us. Woden only made it a step before he reverted to human form too. When he was finished, he nodded, as if giving Laven permission, and Laven joined me beside Nidari. “Hell of a view coming in, ain’t it?”

“Incomparable,” I admitted.

Woden and Nidari stepped aside to have a private conversation, and I lowered my voice to have one of my own. “You alright?”

He leaned into his cane a bit and said, “Nothing I can’t weather. You?”

“Dislocated my shoulder landing.”

“Would you like me to kiss your boo-boo since Cori isn’t here?” His puckered lips were extremely punchable, but I refrained.

“Where’s Feng?” I asked.

“Don’t know,” Laven admitted. “She put up a bit of a fight, and they were slower behind us. Given how tight it was, they might not have made it…”

Worry crept into my gut.

I turned my attention to the cave around us, which was a flurry of activity. People hurried about, tending to crates, barrels, and oh, just five gryphon wandering around, two led with harnesses over their beaks, and the other three completely free to eat us if they wanted to. Surprisingly, it didn’t seem they wanted to.

“I still had some Message in me when they took us,” Laven said. “I told Cori about Riv and that we’d been taken suddenly.”

“Thank you, and thank you for inventing that greater. I hope you know how impressed I am. I haven’t made shit recently.”

“Except the Enchiladas, and the Zensufu Fries.”

“Yeah. Those.”

Laven nudged me with his cane and pointed deeper into the cavemouth. A tunnel led away, lit by lanterns that snaked into the tree. Exiting the tunnel was a carnephon and two human minders. Drue all around were pointing and whispering. Oddly reminiscent of the Revolution’s early days, when common were still deciding if I was a hero or a traitor.

Nidari broke off from the crowd of drue. Keeping an eye on the emphon wandering about, I followed this confusing woman with Laven at my side.

“Where’s Feng?” I asked immediately.

“They had to land at the base of the tree,” Woden answered without meeting my eye. “Ran out of Endurance before they could climb.”

“There are other entrances to the city,” Nidari added, already walking away. “They’ll join us later. Come on. I’m sure you’re dying to see the city. Twelve knows it’s dying to see you.”

“City?” he said. “How many people do you have here?”

“Close to fifty thousand,” Woden answered. “There have always been at least three or four, ten during some of the holy days. Our numbers have really swelled since the empress-elect was chosen three years ago.”

“You fly them all up here?” Laven asked.

“Not all,” Woden answered. “There’s—”

“Mind your tongue, youngling,” Nidari warned.

“Right,” he said, sheepishly. “Yes, ma’am.”

We entered the tunnel and descended a ramp. My mind boggled that all of this could exist within a tree. We’d seen similar design and architecture in the emperor’s palace in Mangtier, but the corridors had barely been large enough for two broad-shouldered soldiers to walk past each other. These could fit two badgeboar side-by-side.

I stopped, suddenly, noting the rough claw marks throughout the passage. “This was carved by badgeboar. Minx, my badgeboar back in Ranch, is always trying to tunnel out of the Stables. I know their handiwork.”

“Badgeboar built these tunnels long before humans ever set foot here,” Nidari confirmed as we crossed a busy intersection. “Unlike in the south, they actually live in symbiosis with the gryphon who roost in the branches, sharing these caves. In the roots, they do the same with the wolphon. It’s what inspired the drue religion, and the emphonist religion that grew from it as well.”

“The drue predate Emphonism?” Laven asked.

“Druism might be the oldest religion on the planet,” Woden said. “Some say it originated on Olearth. Certainly existed within the First Ones. Many spurians say the Southern Kingdoms brought war to the north because of the religious differences. Immemorialism and Druism are pretty contentious.”

“All war is fought for power,” Nidari said darkly, and I couldn’t help but agree. Cutler said that war was fought over Shepherd and sourcery. During our investigations of the blight, Auntie Gyn and Cori had suspected the Empire only wanted Ryespur for its raw materials. Maybe war could be for a lot of things, but power lives at the heart of most things.

Our descent quickened as the path grew steeper, until I was jogging downhill, one bad step away from rolling over myself. Finally, we turned a sharp corner—long after I’d lost my sense of direction—and stopped at what felt like a cliff, even though it was just carved tree.

I beheld a wondrous scene. At the base of the city, whittled homes filled with flickering candlelight jutted out from the walls of the cavern, some stacked on top of each other, others requiring ladders to climb into or rope-bridges to connect them. Gryphon lazed on shelves in the chamber’s staggering heights or flew in circles above the city. Bioluminescent moss dangled like a chandelier to fill the space with pink and blue light. In one corner of the round space, a half-dozen carnephon grazed in an open field covered in green moss, and at the far end, a mischief of yakrats drank from a pool of water. At the center of that pool, a small paddle of duckbills swam around each other. Beyond the pool, caprishells hid in their armor and slept.

Nidari’s face lit up with a rare smile, and she allowed us a moment to gawk.

“They just live in harmony?” Laven asked. “I thought gryphon hunted duckbills.”

“No need,” Woden answered. “The yakrats breed and die fast enough that the gryphon have a constant supply of food. Occasionally, the bull emphon go after a younger badgeboar, but the boars mostly keep to themselves down nearer to the wolphon.”

“Where do you all get food?” I asked as we continued toward the city. “Are you eating the emphon?”

“No. Most of our food comes from the tree, Chef. We grind the cambium into flour, and zensu beans grow well in the xylem. Scoops of pith make for a starchy staple, like potatoes. Even some of the darker caves are perfect for forcing rhubarb when we aren’t growing mushrooms.”

Laven nodded as if all of these words made sense. I did not.

“Once every few years, the tree bears fruit,” Nidari added, “and that alone can feed us for a year.”

“What’s the fruit like?” Laven asked.

Woden flicked his head toward a carnephon. “Imagine an apple about that size. It’s less tart and a lot nuttier. The duckbills go wild for them.”

The teen rambled on about life inside the tree. My initial shock and awe at seeing the place faded with each of Laven’s questions about plumbing, filtration, lighting, fire-prevention, air quality, etc. I stopped listening, thinking only of Cori and what I would say when I finally met the Ovate, whoever they were. Would they know who Beakka had been writing to? Would they know why I’d been lured here?

“This is where you will stay,” Nidari said, stopping my thoughts. We stood beside a ladder that climbed into one of the houses sticking out from the wall. Light glowed from within, and I thought I could smell curry.

“We aren’t meeting the Ovate?” I asked.

“Not today,” Nidari said. “We are not moon-addled fools, much as the Empire paints us so. I will not march you into our sacred stronghold and let you have an audience with our leader. That didn’t exactly work out well for the Rare, did it?”

Laven chuckled.

“So what? We have to prove ourselves?”

“Yes and no.” She motioned up the ladder. “We thought it best to begin with an information exchange. This modest building is the Heart of Yg, the new Temple of the Wolphon.”

Woden leaned over. “Our Apicius of the Wolphon isn’t officially recognized, exactly. Not since the last apicius burned the Spurs with himself inside. No one else has claimed the responsibility though.”

“It’s a long story,” Nidari continued, “that I will share with you properly inside. As apicius, I am responsible for preparing the greater we use to take the shapes of emphon, and I am willing to teach it to you, among other things.”

“You’re the apicius?” I said, finally connecting the air of grandeur she carried to a title. “But you aren’t even spurian.”

“Nor are you Rare, and yet you rose within Ranch,” she countered.

“Fair enough. What do you want in exchange?” I asked.

“We already have Emphon Rub and Tacos,” Nidari answered. “But we’re still new to the concept of war. We don’t know how to organize a war kitchen. You do.”

“That seems reasonable.”

“It’s in your best interest. We’re offering to work alongside you for your help with our caprishell, but we aren’t fighters. If you want an army, we require guidance.”

“Laven can’t easily climb ladders. Is there another way up for him?”

“I’ll be fine,” Laven started to say, but Nidari cut him off.

“We’d prefer he accompany Woden elsewhere. We have an alchemist who is very interested in your work. When the Ovate permitted you to come, she offered to let you use her equipment and stores if you’ll answer some of her questions.”

“I can whip up a fresh bottle of Message,” Laven said, looking at me.

“You don’t need my permission, Lav.”

“I know, just making sure we’re on the same page.”

“Alright. See you in a bit, yeah?”

“And what about Feng?” I asked. “Will she join us in the Heart?”

“No. The path from the base of the tree is long and winding,” Nidari said. “It’ll be some time before she joins us.”

Something about this wasn’t adding up. From the beginning, Nidari had been weirdly interested in Feng accompanying me, and now we wouldn’t see her for some time? I didn’t like it.

“If you hurt her, I’ll burn this whole tree to the ground.”

Nidari seemed to ignore my comment as she approached the ladder. “Some things, Butcher, even you can’t destroy.”
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Course 6: Werephon Roll

A hearty, rustic experience, Werephon Rolls work equally well as appetizers and mains. As mains, serve alongside lightly-seasoned chips and a fresh salad to balance the heartiness. As an appetizer, consider serving with a honey mustard dip or a bright aioli. Always good with a pint.

Ingredients (serves 2–4):

For the puff pastry:


	250g all-purpose flour

	1 tsp salt

	280g butter or margarine (see Variance notes), cold and cubed

	½ cup water, cold



For the sausage:


	3 tbsp olive oil, divided

	2 white onions, diced

	2 tbsp flax seed, ground

	⅓ cup water

	400g zensufu (roughly 1 block), pressed and drained

	2 cups rolled oats

	2 tbsp tomato paste

	3 tbsp soy sauce

	3 tbsp skyroot powder

	1 tsp black cardamom powder

	2 tbsp maple syrup or apple simple syrup

	Salt and pepper to taste

	8 sheets of rice paper



All-purpose flour, for dusting

2 tablespoons flax seed, ground

⅓ cup water

1 tablespoon maple syrup

Steps:


	Start by making your puff pastry and chill overnight.

	Add 1 tablespoon of olive oil to a pan on medium heat. Cook onions until translucent and allow to cool to room temperature. Transfer onions to a large bowl and leave the pan for future use (you want that flavor to remain in the oil).

	Mix flax seed and water in a small bowl and let sit for 2 minutes to make a flax egg.

	In the large bowl, combine onions, flax egg, and all remaining sausage ingredients except rice paper with your hands. Let sit for 15 minutes to firm up and marinate.

	Wet a sheet of rice paper and scoop sausage mix into the center. Using dry hands, roll the rice paper around the sausage to form a thin skin. Repeat until you have 8 sausages.

	On medium-high heat, sear the sausages in the leftover oil until lightly brown. Remove immediately. (You are not fully cooking the sausage in this step, just getting a charred flavor into them.) Let cool.

	Preheat oven to 200°C.

	Dust a surface with flour and cut puff pastry sheets to make 4 (25- x 12-cm) rectangles. Arrange the rectangles vertically so a short side is closer to you.

	Prepare another bowl of flax egg.

	While the egg is firming, place 2 sausages lengthwise on each sheet.

	Mix maple syrup into flax egg gently to make eggless egg wash and brush the edges of the pastry with the wash.

	1 rectangle at a time, roll the left and right sides of the pastry over the sausage, overlapping in the middle. Press down to seal the seam and form each side to preserve the sausage’s log shape. Arrange seam-side down and brush the tops of each log with any remaining wash.

	Cut into 3 equal pieces per log, transfer to oiled baking sheet, and bake for 25 minutes, rotating the baking sheet halfway through.

	Remove and let rest for 5 minutes before serving.



Expected Endurance Effect(s):

Endurance, 8–9 hours

Transformation of body parts to match elements of an emphon, which may offer additional benefits relative to the emphon’s anatomy, 8–9 hours

Enhanced Endurance Effect(s):

Unknown

Variance Effect(s):

Depending on the margarine used in the pastry, the consumer will experience different changes to their bodies

Emphon Effect(s):

Unknown

[image: image]
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AMONG THE DRUE

COOKING WITH NIDARI was surprisingly lovely. With a kitchen around her, she was a much softer person than I’d seen so far. The hardness was there, too. She smacked my knuckles with a rolling pin at one point. But she relaxed as she described milking emphon teeth by hand and churning her own margarine. Her love for food shone in how she inhaled the scent of her pastries before putting them in the oven. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve expected Nidari to be the type of woman Feng fell for, not Glayd. Which made the Feng thing all the stranger. I wondered if they knew each other.

I don’t have the time to get into everything we discussed, but Nidari taught me more about the drue than I ever expected to learn as we cooked together, and it turned out a lot of what I’d learned from Riv had been incorrect.

For one, the drue weren’t vegetarians. The apicius described them as holistic plant-based eaters. Basically, vegan until the moment an emphon died, at which point they used every bit of the animal for something. Most of their greaters relied on empaneer or zensufu, but Werephon Roll was their main dish, as it was so easy to produce Variants with. And here we’d thought Laven was the first to discover Variance.

I read the recipe, trying to understand it, but something just wasn’t making sense. “How do you control which emphon the greater replicates?” I asked. “If I’m reading this right, it’s basically a sausage roll, but you use zensufu in the sausage every time. Variance usually uses a different emphon entirely.”

“Is that what you call it, Variance?” she asked. “The drue call each a root.”

“A root?” I repeated.

“The original greater is the trunk, and all the derivatives are roots. But that wasn’t your question.”

Nidari drew my attention to the margarine listed in the puff pastry ingredients, which I had thought was odd. Butter’s usually better. “If you make this greater with butter, you will become a bull emphon every time. That was the original, the trunk. But the roots, your variants, those we made with margarine, which we discovered in cookbooks brought by the First Ones. Look here.”

She brought me to an icebox in the corner, which had twelve equal sections created by three neat rows of four. In each, a bottle of emphon milk chilled. Labels on the bottle caps indicated one for each of the twelve emphon, though the bottles labeled kangaphon and drakephon were empty.

“Now, you’ve probably worked with enough emphon milk to know that only bull emphon produce a thick enough variety to make cream.” She lifted out the bottle labeled bull, careful not to shake it, and held it to the light to show its thickness. Then she grabbed the gryphon bottle and did the same, showing a much thinner, almost lemonade-like consistency. We brought the yakrat milk back to the table along with some ice cubes.

Two glass bowls, one smaller than the other, already waited on the table next to some melted coconut oil, vegetable oil, salt, and a lemon. She dropped the ice into the larger bowl and pressed the smaller bowl into the ice bath. After a bit of whisking, she poured all the contents into a rectangular mold and brought it back to the icebox.

“Voilà,” she said, standing back. “In an hour, we’ll have yakrat-margarine that we can use to bake Yakrat Rolls.”

Knowing Laven was going to make more Message in a Bottle, I decided not to try the rolls, but it was nice to learn. That greater would come back in a big way for me later.

It was my turn to trade information. I walked Nidari through Herdland’s military structure, detailing the intricacies of warcheffing and how warchefs relied on yellers, brigades, and regular soldiers to fight against greaters known and unknown. When the night grew late, we left via the ladder and met up with Laven. He yammered on about the alchemist he’d been working with. She sounded like a decent person, but I was too exhausted to care.

As soon as he stopped talking, I asked about Message, and he gave me one. Cori was fine, bored on the road, and no one was following them as far as they could tell. Part of me started to feel safe, almost.

The next few days in Ygminsul blurred together. Nidari introduced us to various members of the drue’s undisciplined militia. She had her work cut out for her, but their numbers were impressive. Woden, who was well-respected despite his youth, brought us to the gamekeepers who very lightly cared for the different emphon. I wish I could’ve spent more time with those gamekeepers. Years later, Woden and I would come to rely on the lessons the gamekeepers offered me about emphon care as I struggled in Far Common, but that’s jumping ahead.

I kept asking about Feng and kept getting dodgy answers, until finally, on the fourth morning, Nidari brought us to a ladder and said, “Feng’s up there.”

The rungs rose into what looked like a single room jutting from the wall, almost like a free-floating cube of blood-red wood. Lantern light danced from the hole in the floor where the ladder ended, and the muffled voices of two people holding a conversation drifted down.

“Who is she up there with?” I asked.

“The person you came to meet,” Nidari answered.

“The Ovate?” Laven asked. “We finally get to meet them?”

“We’ve deemed it safe enough for you to meet the Ovate today and to start working on a solution to our caprishell problem.”

I’d asked a few times at that point about seeing the caprishell, but the drue said that would come when I met the Ovate.

“Laven can’t climb this,” I said, annoyed. This was far from the first time Nidari had forgotten this. “Can’t they come down?”

“It’s fine,” Laven said again, even though it wasn’t.

“It’s best if you meet them alone. And first, I’m confiscating your weapon. You can have it back after the meeting. We’ll meet up with you shortly.”

Laven gave me a nod. “It’s fine,” he repeated.

We’d already come this far. No doubt Riv had reported what we’d done. There was no going back to the emperor pretending that I hadn’t killed rangers.

Sighing, I unslung my new sheath and reluctantly handed it over. I always felt weak without my cleaversaw. Maybe that’s fragile of me, but without it and Endurance, I had only my fists and my mind. Neither of those kept me out of trouble as well as a threatening weapon over my shoulder did.

Still, I grabbed the first rung. It was time to see who was running this show.

Hopefully, my mind would be all I needed.
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REVELATIONS

AS I ROSE, the voices became more familiar, and my temper climbed quicker than I did. But there were other feelings: betrayal, pity, and even satisfaction.

I’d known a couple things. The Ovate had to be wealthy. Days in Ygminsul proved that. They might have food and emphon enough to survive out on the fringes, but you don’t grow from a few thousand people to an entire city without an influx of seed money, and you don’t free and feed that many emphon without logistical support. The people I’d met and worked with the last few days didn’t come from money. If you need me to explain how I could know that so quickly, flip back to yesterday’s pages. I know how to recognize my own.

In the northern kingdoms, wealth lived with the mine owners, who made no sense as possible Ovates unless they enjoyed self-sabotage; the politicians and apicii; or the independently wealthy assholes like Shepherd and Terry. I thought it could be Terry. The holier-than-thou attitude, the vegetarian lifestyle, the quest for sourcery. It had taken me days to remember, but the Rare shit was even at my opening in Ranch, judging my vegetarian enchiladas before leaving early. It all fit.

But Cutler was sure the sourcerers were innocent of this, and it didn’t make sense that Terry would need to leave town before the imperial legions arrived. He and Shep could decimate a legion easily.

After meeting Nidari and Leif, I accepted that the Ovate was just… someone. This wasn’t some bedtime story where the murderer was there all along dressed as butler. Ha, damn, it would’ve been hilarious if had been Terry, huh? But something had been nagging me.

The Ovate wanted my help. They went out of their way to protect me from Lady Garuda. They provided me with evidence that incriminated a starving apicius. Why not come into the light and declare that? Why not simply approach me and ask for my help, especially if they were so desperate for it that they were willing to offer an entire army in return?

As I climbed toward the house and heard those voices, the answers became obvious.

“Am I supposed to be impressed?” Feng shouted as I entered the trapdoor. “You thought I would see all of this and forgive you? You kidnapped me! You had your people shove me around this damn tree like a prisoner. There are twenty godsdamned wolphon in the roots down there! I was scared for my life!”

The room was small but cozy. Two drue stood to attention on either side of the hole I pulled myself through. They wore simple breastplates fit around the cavernous chests granted by their werewolphon forms and held their glaives lazily. The one on my left gave me a canine sniff behind the neck and whispered, “Don’t interrupt,” angling the glaive out in front of me. The other guard caught the motion and followed suit, creating an X between me, Feng, and the object of her ire.

The only other person in the room sat on a simple stool with a pained expression. “I do not care if you forgive me,” Scalen Ladwait said, with pain clear in his eyes. “I just want you safe. I want you to see what we have built here.”

“You have a funny way of showing it, senator,” I said.

The guard who’d told me not to interrupt snarled wolfishly and snapped his jaws next to my face. Feng realized I was behind her and gave me a look of both relief and fear. “I did not know!” she insisted.

I wasn’t fully sure I believed her, but that wasn’t the place for us to have it out. Scalen was my priority.

“Let him through,” Scalen said, addressing the guards. “I have suffered enough to get him here, and he’s behaved well these last few days. I’m in no danger. Isn’t that right, Chef Bessa?”

I wasn’t sure I’d have that much confidence in his position, but the senator sounded exhausted. As the guards removed their blockade and I stepped forward, he massaged his hip. I remembered the story Cori had told me about feeding his son, Feng’s twin, to a gryphon and losing his leg in the process.

“You have some explaining to do,” I said, stepping forward.

“Before I do, let me remind you that you killed two rangers last week,” Scalen said. “Rivern gave them heroes’ funerals as he shouted your crimes for all to hear. You, Ambassador Victsoan, and everyone else associated with you, including my daughter, are now enemies of the Empire with kill-on-sight orders. Had I half the political stomach I have pretended to these last few years, I would have taken my army off the table and merely offered your freedom in return for helping us address our situation. But despite what my daughter remembers of me, I am an honorable man who keeps his word. We promised you an army, and you shall have it if you help. Remember that before you prove foolish enough to irritate me.”

“You say you are a man of honor and admit you lie in the same breath,” Feng scoffed. “Reserve your trust, Chef. I do not know what his game is, but he manufactured all of this.”

“Manufactured? Ha. If only,” Scalen said, sadly. “I wanted you here and I have worked to do exactly that, but my plans were foiled the moment someone slapped your logo all over the Empire. I wanted a wedding, not a trial.”

I didn’t know what to think. He’d played the villain from the moment I’d met him, accosting Cori in the Academy House—but was that just because of the Enchiladas? Could the Cabinet speech and the behavior on the road have been an act? He was dressed in little more than rags. “Why should I trust you? You put me in a cage. You dragged me out here. You’ve hidden yourself and kept Feng away from us for days.”

He took a long moment. “If you will indulge me, I will tell you a story.”

The news he’d just shared about us being fugitives grated my nerves. “Make it a short one.”

*   *   *

“While we’re appreciating the length of stories,” the archivist says, “you said you’d tell me why I’m suffering through this one once you met the Ovate. Well, here we are. Scalen was the Ovate. Why am I really here?”

Before answering, the Butcher approaches the tent flap and whispers something to the yeller standing outside.

“We both know where this part of the story leads,” the Butcher says, turning back to address her. “My wedding night, the Return, and more war. But what you don’t know is that the Ovate is directly responsible for the release of the Empheron. At the time, I didn’t either. I couldn’t have.”

“If you’re worried about that footnote finding its way into a history book, you could’ve saved me the fifty-two chapters of preamble.”

The Butcher slaps the table, shaking the plates and cutlery. “When are you going to get it? This isn’t a game!”

“Then stop treating me like your opponent and tell me the scalding truth! Why am I here?”

“Because I can’t kill the Empheron.”

The admission fills the tent like smoke in a kitchen, choking the air out of it. In its wake, the Butcher appears almost hollow to the archivist, his eyes and expression gaunt.

“I can clear the way through its army. I can kill the sourcerers and emphon serving as its generals. But I can’t kill it.”

For the first time in the hours they’ve spent together, the Butcher’s eyes meet the archivist’s without hint of malice or mischief. They remind her of the boy she last saw staring from the roof of the palace, looking down upon the bodies of his mothers. “I need someone else to do it.”

The revelation hits her like a charging bull emphon. “Me?” She can’t believe the implication. Surely, if anyone is going to kill the Empheron, it’s a sourcerer. If not them, at the very least a warchef or a soldier trained to use large amounts of Endurance. She can’t even recall the last time she had consumed a greater.

Musta looks up from her artwork. “Atlas saw a woman.”

The confusion written across her face grows. “Atlas?” She looks back at the Butcher. “What was it you said about Cutler? He went to wake Atlas. Who is he?”

“She,” the Butcher corrects, “and we’re getting to that. She can see possible futures—similar to Foresight but much clearer, if less certain, and also not broken. She saw two outcomes to the battle with the Empheron. One where I fail and humanity withers away within a couple hundred years, and one where the Empheron is killed by a woman and we thrive. Both fights take place outside Ranch, but only one leads to Cutler’s future with Cori happy.”

“But Cori…” the archivist says, then frowns. “You think I’m this woman? Why?”

“Because the Empheron’s nearly here for that fight, and no one but Musta here cares why I killed the Source.”

“Who said I care?” Musta asks, failing to hide a smirk.

“Cousinly intuition,” he teases back.

“Why should that matter? Surely your aunt wants to kill the Empheron. The two aren’t related.”

“Trust me, they very much are.”

“And what if I won’t—or can’t—do it?”

“Then there better be someone else out there strong enough.” He points at the queen’s head, still rotting in a corner. “Because it wasn’t her, and I refuse to believe we live in the world where I die trying.”

The archivist considers the pages of the Rite book. “The future can be misleading.” Is there a hint of desperation in her voice? Is she hoping that’s the case here? Surely, she can’t be the one that kills the Empheron. It’s not like she’s going to find a space between its ribs for one of her pens. Nor is she likely to debate it to death.

“Which is why I’m hedging my bets. Cutler and Atlas will hold the army at bay at the start. Worst case, I waste my time talking with you. Best case, we save the world.”

“I—I’m not even a chef,” she says feebly.

“I said the same once.”

And with nothing else to say, they continue.
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SWEET BLASPHEMY

SCALEN ROSE FROM his seat and motioned for us to follow. “Before I begin, let us save some time. You will want to see Atlas by the end of this story. She is this way.”

“Who’s Atlas?” I asked. “What about Laven?”

“Gentlemen,” Scalen said, turning to the werewolphon, “request Apicius Nidari and Chef Florento join us via the lift.”

“Are you sure you shouldn’t use it yourself, Voice?” responded the gruffer of the two guards.

“I will manage. Besides, with the story I plan to tell, locking myself in a moving cage with my daughter might harm me more than the stairs ever could.”

“Oh,” Feng said. “This one.” Her expression fell inward, which concerned me. Was that…embarrassment? It wasn’t something I’d ever seen from Feng.

“Feng,” I said, but I didn’t really know where I was going with it.

“Do not mind me.” She followed her dad into the adjoining hallway, with her head down. “You should know.”

After clearing his throat, Scalen started to walk and speak. I’m not sure which pained him more.

“When you dueled my ex-wife, you used an Enhancement of Emphon Milk. One of the Empire’s most treasured recipes, coincidentally, is also an Enhancement of Emphon Milk.”

“This sounds less like a story and more like a lesson,” I said, annoyed.

“Stories require exposition.”

We arrived at a steep, curving staircase that looked like it would inflict utter torture on his leg. It certainly would’ve been rough for Laven.

“We call it Life Lassi,” he said as he descended the first step. “It is unlike most recipes. Notably, it is permanent.”

“Permanent?” I repeated. “How is that possible?”

“No one knows, though I suspect there are those who are lying. It matters little. Without permanence, it would be more painful than healing. You see, Chef Bessa, Life Lassi doesn’t just heal the body, it makes it whole.”

“What does that mean? Famines, you said you were telling a story.”

“Twenty-five years ago, my ex-wife and I birthed a boy,” he said, “and every joy I felt for life turned to ash. Beakka’s family has a tradition that dates back to the First Ones: infantile sacrifice. When I courted her, I knew what awaited any baby boy Beakka bore for us, but at the time, my love for her conquered concerns for the future. I convinced myself that our love would overcome any new love for a newborn. Infants die all the time, and how could I love something I had known for mere days more than this woman I had adored since I was a child?

“After we had our first daughter, I knew the depths of my naivety. There was nothing, nothing more powerful than the instant love I felt for her. If she had been born male, I might not have continued living. I told Beakka I was done. I wouldn’t have another child. The pain would be too much. Not worth the risk.

“But Beakka is not easily persuaded. She wanted more children. What Beakka wants, Beakka gets. To spare myself the torment, I explored the forbidden. With enough time and money, I found someone who would serve me Foresight Fried Gryphon. Have you heard of it?”

I growled, “Yes.”

“Oh, very familiar then. You are right to hate it. With it, I saw that I would have three daughters. I could tell I was happy with them, though I was estranged from my wife. Estrangement didn’t bother me. I would enjoy the time I had and hope that the distance between us was reparable. But if you know this greater, you know it deceives. My third child was born with a cock.”

“Feng’s twin.”

He shook his head. “No.”

As I scrunched my face in confusion, he carried on. “Beakka’s will was iron. The baby would feed Lady Garuda as her own brothers had fed Garuda’s mother. It was the way, and in time, I realized that Beakka had always intended to have a boy and to carry on the sacrifices. She would have tried her entire life if it came to it, with or without me. Nothing could dissuade her, and thus we reach the estrangement I had foreseen. Imagine, then, my confusion that I would ever sire another child with her. I could barely look at the woman, let alone… well, you get the implication. That got me thinking.”

My eyes flicked to Feng, whose attention lay still upon each step down.

“Life Lassi makes someone whole,” Scalen reminded me, “by changing that which should never have been. Surely, you know people for whom this is true. Those who were born in the wrong bodies?”

I stopped so quickly that I nearly fell down the stairs. “Are you saying you used it on an infant? That’s…” I didn’t have the words. “Famines and locusts, Feng. This is the blasphemy?” She didn’t meet my eyes, so I turned to Scalen. “You’re a monster.”

“Beakka made me bring the child up to the clutch! Even though she knew how I felt, she smiled as she pushed us out the door. So yes, I used Life Lassi, but before you call me monster, Butcher, know the facts. There was only the slimmest chance, if any, that the person in that body was meant to be female, and I had seen! Foresight Fried Gryphon showed me a happy young woman! How could I not try? How could I leave that babe at the foot of a true monster, knowing that there was a chance she could live?”

I stared at the man. “How could you even know it would work that way? Does anyone who doesn’t want to reassign ever consume it?”

“Of course,” he said. “There are those born with disabilities and deformities who change. Those who simply wish to have a different nose or smaller breasts. Blond hair instead—”

“And how many children?” I interrupted. “How many parents let children make those kinds of choices, let alone an infant?”

“Many, actually,” he spat back, “and none ever regret seeing their child happy.”

I looked to Feng for support, but I was starting to wonder if I was actually wrong here. Why did I care what other people did to their bodies? Or let their children do with theirs? None of it affected me, personally. I wouldn’t be upset with Cori if they chose to use it. There was a time when I wondered if Mother was trans.

Shit.

Feng mistook my silence for disgust. “Stop. Both of you,” she said quietly. “Life Lassi does not change people who do not wish to be different. People who want to change their eye color do not see their tits fall off. If I drank it right now, nothing would happen. Not because the effects are permanent but because I am happy as I am. If you drank it right now, you would not change either. Not unless that is what you really wanted.”

Light danced in Scalen’s eyes, the kind of light any parent would have if their child defended their worst actions.

“I do not defend what he did,” Feng said, after massaging her temples. “But he did it. Had I been born to any other family, I would have chosen it when I was older—I believe that. Lassi is the reason I am alive. It is the reason I am strong.” I recalled the times I marveled at Feng’s strength, comparing it to Endurance without being able to explain how she managed it. “It is also the reason I hate him.”

Scalen’s attention returned to the task of descending the stairs, and his voice grew quieter as it seemed to drift farther away from us. “Lady Garuda did not take the change or the slight well. I tried to reason with her as the Lassi did its work. I even showed her how Feng’s body changed. But she was hungry, and I suspect she did not care what Feng was beyond the soft fleshy meal she saw. She attacked. Desperately, I fought to escape with Feng, using my body to protect her as she wailed.

“Garuda backed me against a wall in the dueling hall of the temple, where the sacrifices took place, and for a moment I thought I had done something unconscionable for naught. But as she snapped at me again, I dove and spun, cushioning Feng from the blow. Garuda ripped my leg from the thigh. I would have died of blood loss, but an infant barely takes a sip of a drink. Most of the Lassi remained. I thought I would get my leg back, but deep down, I knew I deserved to carry the scar of what I had done with me forever. Lassi makes you who you should be, and I should bear the reminder for the rest of my life.

“When I finally came home with a crying girl in my arms, Beakka threw me out on the street. Terrified of the embarrassment and the implications of what she swore was a crime, she invented the story of twins. Feng’s ‘brother’ had been sacrificed, and the girl had been spared. I planned to tell Feng once she hit puberty, but I was a coward. By the time I finally told her, it was too late to expect any sort of forgiveness.”

“And you want me to trust you?” I asked. “You’re raving.”

“The story isn’t over,” he said, casually.

We turned a corner where Laven, Woden, and Nidari waited. Feng jolted upon seeing Nidari, clearly recognizing the woman, but she said nothing. Conversely, if Laven was surprised to see Scalen, he didn’t show it. (I learned later that Woden had already warned him.) We skirted the back of the enormous chamber that housed the city to the pond of duckbills within a few minutes’ walk.

“Is it safe to be this close to them?” Feng asked.

“They are used to people, and no emphon has attacked a drue since the Ovate’s arrival,” Scalen answered. “Here, this way.”

Something about his answer struck me as odd. He led us to another tunnel, well lit by torches. As he talked, Nidari reluctantly handed my cleaversaw back, and I started to feel more like myself.

“It took me far too long, but eventually, I told Feng the truth. Glayd Eto had just revealed she no longer supported reseeding, and I could see how much it broke Feng. I thought maybe the truth would be some comfort.”

Feng snorted.

“Feng left the Empire shortly after. I expect she resented me, even if she was happy with her body.”

“Resent is a word for it.”

“Her departure hurt more than my divorce or the reality of my failing career. Without Beakka in my corner—and let me be clear, she never forgave what I did—and Feng engaged to the empresselect, my star was not rising. You are too young to understand this, Chef, but there comes a point where the age of one’s body prevents the surmounting of one’s failures. The mountain is too high for the knees. You become tempted to find a flat place, call it a hike, and take your seat. I was at that precipice, with nothing to live for but the occasional message from the rabble I paid to keep me informed of Feng’s whereabouts and safety.”

“You spied on me?” Feng asked.

Behind her, Laven scrunched his face, as if he were doing complex calculations. Poor guy was playing some serious catch-up on this story.

“Of course. Do you know easy it is to do a small wrong when you’ve done the largest?” He sighed. “It matters little. From my informants, I learned about the so-called Butcher of Ranch. Here was a man who fought for what he believed in. I remember sitting at my desk, reading about your revolution and feeling true shock. No one in the Empire dared to fight the way you had. Some in Ryespur preached self-reliance, but standing up and fighting? Never. And even after losing your family, you kept going. I asked myself what I would be willing to fight for if I had half your strength. Do you know what answer I came to?”

“Your daughter?” I suggested.

He snorted. “If only. No. I came to no answer. All my life, all my work, and I was passionless.”

A large cave mouth opened into darkness ahead of us.

“We arrive at the end of our journey, so I will bring us to the end of the tale.” He stopped and turned to face me. “I dedicated myself to learning about you, Chef. Your greaters, your Enhancements, even the greaters of your enemies—such as the Panchon’s telepathy greater. After all that work and expense mastering your greaters, strong with weapons and resources, I still had nothing to fight for. I decided that if I could not fight for something I believed in, I would fight for something others believed in. I would be a soldier, if not a martyr. I earned the trust of the drue through Leif, who re-introduced me to Nidari.

“As they welcomed me, despite my name and my prior deeds, I found that I envied their passion and the beauty of their teachings. As I pretended to be the vile, bitter ex-husband my machinations needed, I taught them organization and leadership. I gave them the seeds to do what they never dreamed they could. And I told them about you. We planned to use your example to work toward freeing the emphon and the Northern Kingdoms. We didn’t have Voice Vindaloo to speak with the emphon, but we had your greaters and something you never had: knowledge that emphon could benefit from them. The yakrats and caprishells here are so docile that you can herd them where you wish, but with your rub or your Tacos? Who knew what power they could have to help us achieve those dreams?”

He turned back to the mouth of the cave.

“Nidari told me you gave Emphon Rub to a caprishell.”

“That we did,” he said. “Are you ready to meet her? Her name is Atlas, though most of us refer to her as the Ovate.”

Feng, Laven, and I shared a look. “I thought you were the Ovate,” Feng said.

“No, no,” he said, chuckling. “Though we led you to think so. I am the Voice of the Ovate. She,” he said, motioning to the chamber, “is who truly leads us. It is she who transformed the drue into what we have become.”

I stepped forward into the flickering light of a chamber with bioluminescent moss and mineral water. There, floating in the placid, glowing lake, was a caprishell maybe half the size of a drakephon. Slitted eyes, hooded with pleasure like she’d been waiting for us, rose from the water on a long, goatlike neck. Four hooved legs lifted her from the pool, rising, rising, so that the water fell from her shelled back in mist that would’ve made Rare vacationers coo. Despite all her size and majesty, it was her shell that had earned her title.

Do you know the word ovate comes from egg? When I saw it, I actually laughed in wonder. Atlas carried a tremendous weight on her back. Not just the shell that gave her species its name, but a second weight: an egg of pure endurmite bigger than a carnephon.

*   *   *

The Butcher makes pointed eye contact with the archivist. “Do you remember me ever talking about anything else that meets that description, Yenne? Anything at all?”

Her mouth is barely capable of moving, slack at it is, but the archivist manages two words.

“The Source.”
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THE OVATE

QUESTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS reeled through my mind. I didn’t move for a full minute. No one spoke. If Feng knew the importance of what I was seeing, I’d be surprised, but she clearly saw the effect it had on me and kept herself quiet. Scalen seemed to relish the silence.

More than anything, I wished for Cori’s presence at my side to center me.

Atlas, the Ovate—or whatever we were calling the enlarged caprishell—lowered her head such that one mammoth eye, its iris alone larger than three of me, beheld me like a portal to another world. I stammered for words then fell silent.

After taking a moment to inspect Feng and Laven, Atlas lifted her head to a more natural and majestic position, her horns just shy of scraping bark from the top of the chamber. A trumpeting cry blasted from her open jaws, sending ripples across the water and my heart hammering. But it wasn’t an attack. If anything, it was a celebration.

Scalen clapped alongside her.

As Laven and I exchanged an uncertain look, Atlas finished her call and settled back into the water’s embrace. The bulk of her body descended beneath its surface, exposing only the endurmite egg and her long neck, which snaked out of the pool like a dolphon in the Bay of Semoli, watching us ants on land.

“She thanks you for coming, Chefs,” Scalen said, breaking my stupor.

“Are you communicating with her?” Laven asked. “Or is that just speculation based on that cry?”

“She speaks to me,” Scalen confirmed.

“How?” I asked, stepping past him, so much of my attention stuck on the egg.

“Ah, of course,” Scalen said, raising fingers to his eyelids. With a practiced motion, he removed his contacts, and Endurance shone through his eyes. “Telepath’s Teacake. I didn’t want to alarm you by Enduring when we met.”

Yeah, that was a good call. I’d probably have assumed the worst if I’d found him Enduring. I still wanted to punch him for having me kidnapped. I tried to remember Cori’s calmness and how my anger had gotten me into trouble so many times recently.

“Have you been inside my head?”

“No,” he said, very seriously. “I reserve this for her and her alone.”

Without Insight Enchiladas, I couldn’t be certain he was telling the truth, but somehow, I managed to believe him. Maybe I was wrong to, but I took a deep breath and felt around in my mind. I remembered how painful the king’s touch had been, acidic like lemon juice on a wound. It was mostly because he wanted it that way, but I don’t think Scalen could’ve hidden at least some of the pressure it brought inside my skull if he’d been looking around in there.

I’d keep on guard for it now.

“I’ve never heard the name of that greater,” I said. “Should’ve known it would be something no common could ever stumble upon by accident. Teacake. What’s her mind feel like?”

“Utterly serene at times,” Scalen answered, “but occasionally wild and tumultuous. She observed much about humanity before her growth without understanding. It has been the pleasure of my life to teach her about humanity since.”

Scalen motioned to a series of tables and chairs. “The Ovate expects you have a great number of questions. She has many for you, Chefs. We have prepared some breakfast in advance. Let us sit and see what we can do to satisfy each other’s curiosities.”

Chefs, again. At first, I thought it was respect, but if she’s actually speaking through Scalen, why have questions for us both? They didn’t want Laven here originally.

With a glance toward Feng and Laven, I asked a silent question. Should we trust him?

Laven shrugged toward Atlas as if to say, Come on, mate, we have to know.

Feng just sighed.

“Thank you for the hospitality,” I said.

*   *   *

“So Scalen wasn’t the one who organized all the attacks on the sanctuaries? That was Atlas?” Musta asks.

“They collaborated on the logistics, but the plan came from Atlas.”

“Is that how they were able to control the emphon they released? Did she help?”

The Butcher smiles at his cousin. “I know you have a lot of questions about Atlas, and for good reason, swe’me, but for now, let’s just focus on the big takeaway: Scalen was the Voice of the Ovate, working under Atlas’ direction, and she had a big old egg on her back that reminded Laven and me of the Source.”

*   *   *

Like everything else I’d seen in the city, the table and flatware were made from skyroot, and the bounty had the same origins. The bread was oddly red—maybe made from whatever it was Woden said they pulled from the tree—sat next to a buttery brown ovoid I didn’t recognize, which proved to be the starch. A steak-like chunk of something vibrantly red glistened beside that, with a sticky sauce basted over it.

As I sat, I noticed an umbilical cord connected to the base of the egg on Atlas’ back, growing out of the shell. I made sure that she and it never left my sight. Not because I didn’t trust her. For some reason, my trust in her was instant. A weakness of mine, always assuming the best from beasts that can crush us with a foot. But because I was fascinated by her existence and that egg. Was it another Source? Was there a giant caprishell hidden beneath the cave in the desert?

We spent the next two hours in conversation, with questions pouring from both sides as we ate. There was so much I needed to understand about how she came to be. So much that she wanted to know about me. But that umbilical cord is what’s most important. Throughout the conversation, it pumped fluid into the base of the egg, which occasionally radiated light.

To keep this short, our conversation—and the problem that sparked her interest in us—boiled down to this: she didn’t know whether she should exist. Her world, the emphonic world, is one of balance. It might surprise you, but emphon have an instinctual knowledge of their place in the food chain. It doesn’t frighten a caprishell to know it may one day be the prey of a drakephon. It’ll avoid it, if it can, but it understands reality. Or at least, Atlas did.

It turned out that Atlas wasn’t the only emphon Scalen fed my greater to, but she alone remained large. She also grew the most. Though all had eaten Carnephon Rub, she’d grown well beyond its normal limits while the others hit the twenty-meter mark. She didn’t know how to interpret that. What did it mean for the food chain that she could eat a carnephon if she chose? Was she meant to be different? If so, why? By whose design?

That was the most important thing for her: design.

Scalen had taught her the various religions on this continent, but she didn’t care for them. The emphon have no gods. Over time, she’d come to believe that my greater was specifically responsible for her new life. Scalen had learned my Theory of Intent and educated her about it. She believed I must’ve intended for this outcome.

Which was of course ridiculous.

“I didn’t intend for this,” I said, taking a bite of the steak-like cut of skyroot fruit. An invigorating nuttiness rode the back of a succulent fruity crunch, like an apple roasted in a peanut shell, its salt delighting without overwhelming beneath a sweet sauce. “I didn’t even know greaters affected emphon so severely until a few months ago.”

Atlas snorted angrily into the surface of her lake, shooting water across the chamber and drenching our feet.

“We have made greaters without intending though,” Laven reminded me.

“Insight Enchiladas were different,” I contested. “I didn’t know anything about intent when I made Emphon Rub, but I was fighting an emphon when I made it. Why would I have intended for one to gain any benefits, let alone permanent ones? It sounds more like Life Lassi.”

Laven gave me a confused look, so I explained Life Lassi to him quickly. Dutifully, he added it to his notebook.

“Have you tried giving Lassi to her?” Feng asked when I finished. “Maybe she would return to her normal size.”

“We refrained at first, fearing gorge,” Nidari answered. While seated, she had to keep her posture tightly stretched to keep her hair from tangling with the legs of her chair. While it should’ve looked mildly comedic, Nidari’s general force of presence made the posture somehow threatening. “But after a few months, we felt the risk was necessary. It had no effect we could see.”

“Does she want to shrink down?” Laven asked Scalen. “It sounds like she only wants to know why she’s like this now.”

“I suspect you are right.”

Throughout the conversation, the Ovate’s eyes wandered between Laven and me—and not only when one of us spoke. If I hadn’t spent so long in the King’s Factory, used to Bessa’s gaze, I would’ve found it terrifying, but like Bessa, her eyes spoke only of uncertainty. Bessa couldn’t understand why she was stuck in that state, and neither could Atlas, even if the states were as different as butcher and Butcher are for me.

As conversation started to wind down, I grew anxious. I’d been avoiding the one question I wanted answered. I didn’t want to explain why I was asking it or look too eager, but the time had come. “Has anyone touched the egg?”

Simultaneously, both Scalen and Atlas tilted their heads. I couldn’t be sure if it was because they were linked or if they had the same reaction to a surprising question, but it unsettled the fruit in my stomach.

“Why do you ask?” Scalen asked. Atlas snorted again.

This is where I had to be careful. “Is that your question or hers?”

Scalen’s eyes flicked to Atlas. “She asks whether you wish to. What lore do you possess that I lack here, Chef?”

“She’s offering to let me?” I asked, surprised. Scalen only nodded, his frown deepening.

Did I wish to? I knew what happened when someone touched the Source. Did the same fate await me if I said yes? Death, then immortality? I don’t know why, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was different here. Could Cori forgive me if I was wrong?

Could I forgive myself?

“How long until it hatches?” I asked instead, buying myself a moment.

“I—what?” Scalen blinked rapidly, his gaze shifting between the Ovate and me. It took him a moment to compose himself. In that time, Atlas chomped the surface of the water like a bored goat. “She says, and I quote, ‘It won’t unless you crack it.’ I have asked how she knows that, and she reminded me that she beholds time in a way that humans cannot. She has visions, on occasion. They do not all come to pass, but some do. Why do you ask these questions?”

I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t tell Scalen about the Source.

Then Scalen’s eyes widened when he said, “There is something else she wants you to know about time.” Confused, he relayed the two possible outcomes of the fight with the Empheron, which Cutler had revealed to me in the desert. “Do you have any notion of what she warns? What is this Empheron?”

I was physically shaking. This…giant shelled goat not only knew about the Empheron, but that I couldn’t kill it, that an unknown woman could? That ruled out Cori. Did that mean Shepherd? Whiskers? Feng? Cutler had spent that last months telling me no one knew what happened to the Empheron and suddenly I knew more than I ever wanted to know about its future.

Laven stared at his plate like he’d seen his father die again. How could it all have led to this moment so quickly? I ached for Cori. Needed them like I needed air, to make sense of all this. They were the tactician. I was a knife. You don’t ask the knife how it should be sharpened. You don’t tell it what it can and can’t cut. You let the right person wield it.

I was Cori’s to wield.

But I didn’t have them to hold me.

“Again,” Scalen translated uncertainly, “she asks if you wish to touch it.”

I rose from the table. Even as I stood, I don’t think my mind knew where my feet would take me, whether it would be to the shore or away from this place. Gods, I wanted to punch something.

Laven gave me a cautious look. “Mate?”

Some part of me knew. Some part knew that this was a test. At my center, I always wanted power. This was like dangling a roasted bison in front of a carnephon and daring it not to bite.

It was so easy to resist the call of the Source when I was by Cori’s side, with a drakephon and who knew what else in the way. But Atlas was right there, offering.

“I—”
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GRYPHON AT THE GATE

A FOGHORN SCREAMS from the south, interrupting him.

“Gryphon!” shouts the yeller as he bursts into the tent. “Gryphon at the gate, Chef!”

“How many?” the Butcher asks, rising to his feet.

“Reports are conflicting, sir, but no count is less than ten at the South Gate. This ain’t Lady Aquilla or Cobra come to give terms either.”

“A vanguard, then,” the Butcher concludes.

“Can I go?” Musta asks. “I want to watch.”

The Butcher ignores her and begins rattling off a hearty menu of dishes. At first, the archivist cannot follow, but only a moment later, she realizes they are orders in the most literal sense. Both ordering food and laying out the orders for his soldiers. The yeller notes them frantically, scribbling harder and faster on a small notepad than any server she’s ever witnessed. Meanwhile, Musta pines for her drawing of a gryphon, observing it with a smile reserved for lost lovers.

The archivist knows not what to do with herself. The last several revelations try to digest alongside her most recent meal, but it’s all so foreign to her reality that she feels sick.

“And finally,” the Butcher says, flicking his finger to the archivist, “I need a serving of Birdseye Bolognese for her.”

“For me?” the archivist asks. “Why?”

Gynger bursts into the tent, her eyes aglow with Endurance. “Sixteen gryphon, eight duckbill. Two have already crossed into the Arid Fields to attack Common-3.”

“That many?” The Butcher’s gaze moves inward as it too gains a glow. A moment passes. Another.

“Ma’am?” the anxious yeller inquires. “Should I—”

“Just go,” Gynger orders, and the man takes off through the tent flap.

“I want to go to the gates,” Musta says.

“Absolutely not.”

“Mama!”

“I said no!”

The Butcher shakes his head slightly, blinking his eyes back to their normal oakwood timber. “Cutler needs more time. You’re going to have to hold them off on your own.”

“You aren’t joining us?”

“Is the Sovereign Guard here yet?” he asks, sharply.

“No.”

“Then no. I have to be able to take Ignis in a pinch.”

Gynger slaps a plate off the corner of the table. “That’s not good enough! You could take half the gryphon out yourself.”

The Butcher regards the tent flap, gaping open with the yeller’s departure. From the archivist’s angle, she can just see a gryphon banking on a downdraft.

“The Empheron is testing our defenses. Why else send so little of his army? I won’t waste my time when I could be here.”

“What do you mean you won’t?” she barks. “You broke out of prison and torched the palace on an empty stomach. Good yellers will die fighting these gryphon without you.”

“You’re wasting time!” the Butcher barks back. “Get out there and fight. Trust that I will be there when I’m needed. This is the point of armies, Auntie. I can’t carry all of humanity on my back this time. Others will have to die.”

“They see you in here, and they whisper, kiddo. They wonder.”

He laughs. “I take the head off the Rare queen and they whisper? They can starve. At some point, I’ll be gone for good and common will need to fight for themselves. It’s time to learn. I’m done winning their battles for them. Now go, Auntie. That’s an order.”

Gynger blinks at the words. The archivist can hardly believe this side of the man. He so often lords himself from atop his moral high ground like it’s the back of a drakephon.

“When you reappeared, Rish said you’d changed, but I didn’t believe it.” Gynger looks at Musta. “C’mon, kiddo. You want to see the gates, fine. Can’t be any less safe than in here with him.”

“You know that isn’t true.”

“If we’re all to die, I’m keeping my kid by my side. You—”

“DO NOT FINISH THAT SENTENCE. JUST GET OUT.”

With a spring in her step, Musta tacks one last drawing on the wall. The archivist supposes it’s an emphalope with its long, endurmite antlers and scaled legs, but if she’s being honest, it looks more like a moose, the face too round and the tail too feathered. The only weak link thus far.

Twelve parchments flap as the tent opens and the pair departs. “Fitting,” the archivist says, staring at them. “The only one missing is the one the Empheron made all but extinct.”

The Butcher grunts and retakes his seat. “Kangaphon? Good riddance.”

After so long with Musta’s charcoals susurrating across the table, it feels oddly silent and intimate, to have the two of them alone.

“Why do I need…what did you call it?”

“Birdseye Bolognese. When you close your eyes, you can see everything in a thirty-kilometer radius as if looking down on it. You’re going to be my spotter.”

“Your spotter?” the archivist repeats. “What does that mean?”

“When the Empheron’s army shows up, you’ll need to locate the generals so that I can kill them.”

“Unless I’m mistaken, you seem to have the ability to use any greaters you want at will. Why can’t you do it?”

“Because I’m going to be using a different greater at the same time.”

“Which one?”

The Butcher lets the question hang. “Where was I? Oh, right.”
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CAUSALITY DILEMMA

“I’M NOT READY,” I said, turning to face Atlas and the glowing egg on her back.

They were some of the hardest words I’d ever spoken. The power she was offering was narcotic. Not because it had the potential to grant immortality—I still didn’t want that—but because sourcery negates so many problems. No need to have ingredients. No need to remember the right steps in a recipe. You just had to remember the taste of the food and the power it conveyed. With it, I could solve my most immediate problem: Cori. Whether it was Emphon Rub or Storm Squall, I just had to channel power, and I could catch up to them. Famines, I could use Message in a Bottle anytime I wanted to know they were okay.

And accessing that power would be on my terms for once. No Cutler calling the shots. No drakephon or untold challenges in my way. Atlas was offering me the chance to transform myself. It could’ve been a trap, but something told me it wasn’t.

Turning that down…

Gods, it was only because I couldn’t be sure. I couldn’t justify risking the consequences of immortality, and the knowledge that I’d watch Cori grow old and die simply because I didn’t like being here. I owed them more strength than that.

In the silence that hung after my words, I wondered what Atlas thought of my decision. Scalen certainly didn’t give voice to any of her inner thoughts, but even the subtlest movements by human standards are obvious on a creature that size. We simply regarded each other across the water, the pulsing light of her egg a reminder of the drug calling out to me, screaming reconsider.

“What do you want from me?” I asked. “I have people who need me elsewhere. People I love. I’ve told you I didn’t intend for you to be this way. Is that enough? Have I fulfilled what I must to secure your army?”

I knew the answer would be no. She and Scalen had spent months building it, liberating emphon and adding to the drue’s numbers. It couldn’t just be for me. Scalen wouldn’t have brought us all the way here to satisfy Atlas’ curiosity.

“As important as these philosophical questions are to her,” Scalen began, “they are not only the reason we brought you here.”

“Then starving tell me what you want!”

He turned to her, speaking aloud for effect. “I told you he would behave this way.”

“You have my greaters,” I interjected. “You have my Theory. We gave you the blight report. What else could you want from me? Even you aren’t so foolish as to ask me to lead your army.”

Scalen returned his attention to Atlas as if he was consulting her, but his repressed smirk told me he was enjoying this.

Feng knew it too. “Answer the question or we will find our own way out of here. I have already seen the way through the roots.”

“No need for ultimatums,” Scalen said. “The drue support Spurian Self-Reliance, but it is not our main goal. Ours is a routinely oppressed religion based on the worship of the emphon. Atlas and I have explored the possibilities. Should we follow your lead and free Ryespur by force, strife, war, and death follow. Nor could we really do these things when our army is pledged to you.”

I turned to Atlas. “If you don’t make him get to the point, I will.”

Atlas bleated into the water. It almost sounded like a laugh. Scalen wound himself up as if he were going to continue his speech, but Laven rapped his cane on the wood beneath his chair. “Don’t bother, mate, I’ve worked it out,” he said.

“Oh, have you?” Scalen leaned forward over the table, propping his chin on his elbows. “Tell me what I want from the Butcher then, sous Chef.”

“I’ve been trying to piece it all together,” Laven explained. “At first, I thought your motives were simple. Drue worship emphon; it makes sense you would eventually try to free them. But Spurian Self-Reliance was harder to understand. Sure, many of the drue are spurians, but if you’ve got a whole other city you could bring them to, why support it? For soldiers? Soldiers for what? Unless that’s not why. Something’s been missing, and until now, I couldn’t place it.”

Atlas made a high shrieking sound I couldn’t interpret, but Scalen’s frown was easy enough to read. I remembered that he’d originally said Laven couldn’t come with me. Did he suspect Laven would see right through him?

“When you first came to Ranch,” he said, addressing Scalen, “you proposed marriage between Paprick and one of your princesses. The empress said it was one of her useless daughters, but Feng’s comment at that meal got me curious. I asked her about them. Feng, you want to remind Pap?”

“One’s a senator representing Somido, the city the emperor hails from. The other daughter was an alchemic gastronomist who came to investigate the blight and then disappeared.”

“Weird to mention a missing daughter as useless, ain’t it? It made me wonder whether the disappearance was intentional, and if so, by whom. Then we landed in the cave, and Feng reacted to seeing Nidari like she’d swallowed a cup of lime juice. You defected, didn’t you, apicius? Or should I call you princess?”

“I prefer apicius,” Nidari answered, “but both are indeed correct.”

“How long have you been a drue?” Laven asked.

“Five, six years now. Since Father sent me up here to falsify the soil surveys. I fell in love with the people here. I was never all that interested in Immemorialism and the First Ones. The drue wanted to repair the poisoned land, and I saw how that would repair the country, too. Eventually, I hid before my family could figure out a more convenient solution for a daughter like me.”

“So she’s the one they wanted me to marry?” I asked, trying not to sound completely resentful. “Great, cool, whatever. What does that have to do with anything now? I’m engaged. Sorry, Nidari, but it’s not happening.”

“Pap, they couldn’t marry you to someone who was missing, even if they knew where she was. It was the other sister, the senator, remember?”

“Okay, so what?”

Before Laven could explain more, Scalen let out an appreciative, impressed noise. “You have done a wonderful job of unraveling all this, Florento, but let me take it from here. It’s best if she hears it from me.” With a resigned look at Feng, Scalen continued. “No one flourishes in this Empire anymore. It poisons its own lands to keep people in line, and no one respects the current emperor. Change has been necessary for a generation. So even after Beakka and I separated, we worked together to instigate your relationship with Glayd.”

“You what?” Feng stared over the table at her father.

“Why do you think we let you live up here?” he prodded gently. “So you could be happy? Please, Feng-Feng, you know your mother better than that.”

Given how Feng reacted to Riv using that pet name, I expected a barbed response, but Feng kept quiet.

“When you were little, she saw a future with Foresight where Glayd became empress. She immediately began plotting to marry you to her. I spent years training you in politics when I knew you would rather be cooking, because we knew you would need it.”

In a rare moment of vulnerability, Feng gathered her legs into her chair, hugging them as she fell terribly silent.

“But it fell apart. Glayd proved she had her own motives when she campaigned on reseeding and then lied about it. You left. I believed our hope of saving the Empire from itself and forging our family’s lore in the histories was doomed. But then I joined the drue and met Nidari. I saw in her what I believed you always saw in Glayd, and I wondered what would happen if the emperor’s lost daughter, the one who left because she could not stand what the Empire had done to Ryespur, reappeared with the right person at her side?”

Feng’s mouth opened.

“I knew you worked in Chef Bessa’s kitchen, and I thought if I could bring you here with him…” He didn’t complete the thought. “I needed a justification, and marriage was on the mind. I found an excuse to petition the senate to marry Paprick into the royal family. I never expected it to work, not really, but I did not care. Any chance to bring you back was worth the risk, and if it somehow did succeed, I would have united our countries and brought a true revolutionary into our government.

“I’m asking you to give Nidari a chance. Think about it. With you, Nidari, and Atlas leading together, could you not prove the Empire need not be this way? Recall what you saw here in Ygminsul. This world is meant to be harmonious. You three could make it so.

“Nidari’s story and leadership will speak to the masses. You have seen firsthand how a nation recovers from upheaval in Herdland. Atlas understands the emphon and can even communicate with them. Spurian Self-Reliance is the first step. If we can show how you three can lead a city, we know we can rally support for you to lead the nation.”

*   *   *

“That was his plan?” the archivist huffs. “I almost thought he wished to become a better person for a minute there. Why would Nidari entertain such a thing?”

The Butcher shrugs. “Scalen was the Voice. He represented Atlas, and he brought the knowledge of greaters the drue had been lacking, not to mention the logistical expertise to make their city work. I suspect she felt it was worth the trade.”

“I imagine Feng was very supportive of this plan?”

The Butcher laughs. “Oh, very.”

*   *   *

“I do not want this!” Feng said, slamming the table with so much force the floor splintered beneath its legs. “How can you still misunderstand me so? I want to cook, not rule!”

“Even if she did,” I said, annoyed, “why am I still here? Why did Beakka attack Ranch?”

“They don’t know,” Laven said. “That’s the flaw in the whole plan, mate. They had this all figured out and then someone ruined it with the Academy House logo.”

“He is not wrong,” Nidari explained. “Since we began our plans to bring you to the Empire, Beakka and an unknown accomplice have corrupted them. They orchestrated further attacks on sanctuaries we had no involvement with. They used your logo to stop us from seeking the marriage proposal. Scalen had to beg the emperor to try you and your whole brigade for crimes instead. The only way they could have thwarted us so effectively is near-continuous use of Foresight Fried Gryphon, more than even Beakka can sustain. Someone has been using the greater to manipulate you and ensure that the drue’s plans are foiled. Nothing we do seems to work.”

“What does that have to do with me?” I asked again. “And I swear, if I don’t get a straight answer, I’m drawing my cleaversaw and taking one.”

“Always with the violence,” Scalen said. “It is simple: we know not how to subvert Foresight. Thus, we need you to invent a greater that prevents them from using Foresight. We have tried using your Theory of Intent and found ourselves incapable. We cannot change this country until we can work without our hands tied behind our backs. We brought you here to help us.”

I truly didn’t know how to react. Cori was on their way to Ranch, where war could be raging already, and I was thousands of meters in the air, inside a tree, days away from them. And I was expected to just invent a greater?

I didn’t starving care about who ruled the Empire. I cared about Cori, about Ranch, and about avenging Hili. What if it took me weeks to make this greater, or months? How could I justify sitting around up here? Cori thought this meeting vital because it could help the war effort. I wasn’t sure if it would anymore, but I knew standing here and waiting for something that might not even happen certainly wasn’t helping.

And now that I knew what the drue wanted from me, I knew they wouldn’t just let me leave.

I didn’t want to fight the drue. I needed their army, and I sympathized with their mission. But I would fight them if it meant getting back to Ranch in time. My head and my heart spun in in opposite directions.

And then all the hair on my neck stood up.

What if I didn’t have to fight to get the drue to do what I wanted?

What if I were so powerful that I could walk out of this tree without them having any say in stopping me?

My body, as if on instinct, turned back to the Ovate.
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TRUST AND TOUCH

ATLAS’ POOL WAS like a pot of stew filled to the brim, set into the bottom of the room where we’d been having our meal and conversations. With her at the center, you could almost imagine you were looking at the beginnings of the world’s largest (and deadliest) turtle soup. Through the crystalline water, I could see past the tips of her foreclaws, down to the base of the pool where scrapings of badgeboar revealed its origins. Why had they dug it? Could they see the future like Atlas did? Did they make it because they knew she’d need it?

I really hate these kinds of questions. Now, more than ever, I understand what Whiskers was trying to tell me about the origins of bread.

I prepared to dive in, but Atlas knew what I was doing. As I reached the edge, her long neck stretched out and her eyes slowly lowered into the water, still looking up through the clear, still depths. Her neck became a bridge between the Ovate and me, wide enough for three people to pass shoulder-to-shoulder.

As I stepped forward, arms swinging, a hand locked around my wrist.

Laven had run from the table, his cane still leaning against it. “Paprick,” he said.

“I have to,” I retorted in a lowered voice. “We can’t afford to stay here trying to make a greater that may never work. Not with the war starting up again.”

“Think it through, mate.”

“I have! You think Scalen will let us leave peacefully? Atlas is inviting me to do this. There’s more going on here, and I need this power.”

“Mate!” Laven’s voice grew desperate. “You’ve told me what would happen if you touch the Source. I can’t let you do it. We’ll send Cori another Message this afternoon. Tell them what Scalen wants.”

“Something could’ve already happened to them, Lav. I can’t wait. It’s different,” I insisted. “It won’t do the same thing the Source does.”

“How can you know that?” The plea in his eyes was louder than words, but still I wasn’t listening. I pulled away from his grip.

Everyone had left the table, gathering just out of earshot to watch us with varied levels of concern and intrigue.

“What is happening here?” Scalen asked. “Atlas says she will not wait like this forever.”

I ignored Scalen and turned back to Laven. “I just know.” My foot left the shore, landing on the soft, scaled skin of the Ovate.

“Let me do it,” Laven pleaded, stepping onto Atlas’ head after me.

“What?”

“Let me touch it instead.”

Was that allowed? Beneath me, Atlas swayed in the water. “Can he do that?” I asked.

Scalen’s voice echoed across the shore as he hurriedly approached us. “She says, ‘All Chefs are welcome.’” He paused, a hint of jealousy in his brow. When he spoke again, his voice was strained as if he were trying not to. “She has seen Florento’s hand in the world through his greaters. It is gentle, but it is also precise. Worthy in a way better suited to the future than the brutality at Chef Bessa’s heart.”

Did…did she want Laven? It almost felt like she did. But why have Scalen tell us to leave Laven behind?

“Aren’t you worried about what could happen?” I asked Laven. “I-I didn’t know you wanted this.”

His gaze passed over the egg behind me, his spectacles reflecting its glow. Teal slashed across them, the true depths behind remained hidden from me. I didn’t want him to do this for me and only me. He’d already done and sacrificed so much on my behalf.

His head tilted down as he moved his attention back to me, glasses once again transparent. “It’s not a curse for me. I won’t have to watch a partner I love die the same way. Sure, I’ll miss you and everyone else, eventually, but it’s got its benefits too. Let me do this for you.”

“Do what?” Scalen demanded. I could see the desperation welling in his face. If we didn’t move soon, he would come get answers.

“You always do everything for everyone else,” I said hurriedly. “I can’t make you do this.”

“Then let me do it for me. There’s so much about maths and alchemics we don’t know. A lifetime always felt too short to answer the questions I have. And maybe it won’t matter; you said yourself that this is different. I trust you. Trust me.”

Are there two more horrifying words?

“I’ll be standing right there with you. And if you change your mind…”

“Thank you,” he said, smiling. “Now, I left my cane, so be a good lad and help me get over there.”

I gave him my hand, and together, we crossed over Atlas’ neck onto the shell. Feng and the drue approached Atlas, intending to follow, but as we climbed onto the shell, Atlas lifted her neck, drawing the bridge. With an impossible, serpentine dexterity, she craned her neck around to watch us approach her egg.

A ringing noise filled the air as we neared it, humming louder with each pulse of energy from the umbilical at the egg’s base. Was it my imagination or were the pulses increasing in frequency? Pressure settled into my chest, my heart beating frantically. Through my hold on Laven’s wrist, I could feel his pulse climbing, too. “You don’t have—”

“I’m sure.”

We fell under the egg’s shadow, and my very bones vibrated from the intense ringing.

“Scalding sun,” Laven said. “That’s some power, ain’t it.”

Jealousy showed through my grin. As much as I didn’t want to become immortal or to feed bones to the Source like Cutler, I wanted the power Laven was about to taste. The worst parts of me roared. I’d been the one to discover the Theory of Intent. I’d created Emphon Rub and several Enhancements well before he created his Panna Cotta Favors. This power should be mine.

But the best parts of me knew Laven was more than deserving.

“Whatever happens, I’m proud of you,” I told him.

He laughed. “Don’t say things like that, mate. It sounds like I might die or something.”

“You might,” I said seriously. “Cutler—”

“I’ll be fine, mate.”

We reached the egg, and I had to stop myself from stretching out to touch it. Up close, I could see the shadow of a fetus within its teal, opaque depths. Had Cutler seen the same in the Source’s cave? Was this the yolk?

“Do I just…touch it?” Laven asked.

“Cutler and I never really got that far.” I looked up to Atlas, expecting some sign or answer, but she looked on, inscrutable. “He said to make soul-to-soul contact and then eat the piece that comes off.”

“I’m just going to touch it,” Laven said.

I took a step back, giving him room. I had no idea what to expect.

For a moment, my best friend stood still. His tongue flicked across his upper lip. “I’m just going to touch it,” he repeated.

His good arm lifted, hovering a hair’s width from the glowing surface. And then, like a man pushing open a swinging door, he drove his hand flat against it.

The light emanating from within shone. Like a sun rising from the surface, outlining the fetus within as rays exploded out into the world.

I was blinded. The air whistled like a kettle at boil. With a deafening crack, the egg went dark. A glowing piece splintered off and flipped end over end through the air for an impossibly long moment.

We exchanged excited glances as Laven leaned over to pick it up. It was barely larger than a grain of rice. As he plopped it on his tongue, he said, “Salty.”

Then he wailed.

Instantly, his body flew past me and over the side of the shell, heat sizzling off him as he fell. Water hissed as his body, seemingly on fire, struck the surface and descended. With his injuries, he’d never get back on Atlas. Assuming he was even alive.

Fury roared through my blood. This was my fault. I dove in after him. The water around him boiled as he descended. At first, I thought it was just bubbles, but the closer I tried to get, the worse the pain against my skin got.

I didn’t know what to do for him.

I couldn’t tell if he was breathing.

It was so dark I’d lost track of the surface. Atlas’ treading legs were shadows in the night.

Then Laven’s eyes snapped open. Teal light spread from his irises like beams from bullseye lanterns. As they fixed over me, I felt scrutinized to my bones. There was something inhuman in the way he perceived me.

He blinked, and the glow dulled.

Light returned to the surface, and the water became crystalline and clear again. I could see where we needed to go, and he no longer boiled.

Without care for whether I’d be burned, I hooked my arms underneath my best friend and dragged him upward. As I kicked and strained, I felt something rising toward my feet.

The flat of Atlas’ head struck me from below and carried us up out of the water.

As I gasped for breath, Laven pulled himself to his knees and examined his own hands. “Mate…” he said, awe in every ounce of his tone. “Mate!”

I pulled him into me. “It worked?”

“It worked,” he said, smiling. He stood. “My leg! It feels whole.”

“You’re a sourcerer!” I said.

“I’m a sourcerer!” he said.

Like kids, we grabbed each other and started jumping up and down, joy bubbling up into our laughter.

But of course, we didn’t know the truth. What he really was.
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OVATRY

WHEN WE STOPPED celebrating, Laven examined his hands again and flexed them tight, his teal knuckle bones pressing against the thin skin. His bones, like Cutler’s and the other sourcerers’, had become endurmite.

“What is happening up there?” Feng called from shore. “Is Laven alright?”

“Oh, I’m alright!” Laven called back. “Better than alright.”

“What have you done?” Scalen asked. “Why has the egg gone dull?”

The glow had disappeared from the egg, and the umbilical had stopped pulsing. I can’t explain how, but it almost looked tired, like the crystalline structure had sagged its shoulders after a long day. Atlas was still swaying in water, but sluggishly now.

A thought had flashed through me in the moment before Laven touched the egg. Caprishells, I knew, ate endurmite. But the only endurmite in this chamber was the egg itself…and now Laven’s bones.

What had Atlas been eating since she’d grown?

Before I could ask her, she dragged herself onto land and collapsed suddenly. Laven and I had to pinwheel our arms to remain on top of her head, which crashed right beside Feng and the drue.

“What have you done to her?” Scalen shrieked. “Her mind has become clouded.”

Laven flexed his hands again. “She’ll be fine. She’s merely tired from the transfer.”

“How do you know that? What transfer?” Scalen asked.

“Her mind may be veiled to you, but it’s as clear as desert day to me,” Laven answered, and he tapped his head. “We can speak. Does that worry you, Scalen? She has a lot to say about you. You called yourself her Voice, but I know the truth, mate. You were her muzzle.”

His words sent a chill down my spine. The venom in them could’ve blighted a nation.

A covetous scowl broke across Scalen’s face. “Get down here and explain yourself.”

Laven leapt from Atlas’ head, a good five meters off the ground, and landed with ease, as if he’d stepped off one stair to another. It seemed that his injuries had been fully healed; what Emphon Milk and the finest doctors couldn’t do, the transformation had done instantly.

As I hurried down, Laven explained. “The Ovate and I have formed a complex connection. We share power. I can even feel the cadence of her heart as if it were my own. She knows my thoughts, my memories, my desires.”

Then Laven lifted his hand and—I’m speculating here—channeled Stormsquall. A bolt of lightning sprang from his hand and charred Scalen’s body to dust.

“And I know hers.”

As Nidari, Woden, and Feng all reacted in various states of shock, I turned to Laven, desperate to know what the hell was going on, but I didn’t get a chance to ask. The teal ringing Laven’s eyes disappeared, his arm fell back to his side, and my best friend collapsed to the ground. He was out cold.

The pile of ash trailed wisps of heat. From the tunnel mouth where they’d been waiting, werewolphon guards bounded toward us, glaives raised. I held up my hands, desperate to stop them from impaling us. Feng reached for her weapon, still slung over her shoulder as usual. Before she could draw it, Atlas raised her head and roared at the werewolphon, stopping everyone in their tracks.

Like a serpent, her long neck snaked around Laven and me, tucking us into a protective embrace. Minutes passed, and though we couldn’t see, we could hear Nidari giving orders and more people assembling outside.

Laven finally roused in my arms.

“What happened?” he said, groggily.

“You killed my dad!” Feng shouted from behind Atlas’ neck. “What the fuck!”

After shuffling out of my arms, Laven rubbed his temples and said, “He’d been lying to them. Torturing her. Atlas, she… she made me do it.”

“She made you?” Feng said. “I’m going to make your head explode.” “Chef,” I said sharply. “Threaten him again, and I don’t care how strong you are. You go through me.”

“No,” Laven said, pulling himself to his feet and wincing as his weight fell onto his leg. “Guess that healing wasn’t permanent.” He looked at Atlas and sighed as she gave a faint nod. “Can you grab my cane, mate? It’s right there.”

In the chaos, we’d ended up back by the table. I did as he asked.

“Look, mate, Feng’s right. I shouldn’t have done that so hastily. I-I don’t think I realized that I could do it. But she deserves the truth about why. They all do.”

As if on cue, Atlas unwound her neck to reveal a legion of werephon in half a dozen different forms. Weapons sparkled throughout the room. Nidari stood at their front, having eaten Badgeboar Roll, tusks and claws revealing her wereboar strength. She must have had some nearby in case something like this happened, which meant they were better prepared to fight than I’d thought. But remarkably, she seemed calm—and almost pleased.

The moment Atlas was out of the way, Feng spiked her rolling pin onto the ground and punched Laven in the jaw.

He didn’t crumble, but I had to hold him up.

“Explain yourself!” Feng demanded as Nidari pulled her back.

“Don’t make this worse than it needs to be,” Nidari said, ignoring Feng. “Surrender peacefully.”

“I want no part of them,” Feng decided, extricating herself from Nidari and stalking a few paces away. “Kill them slowly for all I care.”

“There’s no need for that,” Laven said, massaging his jaw. “I speak for Atlas. Unlike Scalen, I will not lie about what she says. I can’t adequately explain it, but she told me to kill him. It was like a thought in my head, from me, and I just listened to it. It was hasty, and I am sorry for that. I didn’t even realize what was happening. But it was her will.”

Nidari stepped forward, raising a weapon that reminded me of both a sickle and a breadknife, with round, serrated edges along its curved length. “Why should I believe you aren’t the one lying?” Given what had just happened, I expected the words to come out violently, but again, she remained comfortingly calm.

Laven looked up at Atlas, her head still rising above us threateningly. As he did, his eyes flashed teal, and the creature’s flashed the same color. “She says, ‘The one you called Voice told you that my acid glands could only provide enough liquid to fill one barrel every few weeks. It’s why you had to wait so long between each liberation. But if you descend into the roots, you will find that Scalen stored hundreds more barrels of my acid. There is no way my—’” Laven stumbled for a moment. “I don’t know how to translate the word she just used in my head. She said something like ‘egg-father,’ but she means me. There’s no way I could’ve known about the barrels. She says, ‘And if you desire more proof, then watch.’”

A gout of acid spat from the back of her throat, striking the chamber wall above the tunnel’s mouth. A perfectly circular hole formed in the wood as it sank through. This must have been how the drue had gotten into sanctuaries without causing an explosion. The drue watched on in shock until one said, “We milked those glands three days ago. He may be telling the truth.”

“I had my suspicions,” Nidari muttered.

Laven went on. “She says, ‘Scalen also told you that I offered our army to the Chef King’—Chef King?—‘this was a lie. My children will not be yoked to the whims of a brute. We are not his to lead. But we will fight for my egg-father when the time comes. What you do until then is your business. You have been kind to me, and for that I am merciful.’”

“What?” I spun around to face her, turning my back on Nidari and her legion. “We came all this way, and you won’t even honor the promise of an army?”

Laven spoke for her. “Mate, Scalen lied. It was never her intention. She’s wanted me from the beginning. It’s why he tried to keep me from coming. Part of him knew there was something in her head that needed me. She’d seen this.”

“I don’t starving care!” I roared. “Ranch is in trouble, and now I have no army. Someone owes me something.” My voice broke. “I need help.”

Nidari shook her head. “You come to our land and believe you are owed? You’re no better than the imperials.”

“Atlas commands that Paprick be allowed to leave,” Laven said, confidently. “And if you try to stop him, I will stop you.” As if to echo his words, Atlas growled from deep within her chest, shaking the air in the room.

“Can you actually do that?” I whispered. “Sourcery’s powerful, but you just passed out.”

“It’s not sourcery. It’s ovatry,” Laven corrected, his voice low. “But no, I’m bluffing. I don’t know why it’s different, but I don’t think I can do much at all. Can barely stand, if I’m being honest. Atlas says I won’t be able to channel any greaters until she’s rested.”

“At all?” I thought my head was going to explode. “I hope you’re immortal, because they’re going to kill us!”

“I don’t know if I am.”

“Enough whispering,” Nidari ordered. “We need time to assess what happened here. We will not let you walk free without giving every member of our order the chance to weigh in.”

“Weigh in? I don’t have time for you to consult every zealot in the city. I need to leave!”

“By all means, Chef, make your way out and walk back to Ryespur if you want. I refer only to Florento. It was not your hand that struck down the Voice. Though even you cannot be so selfish as to leave your best friend to the wolves.”

“Don’t listen to her,” Laven said. “Atlas says there’s a path down to the roots through there. Just keep following it down and you’ll find your way out of here.”

“Are you kidding me? I’m not leaving you here.” It hurt that I felt I even needed to say so.

“Ranch needs you, mate, and I can’t leave Atlas. Not for…a while. But trust me. I’ll be in contact, and I will reach Ranch in time.”

“In time? In time for what?”

“She says it’s best if you don’t know the specifics. I can only see flashes of what’s to come in her memories, but I agree. I’m sorry, mate. But I will be there.”

I felt betrayed, unmoored. Laven never left me. He was always there, even when he shouldn’t be. “There are wolphon and badgeboar in the roots. I’m days away from Ryespur on foot, let alone Ranch. Leaving without you makes no sense!”

He shook his head. “Trust me.”

Those words again.

“Okay. You’ll Message?” I pleaded. “I’ll hear from you?”

He nodded. “Listen. There’s a wolphon in the roots called Fenrir. The drue have spent years training him. Use trussers to get on his back and you’ll find a mechanism that lowers a moose leg out in front of his snout. He’ll chase it. Ride him straight to Ranch. Don’t stop in Ryespur.”

“Ride a wolphon? Are you raving?”

“Atlas says it’s the only way you’ll get there fast enough. She promises it’ll work.”

“Promises? And you think we should trust her? She just forced you to kill a man. Have you even killed before? I mean, directly?”

Laven’s gaze fell away. “The future is littered with death. It doesn’t matter. We can trust her. Mate, you have no idea how much we need her for what’s to come.”

I looked back at Nidari and her army. They’d been listening to this entire exchange, and most looked like they just needed one excuse to come after me. Gods, even then, I knew I needed their army for something—even if I didn’t know quite what.

Feng stood beside them, eyes heavy and haunted. She met my gaze. “You are leaving, then?”

“Looks that way.”

She sighed and picked up her weapon. “Well, I’m not staying here with him.”

“Can I trust her?” I whispered to Laven.

“I haven’t seen any reason you shouldn’t.”

As she reached me, she spat at Laven’s feet. “I looked up to you, the things you can do in a kitchen. But I will not forget this. One day, we will settle this bill.”

“I know.” Laven grimaced and spoke with a sureness that sent a lance down my spine. “Now, go. Cori’ll be waiting for you outside of Ranch.”

We pulled each other into a firm embrace. “Don’t die up here,” I said. “I still have plans to screw with you in our kitchen over the years.”

With a wink, he made a promise. “Don’t worry, mate. I’ve got some surprises for you, too. Just don’t stop in Ryespur.”

I looked to Nidari. “You’ll let us leave?”

“Gladly. Everywhere you go, you bring death. Scalen might have wanted that outcome here, but I actually care about my people.” She lowered her voice. “Consider us even.”

“Even for what?”

“That man was never going to let me lead my country. You have won me a battle I dreaded fighting. Now go, before my people lose patience.”

With one last look at Nidari and her army, I hurried into the tunnel with Feng on my heels.
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FENG OVER FANGS

IT TOOK NEARLY two days to hike down the tree and find the wolphon I was supposed to ride back to Ranch. As I stared at the starving beast, I wanted to climb back up and kill Laven myself.

Five wolphon lay in the bramble-walled cavern, but it was obvious which was Fenrir. He could only be the one isolated from the other four, which were all snuggled together, napping among the branching, red roots on our right. The lone wolphon slurped intestines out of a gryphon carcass like a bowl of spaghetti.

I couldn’t imagine a canine less likely to be a friend. The sleeping ones, each the height and length of Bessa, only much, much ganglier, might’ve looked like emphon I would want to play with if I were using Badgeboar Tacos to give myself a strength and height advantage. Fenrir looked willing to play, alright. With my corpse.

Cori’s safety was the only thing that kept me from running away.

Feng and I crept behind a root thicker than most buildings, approaching Fenrir from the tail. The drue had built a crane into the collar that looped around the wolphon’s neck. The crane arm stood over the toxic spines on the ridge of Fenrir’s back, but no ladders rose toward it like in the King’s Factory. At the top of the tail, the crane’s base formed a platform like the gondala we’d once used in Mangtier, a ring hung above it, marking the target for our trusser shots.

It’d be tricky though. The chamber was wide open and Fenrir would sniff us out well before we reached him. Our only chance of reaching the platform was to shoot up into the brambles above, swing along the wall behind him, and then hope that he didn’t spin around at the sound or scent of our approach. (Don’t worry about how we got the trussers. It’s a long story that involved Feng interrupting two innocent—and let’s just say passionate—drue neglecting their guard duties.)

Feng went first.

As she soared ahead, I tried to banish the worry creeping up my spine. We’d just traveled two days together, and on the first day, we’d talked it out. She didn’t blame me, though she certainly intended to hold Laven accountable one day. She wanted out of the Empire as fast as possible, and right then, that meant working with me.

Still, I knew how I felt about the people involved with my moms’ deaths and the murderer himself. Scalen and Feng hadn’t been close for years, but she still watched him die mere hours after she admitted she was thankful he’d saved her life as a babe. She hadn’t taken revenge against Laven by killing me while I was asleep or anything, but how much of that was because she needed me to get out of here? Could I really trust her not to betray me the moment I wasn’t necessary?

I didn’t have the time to dwell on it. We’d learned how to operate the crane mechanism when we’d interrogated our indisposed guards, and it was a two-person job. Laven knew all about this—from Atlas, I guessed—and he wouldn’t have sent me on a goose chase. He must’ve known Feng would come with me and that I could trust her to help me operate it. (I tried not to think about that too much either. All this precognition was really starting to upset my view of reality.)

Feng fired her second sequence of trusser shots, angling from the ceiling to the wall. Time for me to follow. If she landed on Fenrir’s neck before I fired my final shot, he might sense her impact, turn, and rip me straight out of the air.

I shot upward. Heart beating in my throat, wind rushing into my ears, feet feeling like leaden weights—all companions for the fear and doubt weighing me down. The second swing, which took me toward the walls, was more familiar. While flying to Ryespur, I’d gotten the hang of trussers, and though it’d been more than a month since then, I still felt the familiar plummet of my stomach rushing along with my momentum. My mind and emotions settled into the rhythm of the swing, the focus of lining up the shot.

That didn’t mean I wasn’t nervous. The crossbows slipped in my sweating palms, and I nearly lost my grip on the first exchange. We each went twice off the wall. As I got to my second swing, Feng aimed for the platform. The bolts slammed into the ring, locking into the wood panel behind.

The moment they hit, Fenrir’s muzzle snapped up from the gryphon intestines and his spine ridges flexed, more toxin leaking out. As he sniffed, Feng’s trussers pulled her past the crane and toward the neck. I leapt out of my swing and lined up my shot at the platform.

Feng’s feet hit the wood panel, and she dropped to the platform, releasing her trussers.

Fenrir bucked as I shot, his head snapping my way with a growl.

My hand slipped and both my shots bounced off the hard endurmite of his spines. I was floating so far over the ground I could barely see it in the dark chamber. The other wolphon let out startled, wakeful yips.

Fenrir’s eyes locked onto me in the air, and quickly, he shuffled his back legs around, removing what little shot I had on the target. Forced to pivot, I shot into the ceiling, unsighted, hoping I’d hit something that I could anchor into. He leapt, jaws open.

With a whine, my ziplines yanked me up and over Fenrir’s snapping teeth. It wasn’t enough to fully clear. My foot snagged against the tip of the spine between his ears, and I lost my grip on my lefthand crossbow. It was looped around my wrist as a precaution, but I fumbled for it and missed, leaving it dangling uselessly as I slammed into the ceiling a second later.

Having reached the end of my line, my trussers fully retracted.

Free fall.

The only chance I had now was to hit the target on his neck as I fell. I still didn’t have a grip on my left bow. Had to do it one-handed. But I didn’t have a shot. Fenrir still faced the wrong way.

I was going to crash into the spine on his head or his mouth.

Time seemed to slow as my mind embraced my trust for Laven. He wouldn’t have sent me to my death.

The crane swung, trailing a moose in its hook past the emphon’s nose, and his head swung in the perfect direction. The ring appeared right where my right bow could find it.

I shot and felt the impact into the wooden panel. Wrenched off-axis, I spun through the air and slammed my back against the wall, knocking the wind out of me before I landed on the platform.

Feng was there immediately, strapping me into the harness. It would keep me from being flung off by a ravenous wolphon chasing his tail to see where we went.

“Famines, am I glad you’re so strong,” I said as I caught my breath. “Thank you.”

“There will be time for that later. Now, let us get out of here.”

When I could stand, Feng led me to the crane controls. It was nothing short of miraculous that she’d been able to turn the crank on her own. Even with my help on the other side, it was hard to look through the binocular sights and operate the gyro mechanism that lifted and rotated the moose carcass over Fenrir’s snout. Once we got it aligned where we wanted, he followed, loping into a run out of the roots and into the open forest around the skyroot tree.

For the second and last time, I gawked at its majesty. Sunset bathed the leaves afire in shimmering light, making it appear as if the very sky would rain flame.

*   *   *

“I have more questions than I feel adequately able to voice,” the archivist says. “Congratulations. That’s a first for me.”

The Butcher’s normal arrogance is subdued as he forces a smile. “You could’ve told me three times over it was going to play out like that, and I wouldn’t have believed you. Even with Foresight Fried Gryphon. But that’s how it went. Do you believe me?”

“Is that important?” The surprise is obvious in the archivist’s voice.

“This time, yes.”

She studies him across the table. In some ways, he’s the boy she remembers from the Academy, but in more ways, he is not. He is the Butcher. Was this one of the moments that led to his evolution, losing his steadfast friend at his side and coveting Laven’s power? “I do.”

“Then ask one question before we move on. I still intend to answer your original questions about the Source. It’s best if we get through the battle before our meals come.”

After a lengthy pause to consider, the archivist takes a sip from her goblet of water and makes a statement. “Whenever Cutler or Shepherd uses sourcerery, their eyes turn teal. The same appears true for Laven with ovatry. You’ve made a point to make that clear.”

The arrogant smile she’s come to loathe worms back into the Butcher’s expression. His eyes flash momentarily yellow, as if teasing her to ask the question.

“Why don’t yours?” she asks. “Why are they yellow as if you’ve eaten a greater?”

“Finally, Yenne, you’re asking the right questions.” He taps the table. “But as usual, you’re too early for the answer. So let me give you one to a different question: a greater that allows one to transport themselves across great distances in an instant.”

“What?”

“Earlier, you asked what I want from Dyl. That’s the answer. They know a greater that allows that. I want it.”

“I don’t know it,” the archivist admits.

“If you did,” the Butcher says casually, “I’d have it already. I need them.”

“Why do you need that greater?” the archivist asks. “Now, of all times, with the Empheron coming here? Surely you don’t mean to leave.”

He sighs.

“Why can’t you ask Cutler for it?” she presses. “He’s used it multiple times.”

“I don’t have the time to learn it. I need it.”

Her brows fold in. “What does that mean? How could it matter whether you got it from Cutler or Dyl?”

“I think that’s enough questions.”
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FELT LIKE THE RIGHT IDEA AT THE TIME

FOR THE FIRST eight hours, I marveled at how single-minded Fenrir seemed to be. He never stopped chasing the moose hanging over his head, though it wasn’t like we were all that interested in trying to stop him. Feng and I had stolen some travel rations along with our trussers, and the crane—which had a “ground” floor larger than my old apartment in Common 3—had beds and a whole toilet system. Better to let the hungry emphon do his own thing.

Bessa was never like this. When I’d stared into her eyes, I’d sensed a deep and calculating mind. Not something as limited as a squirrel’s. When I’d eventually raised her bones, I felt the echoes of an intelligence that proved my suspicion. Famines, gryphon could talk. Why was this one so easily fooled by the crane?

Of course, he wasn’t. The moment he saw another moose, he altered course and went after it. When he was thirsty, he didn’t care where the crane led; he sniffed out water and drank. He wasn’t chasing the moose so much as allowing it to direct him somewhere. I don’t think he cared where he ran so long as he got to run.

I empathized. So often, I didn’t care what I punched.

Despite Laven’s warning, we’d made for Ryespur. I’d already heard from him with Message in a Bottle. The drue were still deciding what to do with him. For his sake, I hoped they decided soon.

On Fenrir, we couldn’t break the tree line without being noticed. But I couldn’t pass by without knowing whether the Empire pursued Cori. If Ranch and Herdland were under threat, I needed to know how many fronts we’d be fighting on, and we’d need more than stolen rations and the spices in my sheath to make it back to Ranch.

The moment we stopped, Fenrir curled into a ball and went to sleep, which gave us a good impression of his limits. Evening crept into the wasteland-like outskirts, and ash clouds darkened the sky even further.

By trusser, I flew off Fenrir’s back, leaving Feng to look after him while he slept, and headed for the center of town. Any rangers patrolling the tree-road would see me, but I wasn’t going for stealth, at least not in the traditional sense. Hiding in plain sight and all that.

It was so dark, I couldn’t even see the clouds above my head. Could only hear the occasional beat of wings as bats and owls and whatever else stalks the night did exactly that.

I kept my hood up as I flew through the trees, and I positioned my cleaversaw beneath my feathered cloak in a poor attempt to conceal it. Neither would hold up on close inspection, but for once, fortune smiled on me. I made it to the central redwood without being intercepted. Rather than risk my luck descending the stairs within the tree, I shot from factory to factory until I reached downtown Ryespur.

I needed food and information. Were the rangers or the legion or the empress-elect still in the city or had any them left? I knew Leif and the drue would know, and I doubted information about Scalen’s death would’ve reached them this quickly. I hoped to find the employee entrance to the bakery unlocked. It wasn’t. He’d already closed the shop for the night, and I didn’t know any other drue or where Leif lived. In fact, I really only knew Riv’s compound, Shepherd’s old house, and the one Cori and I had rented for all of two days. It would’ve been smarter to send Feng in—her resources were far broader—but could I really trust her? What if she told someone about Scalen? And what if Cori left me a message in that house that Feng couldn’t recognize?

The rental appeared to be unguarded. I still swept the rooftops, searching the adjacent buildings and those across the street in case anyone was posted to keep watch.

Signs of haste were everywhere inside. The furniture had been knocked aside, drawers left open. Junk lay scattered here and there, but no clothes had been left and Cori’s flatsaw was gone. Perhaps there’d been a scuffle, or this had been staged to look this way, but I didn’t think so. Some dry goods and fresh-ish produce survived the mess, so I shoved them into my duffel bag. Between my cleaversaw sheath, my trusser backpack, the crossbows, and a duffel, I ached for Endurance to lighten the load, but hopefully my next stop would help with that—unless I went back half empty.

I should’ve gone back. I was basing a ridiculous plan to get answers on a hunch. Instead, I flew to Shepherd’s house. My hand shook with uncertainty, but I knocked on the door, hard.

“Why, this is unexpected,” Terry said when he opened the door. “What brings you in at this hour?” He still had a few lingering bruises from the fight we’d had in my pop-up, but the smile on his face was as charming as ever.

“I need a favor,” I said.

“The absolute bollocks on you.” He chuckled and let me in. “Why the hell not? What is it?”

“I need to use your kitchen,” I said. “And maybe borrow some ingredients.”

“Out of the question if you’re cooking meat.”

“I’m not.”

He shrugged and motioned me forward. “Leave your weapons by the door, if you don’t mind. You remember the way, surely.”

I removed my cleaversaw and trussers with both reluctance and relief. Gods, they were heavy.

As I passed through the parlor, I found Shepherd reading in a nightgown. Her eyes snapped to me with characteristic disgust. “The first time I saw this future, I didn’t seem to want you here,” she said, “and now, as the moment arrives, I find I still don’t.”

“I guess that makes two—or three?—of us, but I’m out of luck.”

“Luck,” she said, as if the word were a swear. “I would think you’d be feeling absolutely ripe with it, given how you’ve shaken things up.”

“What does that mean?”

“Your sidekick, Florento. I admit, I focused so surely on you, I never saw that coming.”

Did she already know? I tried to keep my face straight. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, shut up, you stupid little boy. I am twenty times your age. You think I don’t know when a new sourcerer is born? I don’t know how he managed it. There’s something…off about his footprint, and it’s very weak, but it isn’t the first time I’ve been caught by surprise. I can feel him in the web of energy somewhere in the north. Did you teleport there from the Source to try to confound me?”

If she knew that much, it didn’t make much sense to lie. “No,” I said. “He’s something else. An ovater.”

“Like the Ovate the drue are always on about?” Terry asked from behind me.

“You know about the Ovate?”

“The drue and I run in similar markets,” he said. “There are only so many vendors of zensu beans. I figured you’d be on their radar after your pop-up.”

“Look, I’m in a hurry,” I said. I also didn’t like how much information I was sharing just by being in this conversation. “Can I use the kitchen?”

“You may,” Shep said, “but Terry will watch and record the recipe for what you make.”

This was the exact reason I’d hoped to go to Leif, but I didn’t have a choice. It was this, trying to infiltrate Riv’s compound on the off chance he knew something, or going back to Fenrir empty-handed. “Fine. Terry, I hope you liked Alchemic Gastro in school.”

“Loathed it, if I’m being honest.”

“Just another thing we have in common,” I complained.

*   *   *

“Even for you,” the archivist says, “this seems like an especially foolish plan. Why would you go in there?”

The Butcher shrugs. “I sat on Fenrir’s back with nothing to do for eight hours. Feng didn’t want to talk to me. Have you ever sat with nothing to do for that long? Seriously, you can convince yourself that any idea is a good one. Maybe in the beginning I thought going there was a bad idea, but by the time I actually got to Ryespur? I was sure Terry would keep his word.”

“That he wouldn’t stab you in the back?”

The Butcher nods.

Stifling a laugh, the archivist asks, “And how did that work out for you?”
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SPHERES OF INFLUENCE

“YOU’VE DONE IT wrong again,” Terry moaned from behind me.

“You think I don’t know that?” I said. The “spheres” in front of me resembled a pile of mushy peas, only white. They certainly weren’t Message in a Bottle, as intended.

With a sigh, I wiped sweat from my brow and resisted the urge to shove the entire alchemic setup off the tabletop. Two and half hours wasted. I was going to kill Laven. Yes, he’d told me not to come to Ryespur. Yes, I’d decided to do so anyway. And yes, this was his greater, so its methods were his to decide, but starve every mouth in Ranch, did he have to pick the most complicated starving process in the history of hell?

“This is the second time you’ve failed, and while I am quite content to watch you bang your head against a wall, I don’t want to be up all night. Let me give it a go. I actually made it all the way through to graduation.”

“Do not kill the Rare tonight,” I said aloud. “Do not kill the Rare tonight.”

“Oh, you could certainly try.”

As I started the process again, I changed the subject. If he was going to learn from me, maybe I could learn from him. “Why do you want to protect the Source anyway? You know, assuming anyone’s actually right that I try to kill it.”

From the corner of my eye, I could see him pondering the question. He took a bite from an apple and chewed so slowly I wondered if he was messing with me. But when he swallowed, he said, “I’d like to say it isn’t hurting anyone, so why hurt it? But that isn’t the truth, is it? Sourcerers cause plenty enough harm on their own, but there’s also all the scoundrels trying to become one.”

Scoundrels? Rolling my eyes, I adjusted the scales to measure out the exact amount of emphon milk this time, rather than just going on feel.

“On the other hand, sourcerers do a great deal for the world. Shepherd and I have been repairing the land here to allow the reseeding of the redwoods. Did you know that the Engi family killed hundreds of wolphon to poison it?”

“Hundreds? Famines.”

“So,” he said, ignoring me, “there’s good outweighing the bad in sourcery to consider. Without the Source, Shepherd would be dead. We wouldn’t have any of her knowledge or the sourcery to help the land. If you kill it, do we even know for certain if greaters will continue to function? To me, that’s pretty good evidence to keep the Source alive. What makes you think it’s worth killing it?”

“It eats humans,” I said, because that should’ve been answer enough.

“So do the emphon. So do trees and fungi,” he countered. “Have you ever seen what happens when a food chain is disrupted? Thousands of species are affected. You’d kill the Source because it eats humans only to cause calamitous impact upon the emphon.”

Annoyed that he wasn’t wrong, I took my milk off the scales and began measuring my alginate.

“Be mindful of how much you use,” Terry said as I poured out a small pile. “That stuff doesn’t grow on trees. Source knows you wasted enough already.”

“Some sourcerers do good in the world,” I rejoined. “Sure. But what stops them from doing evil? Why should some people have the power to take down entire nations while others don’t? How is it fair that a rock decides that?”

“Shepherd’s rules keep order.”

“The rules she’s breaking by not training me? How long will those rules last when the other sourcerers learn they don’t apply to her?”

Terry took another bite. “Touché, Chef, but the Source is a god. The God of this world. It gets to decide by virtue of being God. Who are we to question God?”

“That’s the problem with Rare. You grow up with so much authority that you never question it. What if the only way to create a better world is to kill God?”

Terry laughed and took another bite of his apple. “It’s an impossible argument,” he said, crunching. “No one can know if you even can kill God, let alone what happens after. You might make the world better, as you say, but it seems far more likely you cause an apocalypse or incur God’s wrath when you fail. We’ve seen the Empheron. If ever there was evidence that God wants retribution, it’s that monster.”

“You’ve seen it?” I said, ears perking.

“Of course. Horrible thing.”

“How is that possible? Foresight Fried Gryphon has meat.”

“I’m afraid that’s a secret.”

I had a suspicion: Variance. Was there a Foresight Fried Zensufu, a Foresight Fried Empaneer? My eyes wandered to the book in Terry’s holster. Before I’d started the first attempt at Message, he’d written the recipe into the book on his left. What else was in there?

He noticed my gaze and chewed his apple knowingly.

“So you’d rather let the Source live out of fear of the Empheron, knowing that it’s coming anyway?”

“Even more so! If that thing’s coming, we need sourcery more than ever. How else would we stop it?”

I knew a pointless argument when I saw one.

It took another two hours, by which time the night was so deep it was nearly dawn, but I produced a single serving of Message in a Bottle.

Standing and raising his arms over his head, Terry yawned. “I’m knackered.”

“Must’ve been hard, sitting there all night.”

“I offered to help. You didn’t accept. Are you going to drink that now?”

I wanted to, but Cori was likely asleep and I was still a week behind them on the road. It’d be better to hold onto it and get back on the road. I could check in as we got closer.

“No, not yet.”

“Ah. There’s a disappointment. I was hoping to see it in action.”

“Sorry,” I said, smiling.

“Oh, it’s no matter. Here, let me walk you out.”

“I know the way,” I said, suddenly feeling like turning my back to this man was a bad idea.

“Of course. Don’t let the door hit you and all that.”

We stood there a moment, neither moving. Was he actually letting me go? Was I the asshole to think that he’d screw me after extending me this favor and hospitality? We’d made a promise not to stab each other in the back. I still intended to keep that.

Slowly, I backed through the door to the kitchen into the den. I half-expected to find Shepherd there waiting to kill me, but the room was empty. Quickly, I hurried down the hallway and found my gear. The moment I had my all my bags and straps in place, I rushed out the door. As it closed behind me, I let out a deep breath and aimed my trusser at the roof across the street.

I heard a low woosh from above. Thought it was another owl.

The familiar tug of weightlessness wrapped its grip around me. But I hadn’t fired yet.

Lady Garuda had yanked me into the sky.
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Course 7: Life Lassi

A vibrant beverage that will literally change your life should you wish it. Pairs well with many imperial dishes, especially those more reliant on heat.

Ingredients (serves 4):

For the emphon yoghurt


	2 ¼ cups emphon milk

	2 tsp curd



4 cups mango, roughly chopped

2 cups emphon yogurt

2 cups emphon milk

3 tbsp raw cane sugar

½ tsp greybark, ground, or cardamom powder and a dash of vanilla extract as a substitute

1 tsp lime juice

1 tsp sea salt

Steps:


	Start by making the yoghurt. Heat emphon milk over medium-low heat, stirring occasionally to avoid burning the bottom.

	When the milk begins to boil, remove from heat and let rest until it reaches roughly 40° C.

	Add curd and whisk thoroughly. Cover the pot and let sit for 6–7 hours until the yoghurt acquires a tangy scent. 7 hours may yield a slightly sour taste.

	In a large mixing bowl, combine all remaining ingredients, whisking until smooth.

	Serve immediately over ice.



Expected Endurance Effect(s):

Endurance, momentary

Subtle – dramatic physical changes to one’s body in line with one’s desires, permanent

Increased strength and clarity of mind as if empowered by a weakened but noticeable amount of Endurance, permanent

Enhanced Endurance Effect(s):

N/A

Variance Effect(s):

Unknown

Emphon Effect(s):

Gryphon: same as in humans
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TAKING A LICKING

PANIC LANCED UP my throat like acid. I was completely unprepared, pinned by Lady Garuda’s talons so tightly I couldn’t even fire a trusser into her toe, let alone draw my cleaversaw. No Endurance, no sourcery, no ovatry.

We were climbing high fast, the light of Ryespur fading as we flew somewhere in the dark. Cold air stung my restricted lungs as wisps of clouds rushed past, first sporadic and then a carpet so muffling and wet I began to shake. By the time we burst through, my vision was spotting. I saw Cori’s face more often than the stars. My moms, my aunt and uncle, little Musta, and Laven flashed through memory.

“You don’t die.” Through trembling lips, I repeated this to myself like a mantra. The only thing mitigating my anxiety was how godsdamned sure everyone was that I lived long enough to start the apocalypse.

Breathing got harder and the line between consciousness blurred into a gray state where I couldn’t be sure if my eyes were open or closed. I had pockets of lucidity. Enough to recognize the sun higher in the sky each time. It was on my left. East. We were headed south. Why did I ignore Laven’s warning?

The next thing I remember is slamming into the ground. Pain shot up my left leg. I tumbled and gasped, clutching at my ankle as my back pressed against what I thought was a wall but turned out to be a branch thicker than my chest.

As I breathed through the swelling throbs, the floor and walls around me became a gryphon nest. Thick branches thatched and weaved together to form an open-cylinder shape like in a normal bird’s, but that’s about where the similarities ended. The nest was more often bones or endurmite than branches, and a fine powder that might’ve been sand or might’ve been bone dust coated the bottom. At the far end from where I landed, a pool of water wide enough for me to swim across lapped against the sand as whatever branch we rested on swayed. The nest itself could probably hold two or three gryphon.

There was only one.

Garuda paced back and forth like a stalking cat between the water and me, her eyes motionless atop their stalks as her body moved beneath them. She didn’t blink, didn’t waver her gaze. I had her undivided attention, and I wanted nothing more than to get rid of it.

The mechanical bits of my trussers lay scattered like smashed eggshells. I wouldn’t be flying out of the nest. Breathing through the pain, I reached for my cleaversaw but came up empty. My sheathed saw lay behind her, having come undone when I landed. Next to it, my duffel leaked grains and produce into the sand.

“If you’re going to eat me,” I said, opting for bravado, “at least spice me first. I don’t want to go out bland.”

Someone chuckled beyond my line of sight. Maybe on the other side of the nest’s walls.

“Who’s there?” I asked. “Beakka?”

No answer came, and I still didn’t know why Garuda waited, so I tried to orient myself. Oppressive warmth sapped at my skin, and a quick look told me I was in a rainforest rather than the redwood, which probably meant I was all the way back in Mangtier. No matter where I was, if I was in a tree that could support a gryphon nest, I was a long way up. No jumping over the side and taking my chances.

Not on this ankle, especially.

So that was the first order of business.

“Well, come on!” I yelled, goading Garuda.

Dutiful, Garuda’s beak shot forward and erupted with a wet squawk, her tongue lashing over me and bathing me in saliva. The smell of decay mixed with the citrusy sweetness of the milk dripping off her fangs. In perhaps the most raving moment of my life, I launched my body at her canine, ignoring the nauseating surge in my ankle, and wrapped my arms around the tooth.

Garuda startled, flinging her neck back, but I held on and licked the tooth, peeling some of the milk into my mouth.

If you paid attention yesterday, you might’ve noticed that there’s a difference between emphon milk the ingredient and Emphon Milk the greater. To get from one to the other, there’s a single step. And it isn’t licking it off the starving tooth.

The only step for making Emphon Milk is shaking it inside a closed container. Why? Hell if I know. You’d have to ask the person that invented it. But that’s why it almost always comes in vials or jugs stored in containers that are very secure and unlikely to jostle.

I let go, slamming onto her tongue, which promptly flicked me out of her mouth and back onto the sand. I rolled twice, careful to keep from swallowing, and came to a stop with half a mouthful of milk still in me. Hoping my mouth counted as a closed container as I’d tumbled about, I swallowed.

Relief flooded my ankle immediately, and I sighed my relief. Endurance welled in me briefly, and gods, how I wished I could hold onto it. The clarity and strength gave me confidence I desperately needed. But it’d been barely any milk, enough to heal a sprained ankle and some bruises but little more.

My surroundings came into sharper view. The sun shone. A breeze came from the west. I smelled curry powder on the wind, which meant I couldn’t be far from a kitchen. The dueling kitchen at the Temple of the Gryphon, maybe? I knew Garuda lived above the temple. But how far was the drop?

“That was impressive. Few are so resourceful.”

The icy, formal voice was, of course, familiar enough to recognize, even though it came from outside of the nest.

“Glayd, right?” I asked, calling out. “Or would you prefer empress-elect, Your Imperial Majesty, or whatever?” When she didn’t answer, I tried goading her further. “I knew someone was pushing Garuda after me, but I figured it was Beakka. I know you’re still pining over your ex, but what did I do to piss you off?”

“Pining? Please. Feng was a blink in my existence. Her presence has been an inconvenience, nothing more. As for the Lady, you enraged her when you used the Panchon’s greater to control her. I am but an ally fulfilling a promise today.”

“Oh, excuse me, Your Imperialness, I didn’t realize you were such an advocate for emphon rights. Is that why you lied about Ryespur’s soil being fertile? Didn’t want the emphon to accidentally eat something they could digest?”

“Am I supposed to be impressed by your knowledge?” She laughed again. “Feng tells that story to every person she can. Let me be clear, Chef, you know nothing about me. I, however, know everything about you.”

“Big words from someone hiding behind a gryphon.”

The empress-elect climbed atop the side of the nest and jumped down. Given how the nest wall was taller than me, I couldn’t help but be stubbornly impressed by how demurely she landed. Not a braid out of line or a feather in her cloak rustled.

Then, her eyes met mine, and I realized she had an advantage at her disposal. You’d think Cutler would’ve warned me that the empress-elect was a starving sourcerer.

She was certainly right. I didn’t know a damn thing.

“This about the Source, then?” I said, cursing internally and trying to play it cool. “You’re on Shepherd’s side?”

“More pests. No, I harbor no loyalty to Shepherd, Cutler, or the other children running around playing at power.”

Beside her, Garuda shifted to reveal more of the pool in the nest. An unfertilized gryphon egg floated in its center. Could that be useful? My cleaversaw still lay on the shore.

“What’s this about then?” I asked, shifting slightly for a better angle. “You can’t honestly expect me to believe you went through all the trouble of siccing your chicken on me because I made her do something she didn’t like. Not after you went so far as to carve my restaurant’s logo into a scalp and paint it up and down the Empire. That was you and Beakka, right?”

That got a smirk. “Discovered that wasn’t the drue then? Maybe there is something in that head of yours after all. Surprising.”

“Starve. You’re not worth the energy you consume,” I cursed. “I’ve had more than enough insults levied by self-important rulers who think they’re smarter than the people holding their countries up. Just tell me why you killed Hili so I can make your death appropriately slow.”

Garuda squawked at me again, but Glayd laid a hand on the beast’s foreleg, causing it to shudder a little. “Shh, now, youngling. Just because he throws insults around doesn’t mean we need to be defensive.”

While she was being obstinate, I tried to remember the Temple of the Gryphon’s floorplan. The top floor of the structure was the widest. If I leapt out of here, I’d have a pretty good chance of landing on the cupola ceiling. I knew there was an opening at the top; Garuda flew out of it after the duel. But how far would the fall be? I couldn’t risk breaking an ankle again.

Could I dive past Garuda’s forepaws and get to my cleaversaw? If I did, maybe I could threaten the egg. Would that work against a gryphon? Risky with the whole cannibalism thing.

“Why am I here?”

She laughed coldly. “You killed rangers. You started a war I’ve waited centuries for. Now, I get to work.”

“Centuries? How old are you?”

“Older than I can remember,” she answered. “I was among the First Ones.”

I couldn’t help it. I gaped. Shepherd and Cutler had both aged significantly, but Glayd still looked young enough to be in her twenties. “Seriously?”

“You’ve heard of the First Flavor? I was there when it was made, back when we still wore our suits. If you’d told the teenager who ate that meal she’d live long enough to see a religion devoted to her and the idiots who got off the ship with her, she would have cried.”

I didn’t know what to say. It was easy to tell myself she was lying, but I couldn’t convince myself that she was.

“I forget myself.” As gracefully as she hopped into the nest, she leapt onto Garuda’s back. “Be a gem and behave yourself while we are away. The fall to the Temple could shatter every bone in your body, and you’ve still a part to play. I’ll give your fiancée your best.”

“What does Cori have to do with this?” I yelled.

But they were already long gone.
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THE OBVIOUS SOLUTION

DESPERATE TO LET my fury out, I snatched up my cleaversaw, yanked it out of the sheath, and attacked the side of the nest like it was a Rare army. I only stopped when I realized I’d stopped sweating.

It was far too hot to stop sweating. Everyone who grows up in Ranch knows what comes after you dry up in heat like that. My anger turned to disgust at myself. How could I nearly give myself heatstroke in a starving tree?

Dizziness fluttered my eyes, and for a moment, I thought I was falling. Hastily, I shuffled back from the nest’s edge, nearly tripping in the sand, and tried to catch my breath. I needed to cool down.

After dropping my cleaversaw, I crawled to the duffel bag and rifled around for the single canteen I’d bothered to bring. Hoping the water in the pool was potable, I filled the container. My throat ached to drink the full thing in one go, but I knew where that would get me, so I took some soft sips. In between, I cut a sleeve off my shirt and soaked it in the pool. A wave of coolness radiated from my head to my chest as I ran it over my forehead and neck.

I couldn’t remember if submerging myself in the water was dangerous or helpful. Dizzy and unsure, I lay in the shadiest part of the nest I could find and rested. The fugue state that followed was deadlier than it seemed. Like my flight here, it was in and out, punctuated by sips until the canteen was empty and I had to crawl back to the water.

Thankfully, storms rolled in as evening fell. By morning, I was hydrated enough to realize exactly how much I’d screwed up. I just wished I knew what was going on.

I had no idea what Glayd could be up to. She’d all but admitted to using my logo to lure me around. That meant she opposed the drue, which I knew already. With the blight and the report, she’d ruined the prospects of Spurian Self-Reliance years ago. But what did she want from Cori? Why had she stuck me up here? Why kill Hili?

Hunger forced me to cast my attention elsewhere. No way would I sit in this tree for weeks. I’d only attacked the nest after Garuda left instead of starting on a plan of escape because I’d consumed enough Emphon Milk. Doing anything smart risked gorging.

But it’d been at least twelve hours since then, and I was ready for risks. The question was how. Not for the last time, I wished I knew the greater that allowed me to teleport. Cutler had implied its existence, but as usual, I’d been too distracted by bullshit to ask him what it was.

Figure out what you have, I reminded myself.

I started with the most important ingredient: endurium. Thanks to Cori, I had skyroot powder and greybark in my cleaversaw’s spice vials. I also had the bottle of Message spheres and the gryphon egg, not that I knew what to do with it yet. Flight Food was the only greater I knew that used it and with broken trussers I wouldn’t get much out of it.

The storm had soaked through most of my duffel, ruining some of its contents, but I still had a small sack of flour, a cup or two of rice, and some produce that was really starting to show its age, all of which I tucked out of the rain as soon as I got my wits back.

The obvious but dangerous strategy was to down the bottle of Message and call for help. But that assumed the greater actually worked. It wasn’t like I’d made it before. For all I knew, I was carrying around a vial of spherified milk that would do nothing but line my stomach with useless endurium. The other problem was the range. Maybe I could reach as far as Ryespur with it, but certainly not as far as Laven. Who could I contact?

I banged my head into my hands a few times. I was going to have to invent something with what I had. Within seconds of the realization, Insight Enchiladas haunted my thoughts. I still didn’t know how I’d made them. I’d made Grilled Zensufu Fries, but it hadn’t been easy and that wasn’t even a fully unique greater. The Enchiladas were the last ones I’d invented, and before that, there hadn’t been any since my moms died.

I hadn’t made anything new during the war. I’d Enhanced and made Variants. As confident as I was in my ability to cook, with everything on the line up in that tree, I doubted myself to the core.

*   *   *

Frustrated, the archivist interrupts. “Clearly, you got out of the scalding tree, so skip the self-loathing and move on.”

“For someone who considers themselves the smartest person in every room she enters, you repeatedly lack critical thinking skills.”

Of all the insults hurled thus far by the Butcher, that stung her deepest. “How dare you. You’re one to throw stones. You clearly think you’re the most intelligent person in this room.”

He laughs. “I wish! Maybe then I’d know how we’re going to kill the starving Empheron. Haven’t you been listening? That’s why you’re here. Because you’re smarter than me!”

“Which is it?” she spits back. “Do I lack critical thinking or am I here to solve problems? The latter can’t be true without the former.”

“Gods, you’re annoying! The doubt I faced in that starving tree changed me. I’m not exaggerating. All my mistakes and problems put me up there. I wouldn’t listen to Laven. I didn’t trust my gut and stick with Cori. I’d been arrogant enough to piss off Garuda and done something to draw Glayd’s machinations. And even with all that against me, all I had to do was make a starving greater and I could get out of the tree. If anyone should’ve been able to do it, it was me! And yet I didn’t think I could. Do you know what that does to a person?”

It’s the archivist’s turn to laugh. “You’re asking me whether I know what doubt does to a person? Paprick, I spent my life searching for my God only to learn that you’ve killed it! And then you told me I’m supposed to kill the creature that apparently came for revenge because you can’t. What do you think is going on in my mind right now? I barely know my fucking name at this point!”

He nods. For a long moment, he nods.

“Do you know what I eventually realized up in that tree?”

“I’m quite sure you’ll tell me.”

“My moms never doubted that I would save them. When I was up on that roof with the king, their eyes said they trusted me. I let them down. Until then, I always believed in myself because they believed in me. But when I failed them, I started telling myself that I wasn’t worthy of anyone’s faith.”

The archivist nearly moans with annoyance. She hates when he makes her sympathetic.

“But what I realized in that tree was that others still had hope in me. Laven knew I could make Zensufu Fries. Cori loved me as implicitly as my moms had. Even Cutler thought I could kill a starving god. I might not believe in myself, but I could prove to them what I could no longer prove to my moms: that I was worth their belief in me.”

“Congratulations, Butcher, you learned abstract self-motivation,” the archivist says, but the truth is her heart isn’t really in it. She hates the man across the table from her, but she also respects him. She knows what he’s described. “So what is it?”

“What’s what?” he asks.

“What was the greater you invented to get out of the tree? Flight? Some kind of telekinetic ability to repair your trussers? Vines that shoot from your arms?”

He chuckles. “All of those would’ve been pretty good, but no. I didn’t exactly invent a greater to get down from that tree.”

“After all that, you used Message and called for help?”

“Nope,” he says, smiling.

Her eyes narrow. “Why did you emphasize ‘invent?’”

“Do you remember those fish tacos I had in Ryespur?”

“Before Garuda’s first attack.”

“Yeah, those. So you see, as I was sitting there doubting myself, and then realizing how to motivate myself, I started thinking about Cori and our future, and one thought led to another before I was recalling those tacos. That’s when the idea started to form.”










63


[image: Decorative]
THE UNEXPECTED SOLUTION

BEFORE I INVENTED Emphon Rub, I could taste it coming to me. A hint at the back of my tongue built steadily until I inhaled the scent of skyroot powder and desperation necessitated action born of intent. It took weeks and needed a pretty firm push at the end from Bessa.

I didn’t have that kind of time, and I didn’t have some magical, unexpected spice to take me over the finish line, but gods knew I was fuming. I’d been too panicked at first to feel it rising, but now that I thought through all the bullshit I’d been through with Garuda and Glayd, pulling me around the godsdamned Empire when I should’ve been in Ranch, it burned in my stomach as fiercely as my hunger.

I had spices, a gryphon egg, and ingredients that were quickly going bad. I had to force myself to crystallize the faint idea into intent fast. The quickest way I could think of was to torture my mind with images of Ranch burning, my friends dead, while starving myself. To let that anger build like a conflagration.

It took three nights before I shaped the building taste into anything meaningful enough to act on. But gods, the will to do some damage made me crave the taste.

I felt like me again. I had something I hadn’t really had since the ceasefire. An enemy. A target to point my cleaversaw at and draw blood. After months dancing around the Empire, it was time to unleash the Butcher.

Like a man possessed, I dove into my preparations, carving bowls and spatulas from the branches. Sanding them down with bone dust and spite. When at last it was all ready, when my campfire burned with the same strength as the hate inside me, I stripped naked and dove into the pool.

Gryphon eggs aren’t like chicken eggs, though you’d be forgiven for assuming so. They aren’t even that similar to carnephon eggs, hard-shelled, or to caprishell eggs, encased in endurmite. Gryphon eggs are more like snake eggs, soft-shelled and leathery. I’d gotten to know them well on our trip up to Ryespur, but the stiff, gelatinous albumen inside still boggled my mind, looking more like a hardboiled chicken egg than the runny contents you’d expect from something uncooked.

Hunger panging in my gut, I swam to the center, where the egg floated. The size of my torso, it was a chore to drag back to shore. Took the better part of an hour. When I finally got to the water’s edge, I rolled it beside the campfire and grinned as the leather started to warp ever so slightly. I could already start to taste the idea teasing me: a wildfire like none the world had ever seen, burning across my palate, growing strong and nearly weightless as it spread over the sky to burn Glayd’s world. An homage to the skyroot tree at sunset.

In preparation, I’d already taken the broken pieces of my trussers and fashioned something approximating a pan. I didn’t have any oil or fat to coat it with, but I’d remembered the lesson Nidari taught me in Ygminsul, so I’d converted the spherified emphon milk in Message into margarine. By the time I’d brought the egg ashore, most of that margarine was already gone, used elsewhere in this ridiculous idea of mine. Only about a tablespoon remained in the bowl.

It was enough for one shot.

Quickly, I smeared the margarine on the “pan” and placed it on a platform built over the fire. Dubious but decent onion, garlic, and peppers went into the pan with a light dash of curry powders because, honestly, I knew one way to cook gryphon egg, and that was the way I’d done so repeatedly for Flight Food.

There was a good chance this wasn’t going to work.

But I had to intend it to.

And most of me could. Like when I’d made Zensufu, I found a way to convince myself what I was making made sense. The tacos in Ryespur, massaman curry, the chips Terry made. Ilantra had taught me about tomatoes once. How curry, salsa, and marinara were all cut from the same cloth. Other things were too. Curry spices and dry rubs shared similar elements once they coated a protein. I’d already learned how similar proteins behaved in tacos when I made Emphon Taco Variants.

So why couldn’t curried eggs be a sort of taco?

*   *   *

The archivist reads back the sentence she wrote. “I must’ve misheard you.”

But the Butcher repeats the statement. “I was making tacos.”

*   *   *

As the curry grew aromatic, I approached the egg with my cleaversaw. I would’ve preferred a carving knife, or at the very least my actual cleaver, but short of whittling something from bone or branch, I had one edge at my disposal.

The tip sank through the fire-loosened eggshell leather with a squelch. As I cut, semi-solid egg white ran like coagulated blood, dripping out onto the sand with gentle splats, and I let out a soft sigh. It wasn’t fertilized. I’d have been screwed if it had been. But I’d suspected even a cannibal like Garuda wouldn’t leave me alone in her nest with her unborn child.

This was going to work.

Once I opened a large enough slice, I didn’t waste time on precision. Flight Food typically used the egg white, but come on. You don’t make breakfast tacos with egg white unless you’re trying to cut weight. You need flavor. I thrust my open palm through the gelatinous albumen and navigated to the gooier center, pushing and squirming. Runny yolk slid around my hand and I struggled to get a grip on it.

After yanking it out, I dashed a handful into the pan alongside my curries, mixing it into something a bit too orange and yolky. To compensate, I scooped a bit of egg white out and stirred it in with a branch I’d carved into a spatula. As the scramble started to pop and solidify, I focused.

I imagined Ranch burning without me. Conjured images of razed cities and the memory of Bessa destroying Common-1. The aroma of Flight Food started to waft upward, threatening to break my concentration, but I closed my eyes and reached for the second bowl I’d set aside, which had a mixture of skyroot powder, paprika, salt, and well, you know the rest. With my eyes still closed, I poured the contents into the pan. The earthy scent I associated with my tacos mixed with the curry, creating something new—and dangerously chaotic. I saw it in my mind’s eye like a conflagration that would burn this tree down and consume Garuda, Glayd, and whoever the hell we were up against in Ranch, but left my city untouched. A controlled scorch.

As that scent played in my nose and visions danced in my mind, my tongue slipped from my lips and sampled the rising steam. It tasted like that acidic adrenaline I got in the back of my throat when I flew with trussers.

After a few minutes, I scraped the fluffy red contents in my pan onto a leaf the size of my thigh. One last step.

Smiling, feeling it working, I let my eyes drift to the branch I’d used as a rolling pin. Whiskers had no idea how right she would be about my future.

I hadn’t had the right ingredients to make tortillas, but naan folded nicely, too.

What is a taco? Is it a flavor? Is it a shape? Before eating the fish taco on the pier in Ryespur, before I’d had to get inventive to make Variant Tacos, I would’ve said it was one thing.

But as I scooped my margarine-buttered dough from the third and final bowl I’d made, I knew for certain that tacos are simply a feeling. They’re an exploration of the ingredients. They’re the fun of watching liquid run out the back onto your hand as you bite down. They’re the people’s meal and the people decide what to make of them.

The sizzle of the margarine sent a shiver down my spine.

Two minutes later, I poured my scrambled gryphon egg into my fresh naan.

I’d never properly fused the styles of Ranch and Mangtier. But I knew. Like I knew when I invented Emphon Rub. Like I knew when I Enhanced Chili Control.

I knew the taste was about to change my life.

My first bite was a ballet of flames, leaping and spinning across my tastebuds. In a way, it almost reminded me of the Enhancement of Shank Stew I’d named for Mom. But this was so, so different from a stew. This was hearty but airy from the egg and the naan. It was fire and vengeance, so clearly my tacos, but not the heavy earthiness that defined them. Nor something light like Flight Food.

This was something between.

Even as I swallowed that meal, I knew something was different. This wasn’t just a Variant like I’d intended it to be. This was… it felt powerful. More powerful than a greater, more than even an Enhancement. It was like I’d consumed two greaters at once.

Had I accidentally gorged somehow? Was this too much?

I couldn’t stop myself from taking another bite, from feeling like I was the flame growing into the air and taking flight as smoke.

“Oh, shit,” I said, unsure if I was praising the flavor or realizing I’d done something deadly.

Gods, though, I felt good. I felt strong.

I started to grow. But not just in height. Lighter.

When I hit my full height, only ten meters, I felt as strong as I did when I had the Badgeboar Variant and grew to thirty. I felt like I could float on the breeze like I’d taken Flight Food.

It made no sense. I had the effects of both greaters.

I could still taste them together. That fluffy, fiery mix that was so perfect in its own way. So uniquely alone. Not fully taco, not fully curry.

As I leapt up and down, practically floating into the air with the dichotomy of my strength and my lightness, it hit me.

I hadn’t just created Gryphon Egg Tacos.

I’d somehow managed to merge the two recipes.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I’d discovered greater fusion.

And now that I had, the world would never be the same.
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DEMONSTRATIONS OF POWER

“GREATER FUSION,” THE archivist repeats, horrified at the implications. Two greaters at once, to cause untold havoc. Her mind was a stream of combinations. This had to be a lie.

“It means a combination of greater recipes,” the Butcher explains, as if to a child. “Not to be confused with lesser fusion, like the fish tacos or massaman curry.”

He sounds so smug he has to be lying again.

“I gather what it means. You expect me to believe that you actually managed to consume enough endurium in one meal to duplicate the effects of two greaters? How didn’t you gorge?”

“It’s not as if I ate two greaters back-to-back. There was no more endurium in that meal than in any other Emphon Taco I’d made over the years.”

She and Dyl had learned about Enhancement, but this, if real, is as alien as any concept in the realm of magic. She has a responsibility to inform her parent.

“Prove it to me,” she says.

“Prove the endurium content?” The Butcher looks around at the tent. “Do you see alchemic gastro equipment in this room? Are you going to fetch me a gryphon egg to crack open?”

“Prove you can have the effects of two greaters at once. You clearly don’t need to eat to use greaters anymore, even if you aren’t using sourcery. So prove it. Use Voice Vindaloo to tell me to stand up while you use Emphon Tartare to burst your knuckles.”

He sighs. “There are like five different reasons why I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“For one, I can only recreate the effect of recipes that exist, and that isn’t one of them. But mostly because greater fusion doesn’t work that way. You can’t just combine any two greaters and get a fusion.”

The archivist opens her mouth, but the Butcher anticipates her questions. “It only works when the meal works. Even if Tartare and Vindaloo wouldn’t taste like shit together, tartare relies on the meat being cold, which vindaloo isn’t. But fine, you want proof? Let’s step outside.”

The Butcher rises to his feet and approaches the tent flap.

“Truly?” the archivist asks, realizing that she’d be out in the open.

“Yeller, we’re coming out.”

“Yes, sir!”

He ducks out, leaving the archivist to hurry around the table and approach the flap hesitantly. She wouldn’t put it past him to prepare some trap, so she swipes a knife from the table and secretes it away. Pretending to be hesitant, she ducks slowly through the flap.

Smoke billows from the camp’s war kitchens, clouding the late-afternoon sun. To the south, gryphon squawk and people shout. The occasional sounds of battle drift on the wind, but the camp itself is unnervingly still. When she’d been ushered through the previous evening, people moved in all directions. Now, only the yeller and the Butcher offer company. And what inspiring company that is.

A few steps ahead of her, the Butcher begins to disrobe and fold his clothes nicely.

“Must you?” she asks, annoyed. “Can’t you choose something that doesn’t involve you growing?”

The Butcher’s eyes glow a vibrant shade of yellow, nearly orange, and his body begins to expand upward. When he reaches a height that dwarfs the tents, he jumps high into the air, gaining altitude at a rate that seems impossible given his supposed mass. At its arc, he begins to fall, but far too slowly, almost as if a feather.

“ARE YOU SATIS—”

Before the Butcher can finish his patronization, a duckbill streaks out of the sky and crashes into him, its bill snapping at the side of his head. Belatedly, a foghorn announces its arrival.

The archivist wastes no time. The moment the Butcher is distracted, she digs the knife into the yeller’s throat and runs.

Immediately, pain lances up her ankles and back. Between sitting in the chair all day and her condition, she’s in no state to sprint, but Terry is dead, God is dead, Zesta is dead. She only has one person left in her life, and she can’t allow the Butcher to kill them, too. She has to warn Dyl.

The camp blurs as she picks up her pace and throbbing waves radiate from her bones. She might be crying from her body failing her twice over.

It’s all she can do to dodge the occasional patrol and keep her sense of direction. Within minutes, she’s outside the camp’s perimeter, startled by how few guards mill about. As she slows to a jog, the sounds of battle from the South Gate become louder and clearer. There’s a reason no one’s left to guard the camp. They’re needed.

A look over her shoulder gives her the confidence to slow down and creep through the Clouds rather than run. Sticking to the shadows, she moves from block to block, head swiveling for signs of pursuit. The Butcher’s invested too much in his tale to let her escape, whether he’s telling the truth about his plans or not. Someone will come for her. But if they did follow, it wasn’t quickly enough.

She reaches the Academy’s ruin and makes for the central staircase. In her state, each flight seems impossible. Were it still operable, she’d have taken the dumbwaiter, but the damage to the building rendered it a liability. Desperate as she is, she’s no fool.

Break, flight, break, flight. The seemingly endless rhythm of her climb sees evening then darkness creep into the exterior windows. By the time she reaches the seventeenth floor, the sounds of fighting have halted. Has the Butcher’s army pushed back the Empheron’s vanguard or is the gate lost before the host even arrives?

She ignores the question. The world is lost regardless of who wins. What stops society from devolving into madness when God is dead? A man like the Butcher? Surely not.

Though her muscles can barely manage the task, she reaches the unmarked door and pushes it open. Yesterday’s story is still fresh in her mind; she relives the second time she entered this room, when Lieutenant Vyson bled from his position suspended above the floor.

If only the Butcher had known the truth—about the first time she entered alongside Terry. She still felt shame. King Fennel had threatened her life. He’d forced Terry to punish Vyson for failing to kill Cutler. Watching Terry do that…it was the one and only time her love for him was ever really tested, even if it was to save her.

Only those that knew what happened here would be able to see signs of it now, though, as the Academy House had been renovated to remove the bloodstains.

At the sound of her entry, Dyl rises, drawing a stiletto with their remaining hand. The dean is thinner than ever. Their once-proud cheekbones ring sunken eyes better suited to the dead than the living. The Empheron’s famine has punished most Rare, but Dyl more than any. Queen Zesta told them they could eat again when they had a solution to its impending attack. How many days ago was that, now? Eight, nine? Enough that their suit hangs loose over an increasingly skeletal body. In the weakness of the candlelight, even the chains of their jewelry look dim.

“Oh, it’s you,” Dyl says, backing down. “I thought you were another one of the rebels that were skulking about earlier.” Then it seems Dyl actually sees the archivist, rather than just noticing her.

The academic hurries to their child. “Yenne, what happened?”

The Butcher likes to speak of his moms and how great they were, but the archivist’s parent has been there for her since the moment she was adopted. He is not special. Dyl’s arm wraps around her waist and pulls her in.

“The Butcher,” she says. “He kidnapped me during the Rite and brought me to his camp.”

“The Rite?” Dyl steps back to arm’s length. “What Rite?”

“Have you paid no attention to what’s happening outside? There was a riot at his execution. He invoked the Rite, and I couldn’t help myself; I sponsored it. Then he broke himself out of prison and the rebels began fighting for the city. Zesta’s dead. The Empheron’s on our doorstep.”

Dyl looks to the window as if it will detail the passage of time. “I-I appear to have lost track of the days. I’ve been busy,” Dyl says, as if that isn’t obvious. Books and scrolls cover every surface.

“You can stop. It’s over. The rumors were true. The Butcher killed the Source.”

“Impossible.” Dyl steps back to a book on the table. “I was just reading that—”

“It’s true!” the archivist insists. “I’ve spent the better part of the last two days listening to him tell the story, witnessing his power. He can use greaters at will without sourcery. He even discovered something called greater fusion to allow him to use multiple at once. It’s more powerful than Enhancement.”

Dyl steps back and places a hand to the archivist’s forehead. “You said you were in their camp? Did they feed you something? Mushrooms?”

“I’m not hallucinating, Pare!” She hates how childish she sounds.

“How did he kill the Source?” Dyl asks calmly.

“He—he didn’t get that far.”

Dyl squeezes her fingers gently. “He lies. Take a moment to breathe, brilliance. You must be exhausted. By the Consumer, did you climb the stairs? You—”

“Pare, stop,” Yenne says, sounding like a child again. “I’m fine. He didn’t get that far, but he had to have killed it. It’s the only way to explain how he can do what he can do.”

“We know sourcerers have incredible power. It’s why we’re trying to touch it ourselves.”

“Just listen to me! He’s—”

“Right here,” the Butcher says, stepping into the room, clothed once again.

Before the archivist or the former dean can run, he says, “DON’T MOVE,” and both stop in place. “It’s been a long time, Dyl,” he continues. “Last time I saw you was, what, my wedding day?”

“That sounds accurate,” they answer, unable to move otherwise.

“I was getting close to telling Yenne the story of that day, since she couldn’t attend herself. Why don’t you both TAKE A SEAT BY THE TABLE, and I’ll finish.”

As the archivist is compelled to meet his command, the Butcher retrieves the Rite Book from a bag at his side and clears the books from the table in front of her. “Don’t make me command you again, Yenne.”

“What is this? What’s going on here?” Dyl demands.

“Your daughter’s recording my memoirs,” he jokes. “You get to listen to the finale before I wrestle my revenge from your lips. If you behave, I won’t make Yenne watch as I do it.”

“Please, Pare, don’t fight it,” the archivist begs. Why is she so insistent?

“You’re taking his side? After he killed your Terry?”

“Terry isn’t dead!” the Butcher insists. “NOW SHUT THE FUCK UP! I’m missing the one thing I’ve looked forward to the last few days because Yenne ran away like a starving child, and now I don’t have the time. Cutler’s almost done with Laven, and the vanguard might’ve run away, but I won’t allow any more interruptions.”

He takes a deep breath.

“Now where was I?”
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FLIGHT OF THE GIANT

TEN METERS TALL, Enduring to the gills, and able to float. It was disorienting at first. Like that first time I used my Rub with Bessa, I had to get used to my new perspective and weight. After grabbing my cleaversaw and the rest of my things, I leapt out of the tree and fell gently to the Temple roof below. At my height, with that weight, the drop was nothing. In fact, I felt so little strain in my knees, I climbed over the side and dropped from tier to tier like I was catching myself on a ladder until I dangled from the rope that hung beneath it.

People screamed and the bells in the Temple clamored, of course, but I ignored them, dropping from the rope to the ground. When I landed, my enhanced strength absorbed the shock up my legs, and I ran forward into the jungle.

Rangers darted between the trees around me, screaming at me to halt, but they were flies and I, a giant. I could’ve taken down an entire legion—I half-expected to have to. I swatted a couple rangers out of the air, slamming their bodies into trees like pulp, and the rest realized they’d need to be more careful, trying to keep out of reach.

Weeks ago, I would’ve been reluctant to kill so recklessly, but their empress-elect was behind all this. Her nation could starve.

Still, I wouldn’t be this powerful forever. I dashed after a ranger and grabbed him out of the air, much like Garuda had grabbed me, careful not to crush him. With my thumb and index finger, I broke his head off and tossed it aside, feeling the body fall limp. As blood dripped down the back of my hand, I eased the trusser backpack and equipment from the corpse, letting it slide off as the body fell.

Others peppered me with shots, using trusser bolts to pierce the flesh on my arms and chest, but I could take a few mosquito bites. When I was sure the trusser was safely tucked into my left hand with my other gear, I grabbed one of the remaining rangers and spiked him into the ground so hard he pasted. The rest fled.

My tacos normally lasted thirty minutes max, and I had no idea if this would be the same. I wanted to be well clear of the city by the time I shrank. Light and strong as I was, I found myself bounding through the trees more than running, moving faster than I ever had while in my giant form, even when my legs were longer.

To my surprise, half an hour came and went without change. By the time the first hour passed, I was already into the mountains, Mangtier barely visible on the horizon behind me, and still no sign of shrinking. Maybe I’d gotten the best part of Flight Food: the length of its Endurance. Eight to ten hours would be a blessing as I made my way toward Ranch.

I got about half that before I started to shrink.

Night had overtaken the jungle, and I could barely see where I was running, let alone navigate with confidence as I came crashing down to size. I got dressed, found shelter in a small cave, and hugged my cleaversaw to my chest. It could take me more than a month to get back to Ranch on foot, alone in the jungle at the mercy of the elements. With the trusser I’d stolen and the distance I’d already covered, it would be faster, but how much faster, I had no idea. I hoped it would be enough to catch up to Glayd. Even Garuda couldn’t make that flight in a day, but she certainly wasn’t looking at a month.

I ached to know what was happening in the world around me.

Was Cori okay? What about Laven with the hostile drue? How long would—or did—Feng wait with Fenrir before leaving? Where would she go, her dad dead and her life in shambles? Had she known Glayd was behind it all?

Stress curdled my stomach as a realization hit. Feng could’ve been responsible for Insight Enchiladas. It could’ve all been a ruse to move me around the Empire for Glayd. Could she be about to link up with Glayd and Garuda with her own emphon in tow to kill Cori?

Fitfully, I slept until the birds started singing. It was still too early for sunlight to break through the canopy, but the darkness had grown soft enough for me to aim my trusser shots. Without Flight Food, the weight of the pack and all my gear ripped at my muscles. Sweat and exertion forced me to constantly hunt for water, taking me off track.

By the fifth day, I was a shell of myself, keeping myself going on a need for vengeance and a deeper need to know why. Why did Hili have to die? Why was Glayd interested in Cori? What was going on?

How do you stop someone who can see the future?

By the ninth, I was all but delirious, muttering to myself about Cori, fire, and wishing I’d touched the Ovate.

On the twelfth, I reached the desert and the true challenge set in. Without any trees to make it useful, I dumped the trusser gear from the pack. I’d hunted throughout my flight, so I transferred the rations I’d prepared for the desert into the pack and said goodbye to the duffel bag. The difference in weight made me feel almost as light as I’d been on Flight Food.

But now I would have to travel by night on foot. It didn’t matter how light I felt. Death stalks the desert like a vulture, even this late in fall, and unlike a carrion bird, you can’t scare it away with screams. The screams only bring death closer.

The Source tempted me to travel south instead of east. Only Cori kept me focused.

I survived on lizards and cactus water. I lost track of the days. Maybe on the fifteenth or the sixteenth, I found an oasis bearing enough water that I could actually see a world where I made it back.

Three or four nights after that, I saw Ranch in the distance.

It was on fire.
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RANCH

“CHEF BESSA?” SOMEONE called as I approached an encampment outside the city. There must have been a few dozen wagons and even more tents. All beyond crossbow range from the South Gate. I could barely walk straight as I approached, let alone comprehend who was talking to me.

I hadn’t stopped at dawn when I’d seen the city, desperate to reach it. Walking half a day in the sun, after my time in the jungle, burned my face and neck. A month with little more than four or five hours of sleep had me delirious. I could only imagine what I looked like to that yeller.

Almost without understanding how, I found myself in Cori’s arms.

“Oh my gods,” they cried, with tears streaming down their face. “You’re alive. I—I—” They couldn’t finish their sentence, pulling me in so deep that I collapsed and they had to hold me up.

I don’t properly remember the next couple days. I was fed, bathed, held by Cori. Rinse. Repeat.

At some point, I woke up and felt human again. The memory of Ranch burning barreled into my mind like a charging carnephon, and I ran through the camp, desperate to find Cori and start doing anything.

They sat at a war table in a command tent with a number of Servers, including Crooked Rish and Soryl Cutler, a pair of warchefs I recognized, and some attendants. Sincera stood behind Cori’s chair, which was in the center, her suit immaculate and her blades at her side.

Or at least, I assume that’s how the room looked.

I only had eyes for Cori when I entered.

They were in full regalia, dressed in their tailored princeps suit, which I hadn’t seen since the day I killed the king. A metallic emblem of the “Victsoans” shined from their left breast pocket, the details rich despite the dusty feel of the room. Their makeup emphasized their eyes, with kohl bringing out the green already reinforced by the color of their suit, and their hair was even shorter than it had been the last time I’d seen them, shorter even than mine, which had grown long and unruly in the weeks since I left for Ygminsul.

“I like your hair,” I said, coughing a little.

“You’re awake!” they exclaimed, relief coloring their words.

“What’s happened?”

“Pappy, how did you get here?” Rish asked, tossing me a candied lemon. “Last anyone heard, you were ambushed by rangers outside of Ryespur.”

“That isn’t important,” I said without looking away from Cori. “What’s going on?”

Cori sat me down, and within seconds, greeting foods were piled in front of me as each of the tent’s occupants made sure to give me a squeeze on the shoulder or a “Welcome back, Chef.”

“We were deceived,” Cori began. “The Empire never intended to ally with us. Those threats we heard of a legion coming to Ryespur? It was to disguise the legion’s movements before they attacked Herdland’s borders. Mama realized what was happening shortly after she sent her last letter our way, but she couldn’t do anything to stop it. The Empire and the Historicals were in bed together, planning a coup that would see the Historicals stewarding Ranch into imperial territory.

“By the time I caught up with Auntie Gyn and we reached the border, the Empire’d already taken most of the western towns. The Historicals opened the gates to the empress and her starving gryphon. We rallied support in Far Common, but it took the two of us the better part of the last month to get back to Ranch, fighting south through the countryside while the imperial main force tried to close the border.

“Sincera taught Auntie Gyn Laven’s Message greater, and we got word to Mama we were coming, but we found the city closed to us. Some of the Cabinet set fire to the legion’s encampment three nights ago and escaped to join us, but Ranch’s walls are as damned strong as ever. We can’t make headway.”

“How didn’t we hear about this?”

“They’ve been stopping any messengers, killing roadrunners on the spot. All paths out of the country are overrun with legionaries. You didn’t see any of the fighting on the way here?”

“I haven’t seen another human being in…” I drifted off. “I don’t know. I didn’t take the roads. They still hold the city?”

Cori tapped the map on the table. “The empress and her gryphon are perched atop the Culinary Academy and the legions garrison the gates, here, here, and here. Most ranchers fled east when they arrived, but it ain’t like they can really go far. Choices are the desert, the Bay, or servitude in New Panchon. What’s left of the army is surrounding the city here or fighting with Auntie Gyn back at the border—she went back after getting me here, hoping to find you.”

I took a moment to digest and parse some key information. “Empress? Not elect?”

“The emperor ‘died’ a few weeks ago,” Rish answered, making his skepticism clear with air quotes. “Right before she came here proclaiming you were dead.”

“Cutler assured us you weren’t,” Cori added, “but—” They couldn’t finish. I took their hand.

“I’m here now. What’s the plan?”

“We ain’t got one,” Cori said sourly. “Everything we’ve tried has been cut to shit by that damn gryphon. I think she’s using Foresight to see what we’ve planned. You have any idea how Glayd’s controlling Garuda or how she’s got so much Foresight? My guess is they’re using Grey Milk on Garuda to keep making it.”

“Possible,” I said, “but she’s a sourcerer. She wouldn’t need to.”

Rish clicked his tongue knowingly. “Crooked Rish did say that he’d heard that, Your Highness.”

“Highness?” I repeated.

“Mama and the Executive are trapped in the city,” Cori explained. “For the time being, the Cabinet has named me sovereign.”

“Congratulations,” I said darkly, knowing just how little they wanted it.

“Thanks,” they said levelly, then their tone grew serious. “What happened to you? Where’s Laven? Where’s the drue army?”

As quickly as I could, I detailed what happened in Ygminsul. Rish was startled to hear about Laven’s ovatry; Cori was furious the drue had backed out of the agreement; and everyone wanted to kill Glayd even more after hearing she’d killed Hili, but mostly, I could tell the people in that tent were happy to hear I’d survived. I told them about my capture and escape from Mangtier, careful not to reveal exactly what I’d done to create Flight Tacos. By the time I finished, I knew Cori and I wanted nothing more than to be alone and just breathe together, but we had a city to liberate. Again. And this time Cori’s parents were the ones being held by a royal asshole.

“She claims to be a First One?” Rish asked as I finished.

“That would make her, what, a thousand years old?” Soryl added. “That can’t be true.”

Rich, coming from Cutler’s child, but I knew what they meant. It still seemed impossible to me.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I’m sure she’s a sourcerer.”

“That will make her difficult to kill,” Sincera stated obviously.

“Do we know what she wants?” I asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” said one of the warchefs. “She’s taken the city. The Empire is trying to absorb our land and resources.”

“If that was the case,” I asked, “why not just attack? Why slaughter Hili and lead us on a goose chase through the Empire?” I turned to Rish. “Did anyone ever figure out why Hili didn’t shrink? The drue had no idea why Atlas didn’t.”

“No,” he acknowledged, embarrassed. “The Cabinet’s investigation found nothing to explain it.”

“Of course they didn’t.” I sighed. “I’ll just have to ask Glayd myself. Do we have any endurium at our disposal? Carnephon, skyroot powder, greybark even?”

“Very little,” answered one of the warchefs. “We’ve enough for three or four Carnephon Tacos, but we used most of what we had in Far Common to get here. Everything else is still inside the city.”

“Even you can’t breach the gates with four servings of Tacos, Pap,” Crooked Rish said.

“So we sneak in,” I suggested.

“She sees it coming,” the other warchef complained. “We’ve already lost six yellers.”

I didn’t know how to counter Foresight, but I knew it had its limitations. For one, a person could only see the future, not make perfect sense of it. If I could somehow create a future even Glayd couldn’t understand, maybe I could get us in.

How could I do that? Tacos wouldn’t help, and we didn’t have any gryphon milk, so flying over the walls as weregryphs wasn’t an option either. We could maybe jump over with Stormsquall, but we didn’t have enough carnephon to make it.

None of those would surprise Glayd, anyway.

How could we get through the very gates we’d reinforced after the Revolution, built to keep an entire herd of carnephon from breaking through?

When it hit me, I almost laughed.

“What’s our threat level here? Can we hold out a few days, or are the legions holding the walls also coming out to drive us away?”

“They haven’t yet,” Cori answered. “They’re dealing with too much revolt inside the city to come to us. You’ve got an idea?”

“I need to take a wagon south,” I said, nodding.

“Why?” the warchefs asked in unison.

“Because I need to bring back a caprishell.”
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SQUIRT

THREE EVENINGS LATER, I stood outside Ranch’s West Gate with Cori, Sincera, and the four yellers that would accompany me inside—if this worked. Each of the four carried a heavy backpack, laden with the machinations of my raving plan. A plan I hoped would be so ludicrous Glayd couldn’t stop it, even if she could see it coming.

Six soldiers lumbered toward us, dragging the caprishell I’d captured from their mating grounds in the south. Like Atlas in miniature, he had long, skinny, blue goat legs that rose into the darkness of his shell, green on top and brown underneath. His neck hung out, leading into the endurmite horns that spiraled from his goat-like face. Unlike Atlas, this male had a beard of pink feathers dangling from his chin to the ground, and his ears flopped into the beard. I’d named him Squirt because he’d spent more time spitting at me than any other caprishell I’d seen down there, and now was no different. The leather muzzle over his mouth dripped acid, dangerously close to melting. We needed to be quick.

“What if he uses it all before we’re ready?” Cori asked. “You should’ve brought two.”

“One was hard enough,” I said, rubbing the bruises on my lower back. “You try catching one without Endurance.”

Despite being the smallest breed of emphon, Squirt still lorded over bison, and he’d slammed me a couple times as I’d gotten the harness over his neck.

“How do you plan to feed him?” Sincera asked.

I hadn’t bothered to ask Scalen how he’d done it. With acid dripping from his mouth, Squirt wasn’t exactly inviting the meal, but I removed the four servings of Carnephon Rub we’d prepared. Hopefully, it would be enough. A caprishell weighed a whole lot more than four times a human. When we’d served Garuda, the portion size had been in the dozens. If this wasn’t enough to get him at least ten meters larger, I didn’t think we’d get through the wall. Ideally, it’d be the full twenty.

“Chef?” one of the soldiers called.

I nodded, and the soldiers led Squirt to me using ropes tied to his shell. I’d gone over the importance of keeping him safe and secure throughout. Caprishell had a reputation for being docile, but the last thing we needed was an angry emphon growing around us.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, killer. That’s the last of our stores.”

“It’ll work.” At least I sounded confident.

Cori and the four yellers stepped away, leaving Sincera and me. “Thanks again for volunteering,” I said to her.

She shrugged. “I left good wine in the cellar.”

I snorted and waited for Cori to get to the safe zone. I wanted them with me when we breached the gates, but for obvious reasons, the Cabinet refused. They’d stay here until it was time.

Reluctantly, I approached Squirt’s forelegs from the side, holding the meat ahead of me so that he’d smell it. Immediately, his head snapped around, nostrils flaring through the imperfect muzzle. “You like this, Squirt?” I said, shuffling. Within seconds, long streaks of saliva replaced the acid burning through the leather.

Odd that a creature known for eating rocks was even willing to eat meat, but as his eyes bulged and he strained against the guiding robes, I wondered if maybe caprishell just had a fierce appetite for endurium. Endurmite rocks were probably the easiest source in the desert since they couldn’t take down larger emphon. I vaguely wondered if the aquatic ones in Semoli had similar diets.

When I was within reach, Squirt folded his legs to rest his shell on the ground and lowered his neck to my outstretched hand. He almost seemed careful of me.

I nodded over to Sincera, who had positioned herself behind Squirt’s neck on the opposite side. With a wrench, she pulled the buckle that fastened the muzzle and freed his head. The moment the leather slopped off, Squirt’s fierce maw scooped the Rub out of my hands without even grazing my protective gloves.

As he swallowed, Sincera and I scrambled away, joining the yellers.

For a moment, nothing happened. I worried it hadn’t been enough, and Sincera leveled a look that practically demanded I renounce my kitchen in shame. But then Squirt twitched, his eyes getting a little frantic.

“Be ready,” I said, checking the yellers beside me.

The moment Squirt started to grow, we sprinted toward his tail. Each step we took seemed to accompany a meter of growth. By the time I reached him, Squirt had grown from slightly bigger than a bison to a small house.

I jumped up, grabbing the hole where the serpentine tail came through the shell, and levered myself up. As my stomach lay on the shell, I reached around and grabbed Sincera’s hand. The other yellers dashed to try to make their way up, and three managed to get handholds somewhere. One after the other, we pulled them up and stepped back from the edge of the rapidly expanding shell.

Squirt was the size of a carnephon, head swinging around in confusion. Unused to the perspective, he stepped back, staggering. “Chaia!” I yelled, but the yeller who hadn’t made it aboard was too late. She was crushed in an instant.

One less pack at my disposal, and worse, one less person. I promised myself she’d get a monumental mourning feast when this was all over.

Cursing, I charged toward Squirt’s neck, drawing my cleaversaw from its sheath. I had only the vaguest plan for how I was going to make him spit acid onto the walls, but I wasn’t going to let a yeller die in vain. With Sincera and my squad on my heels, I bounded for the horns on either side of his triangular head.

“You three, go to the left,” I ordered. “Sincera and I will take the right.”

“Yes, Chef,” they said, crossing the flat of the head.

Squirt could clearly feel us by then, his head snapping left and right frantically, but we all had experience riding emphon—even Sincera, apparently—so we braced and moved with purpose. One by one, we reached our horns, and I gave the signal. The lead yeller, Tutmeg, pulled two corded ropes from his pack and tossed it across the head to us. Using specialized knots, we created a slingshot before the five of us reconvened in the center.

Then came the first volley. Legionaries rained crossbow bolts from the wall. Whether they’d been prepared for the breach via Foresight or happy coincidence, it didn’t matter. Cori had deliberately chosen this spot so they’d be shooting into the blazing sunset while a giant lumbered erratically. Most of the shots bounced off Squirt’s scales. The rest weren’t close.

“These things typically spit on rocks to melt them before eating,” I said, ducking out of crossbow range. “The only other time is in self-defense. We need to trigger one of those responses. That’s the easy part. The hard part will be aiming it.”

I’d gotten the idea from how we’d maneuvered Fenrir, but without a crane, it wouldn’t be as easy. I didn’t need the caprishell to run. I needed him to spit.

“On my mark,” I said.

Each of the yellers pulled large chunks of glowing endurmite from their heavy packs. Besides Squirt, they were the other things I brought back from the south. Together, two of them loaded one into the slingshot and the one named Tutmeg started to pull back carefully. Sincera took the place of the yeller who hadn’t made it, holding our shooter’s belt so that he didn’t fall off the back of Squirt’s head.

“Ready, Chef!”

I knelt and placed a hand on Squirt’s head like I used to before cutting into Bessa. “I’m sorry about this.”

I stood back and lifted my blade. “Mark!”

As I slammed the saw in between two scales, Tutmeg released the slingshot, aiming for the wall. This close, the impact was like a trebuchet’s throw, hammering a crater into the tough stone of the wall and leaving the rock inside.

Squirt screamed as my blade sunk into his head, but he clearly couldn’t figure out what had happened and only spun around in a circle.

“Any other ideas?” Sincera asked skeptically.

I ignored her, ushering everyone back into place for a second try.

The legionaries had given up on crossbows. As we waited for Squirt to face the wall again, bells rang from atop the wall, and I knew Garuda would be coming soon.

“Ready, Chef!”

“Come on, Squirt,” I whispered. “Mark!”

Again, I stabbed through the shell, blood spurting over my shoes and ankles. The rock slammed into the wall holding fast.

A rumble shook through Squirt’s chest as he screamed, and quickly, the scream turned into a gagging, retching explosion of acid. The spray slapped across the wall where the rocks had impacted. Within seconds, the middle of the wall sizzled.

“It’s working!” I yelled. “Load the final one!”

Four would’ve been better, but I held my breath as it soared into the wall, striking the bubbling acid. The torches and people on top of the wall swayed suddenly, one falling over the side as the impact rippled upward. Then Squirt spat at the last rock, burning a clear hole through.

The yellers cheered as I signaled to the ground.

From back in the camp, other trebuchets launched their contents. Without the hole weakening the wall, it never would’ve worked, but casks of rocks slammed into the stone around the hole, widening it. Another struck Squirt on the tail, unexpected, and all of us aboard his head had to hold on as he cantered forward, scared.

“He’s going to ram the wall!” someone yelled.

“Brace!” I said, running over to a horn.

Sincera and I just managed to hug the horn as Squirt lowered his head and barreled through the wall. I couldn’t help but remember when Bessa had done the same at the King’s Factory, even as the reverberations lanced up my bones and I strained.

Rock and rubble struck at us like hailstones. I lost my grip and started to slip backward, but somehow, even without looking in my direction, Sincera held the horn with one arm and caught my wrist in a viselike grip with the other.

Then we were through, into the fields beside Common-6.

A second later, bison and mounted yellers flooded through the gap in the wall behind us, led by Cori. The militia brought up their rear, crying out as they plunged into the city.

Enduring legionaries leapt from the remains of the wall. Rangers soared with trussers. Garuda shot off the top of the Culinary Academy, headed for Squirt.

Standing atop his head, bathed in moonlight, I knew our meager force would look to me for hope. I knew ranchers in Common-6 would be watching, desperate. My city would stand tall for me, rally to me. I lifted my cleaversaw and shouted, “For Ranch!”

“For Ranch!” Cori echoed, raising their flatsaw from atop a bison below.

Ranchers roared around them.

Garuda’s talons raked Squirt’s maw, earning a keen.

And in moments, those sounds were drowned as knives, hammers, swords, and saws all met in the field below.

The Return had begun.
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DISMOUNTING A MOUNTAIN

WITHIN SECONDS, THE difference in Endurance bashed us in the face. Rangers and legionaries thrummed with magic, holding our ramshackle militia against the destroyed walls despite the advantage of our bison. Snares of vines and walls of wood rose out of the pepper field we’d burst into, snagging the cavalry’s mounts by the hooves and forcing them into tight turns, both of which sent riders flying. Cori disappeared in the chaos, and I had to force myself to concentrate on my own problems.

Garuda matched Squirt for size, but the advantage of flight was quickly proving too much, even with Squirt howling acid into the air like a broken faucet. The gryphon opened rents everywhere his shell couldn’t protect, and Squirt cowered into the broken wall, his tail already retreating into his shell.

“We have to get off, now!” I called. “Before his head retracts inside!”

“How?” Tutmeg asked, motioning at the distance between us and the ground. “We’re on a godsdamned mountain!”

Before I could answer, Garuda swooped over, and I dropped to my belly, dodging her swipe. A yeller named Epper wasn’t so lucky. The point of Garuda’s claw missed him, but the knuckle struck him in the hip and sent him tumbling over Squirt’s short snout.

“Famines and locusts!” I cursed, rising quickly to my feet. “This way! Hurry!”

I chopped my cleaversaw through the ropes anchoring the slingshot to the left horn and hooked the freed strand with my elbow. Tugging the rope with me, I sheathed my cleaversaw and sprinted for the right side of Squirt’s head, which was starting to move beneath me.

Sincera appeared at my side, tugging the second length of rope alongside her.

She jumped first. Tutmeg and Rika, the last yeller, realized what we were doing and started screaming—to stop us or give themselves courage, who knows. Hollering myself, I followed Sincera off Squirt’s head.

Wind slapped at me as I fell. My forearms strained as I held onto the rope for dear life. We’d only brought twenty meters, and we’d lost some length tying them around the horns. A near-lethal distance from the ground, my rope finally went taut. My entire body shook with the effort as all my weight snapped through it. Sincera and I slammed into each other, and we almost fell. It took a few seconds, but our cords unwound from each other, and we drifted apart.

I just hung there, clinging on and marveling that I’d survived. Then I finally looked around to see Sincera on the ground, waving her arms wildly, but not at me.

I looked up.

Rika careened toward me along the rope, her arms bleeding and raw from sliding down after me. She wasn’t going to be able to stop.

I let go.

In a choice between twenty meters and three for a fall, I’ll always pick the latter, but it didn’t stop the landing from knocking the air out me. Sincera dragged me aside a half-second before Rika crashed arms first into the roughed-up pepper field. The snap of her arm made me thankful I’d landed on my feet, even if I still couldn’t catch my breath.

“I’ll help her!” Tutmeg declared, rushing in from nowhere. “You two get to the objective.”

Sincera lifted me to my feet, and I got my breathing under control. The militia’s leadership had known we’d never retake the city alone, even with the element of surprise and a cavalry charge. Once I’d explained my plan, Cori and the Cabinet had gone through scenario after scenario, each of which was thwarted by our lack of Endurance, the imperial’s aerial superiority, and the starving fact that Glayd could see the future.

For now, the cavalry would push for Common-6 to rally more ranchers to the fight. Maybe make a play for the palace and its stores of emphon. We knew Cori’s parents were holed up there, resisting. If they could join forces, they’d have a chance with the legions.

That left Glayd and Garuda to me.

“You good, Chef?” Sincera asked.

I nodded. “Let’s get to the restaurant.”
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HOMECOMING

THE EMPIRE MIGHT’VE stolen it while I was away, but Ranch was, is, and always will be my city. No one keeps it from me.

For the second time in my life, I had to get from the west side to the Culinary Academy without getting murdered by an occupying regime. The first time had been with Yenne after the Revolution’s Flyover Festival Riots, me following her lead through the shadows.

Not this time.

Sincera and I cut our way through every imperial we saw.

They were mostly scattered sub-legions, patrols of two or three, trying to keep order over rebellious ranchers. Despite the chaos, my people had recognized our return, and the courageous among them had taken to the streets. Rolling pins, kitchen knives, and broom handles scrapped against crossbows and spears, leading to exactly the distraction Sincera and I needed. Amongst shouts of “Stand Tall!” and “Eat the Rare!” from the sidelines, my cleaversaw decapitated, quartered, and maimed. If there was any similarity to my last time making this journey, it was that Sincera’s scimitars danced as quickly as Yenne’s knives used to. I certainly wasn’t cheered on or joined by ranchers the last time.

Should we have bathed the cobbles red? I don’t know. The Butcher was awake, and he left a trail of carnage too easy to follow. I convinced myself that cutting arms and legs off would inspire people, and divert fighting away from Cori. So I embraced the Butcher at every turn.

By the time we reached the Clouds, I dripped gore. Despite keeping up with me slash for slash, Sincera remained pristine, with only a single drop of blood on the corner of her collar. Not that her cleanliness was doing her any good stuck with me. We both hid behind a building, watching a patrol of hooded rangers examine the blood trail we’d left on the cobblestones moments before. Any second they would find us.

“It must be the Butcher,” said a familiar voice. “Our scouts saw him atop that giant caprishell that disappeared, but he hasn’t been seen since.”

Rivern Engi.

“Go ahead to the Culinary Academy and check on the Academy House,” I instructed Sincera. “See if the brigade got Cori’s message.”

Before we stormed the wall with Squirt, Cori’d sent a dozen road-runners over the wall, all tasked with spreading the message that we were coming through. One roadrunner had been marked for my old stage, in hopes he’d get the brigade to the House to help me cook up a miracle. “If they aren’t there, see what you can find to cook with.”

“You sure about this?” Sincera eyed Riv and the two rangers with him. “Three on one is bad odds for a food guy.”

“But not for a somm?” I joked.

She shrugged. “I have two swords. Better than one.”

“I’ll be fine.”

She slunk away, and I stepped out.

“You and I have some unfinished business, Riv.”

The ranger lowered his hood as his two companions flanked out to surround me. “Unwise of you to step out here all alone, Butcher. But I hear you did me a favor and killed Scalen in his little treehouse. It’s only fair I thank you properly for that.” He motioned to his rangers. “Get to the tower. There’s no way he was alone. Don’t let anyone get to Beakka.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me.”

The rangers shot off past me with their trussers. I hoped Sincera was as ready for a fight as I was.

“Now it’s fair,” he said.

“You really think you can take me one-on-one?” I said, teasing my cleaversaw from its sheath.

“Don’t be a smartass, kid.” Riv reached into a pocket and pulled out an egg-shaped container. As I hurried toward him, he shoved the contents into his mouth and launched himself. Given the shape, I guessed it was Flight Food.

With his trussers, he would have the advantage of height and distance, but he’d be limited by how well he could use his crossbows as weapons, since he needed them to navigate. The Clouds had tall buildings on either side of essentially every street, so I couldn’t run anywhere that would force him to ground either. Flight Food would make him lighter and stronger and would easily last the whole fight, so even if I cut his trusser cords, he’d still have an advantage on the ground.

Whatever. Wouldn’t be the first time I was outmatched.

He danced overhead long enough for Endurance to color his eyes. The moment they glowed, he shot toward me feet-first for a trusser-propelled dropkick, but I stood my ground, cleaversaw raised to tease out his tactics. The stance caught him by surprise, and he diverted at the last moment, swooping back up over my head.

Pivoting, I tracked his movement through the dark street and waited for his second salvo. This time, it came from my left. He feinted a flyover, spun, and fell toward me rather than flying. As I turned, he fired a crossbow down at the crown of my head. I parried the bolt with the flat of my saw, sending it bouncing into the street. Riv landed in a run behind me. Before I could get him with a follow-up swing, he wrenched upward, pulling out of reach.

The next few were similar. He’d deviate at the last second, revealing his true attempt. Two more came from above. Another saw him shoot between my legs. The one that got me best was a pendulum maneuver that brought his knee into my chin as he swung overhead.

I spat blood and growled. There had to be a way to get my saw into him.

On his next approach, I swung at the cord connecting his backpack to the end of the bolts, the main mechanism of the trussers, but my saw only drew sparks from the line.

“Tired yet?” Riv asked, flying past me. “I can do this all night.”

He was right. It had already been five minutes, and even I couldn’t swing this giant sword around all day without Endurance.

“Never,” I growled, taking my stance again.

Someone cheered from one of the buildings, and I realized there were dozens of lamps lit inside the apartments, despite the late hour. People were watching.

“Stand tall, Chef!” someone yelled from an open window.

“Kill the cop bastard!” someone added.

The support of my people inspired a smile and gave me an idea.

As he came at me again, I ran forward underneath him, causing him to spin, shoot, and realign if he wanted to follow. While he turned wildly to do so, I swerved into the lobby of the nearest building. The door closed before he could’ve seen which one I’d chosen.

“You can’t hide!” he called, but I ignored him.

I knocked on the first door in the hallway, and a young woman opened it. “You’re—”

I shushed her and asked to be let in. She allowed it, so I pressed a sourdough cracker into her hand and hurried to the window at the front of her cluttered room. A kid goggled at me, so I gave her a cracker too, which seemed to make her day. She offered me her teddyphon in return, and I nearly welled up with tears.

“How about you keep her safe while I get the bad guy?”

“Yes, Chef!” she said, saluting as the girl’s mother pulled her out of the room and gave me a supportive nod.

From the window, I watched Riv backtrack through the street a few times, shooting his way back and forth like a monkey swinging between the same four trees. If I knew one thing from training the yellers during the war, it’s the importance—and danger—of routines. You get into wait mode, and you fall back into the routines of your patrols. It provides comfort and security, especially when the uncertainty is charged with adrenaline. But it’s predictable.

Once I had his routine timed out, I slipped back into the hallway and started climbing the stairs from the lobby, repeating Riv’s patrol cadence in my head. Six flights of stairs later, I crept down the roof to the exact thing I expected to find: a square meter of cracked and shattered shingles. I waited behind the slope as Riv came for another pass and his bolt struck into the corner of that square, enlarging it slightly. With each pass, he was shooting into the same spots.

I drew my cleaversaw and waited for him to come back.

This time, when the bolt hit, I struck at the loop where the cord met the bolt, slashing the metal where it was weakest.

It snapped.

I reached the roof at the same moment that Riv crashed into the side of the building. Cursing, he fired his second set of bows up at me, but I was ready for that too. I ducked back onto the roof and crept away in a squatted shuffle.

Riv landed on the shingles, scanning around for me, and for once, I was glad I wasn’t Enduring. In the dark, his eyes shone like a beacon. Mine didn’t.

The moment he turned his head away from my direction, I launched to my feet. A shot sailed over my shoulder as he fired blindly at the sound, but it was already too late. My slash chopped his leg clean off at the knee, bringing him to the ground—er, roof.

As he screamed, I fell atop him and pressed the blade to his throat, drawing blood. “You’re done, Riv.”

He tried to raise his remaining bow and muzzle a shot into my side, but I stomped on his wrist, breaking it and forcing the handle from his grasp.

“I can make this slow or fast.”

He spit at my face.

“What does Glayd want with Ranch? Why go through all this? Answer, and I’ll make it fast.”

He laughed. “You don’t even know what game you’re playing.”

I pressed the blade deeper. “Answer me, Riv.”

“He’s not going to,” said a voice behind me.

I turned to find Feng Ladwait on the roof behind me.

“Feng-Feng?” Riv called out.

“Only my father can call me that,” she said. “And you never even tried to be one.”

Before I could react, she slammed her boot into the flat spine of my cleaversaw, driving the blade through Riv’s neck.

With a squelch, his head rolled back.
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FUTURES FOUND

“WHAT ARE YOU doing here?” I asked, stepping away from the decapitated corpse, a hand casually scooping up my cleaversaw.

“When you did not come back, I left on Fenrir.” She carried trussers in each hand, seemingly the same ones we’d taken from the drue. The signs of the road were hard on her thinned frame. Without me to bring back the food from Ryespur, she would’ve been on her own this whole time.

“Why come back here?”

“I have people here,” she said. “When I got to the border and saw the patrols, I knew the Empire must have come to seize it. You and Laven may have been here first, but I will protect my home!”

Was that fire in her the one I’d come to trust, or an act?

Before I could ask anything, her tone grew stone-cold calm. “Why did you leave me, Chef? I thought you trusted me.”

“I didn’t leave you,” I said, casting as much suspicion out of my tone as I could. “Garuda kidnapped me and brought me to her nest in Mangtier.”

“And you survived? Please. You can admit you left me because you did not trust me.”

“It’s the truth,” I insisted. “You could’ve hurt me at any point while we descended the skyroot tree or let Fenrir kill me in the roots. I had doubts, but I didn’t leave. Garuda brought me to the nest and left with Glayd to come here. I had to get back to Ranch on foot.”

“Glayd is here?”

“Did you know she’s a First One?”

If she had been standing near the edge of the roof, Feng would’ve fallen off it. “A First One?” She laughed. “Yes, me too, Chef. I used to feast with Garuda’s mother and talk about my time among the stars.”

“I’m not kidding, Feng. That’s what she told me in Mangtier.”

“If it is true, if, it is not something I knew or even suspected.”

“Look, I don’t have time for this. Sincera might be in trouble. Cori needs me to take out Glayd. If you’re here to help, then help. We can sort this all out later.”

I turned and started pulling Riv’s trusser off his corpse before I remembered I’d broken it. Then something else occurred to me. “How did you find us?”

She looked away. “On the road, Fenrir killed a gryphon. It felt wrong to just eat it without eating it. I made Foresight Fried Gryphon and saw this rooftop… What happens, happened here. I have spent the day looking for it. I arrived as you confronted him in the street. When I saw you press the blade, I knew it had to be me to do it.” She hiccupped. “I just…”

This whole time, Feng had known the recipe for Foresight. I could’ve just asked her.

Then I remembered something Cutler had said. The last thing anyone had seen of the future was me decapitating a man on a roof in Ranch. This was that moment. Somehow, tonight, the future broke.

I needed to stop someone who could see the future, but suddenly, no one was going to be able to see with Foresight. That couldn’t be a coincidence. It had to be something I did. That meant a greater. And a greater meant I needed a kitchen.

Feng needed me to say something, to encourage her, but I couldn’t. I had to move forward. If we survived, I’d give her what absolution I could. “I’m going to the Academy House. I think your mom might be there. Follow me if you want.”

Before I could go in, Feng shot past me with her trussers. “I will meet you there.”

She beat me to the courtyard entrance to the Culinary Academy. In the moonlight, the fountain at the center splashed silver around the area in a peaceful dance, but there was nothing peaceful about the steam rising out of the Academy House chimney. It smelled like curry, and as much as I loved the versatility of my staff, I knew it wasn’t them. An imperial was cooking. In my kitchen. And I had a good idea who it was.

“I flew around twice,” Feng informed me as I approached. “If Sincera is here, she is inside. You sure my mom is in there?”

“Who else would make curry at this time of night?”

“Do you remember when I came to your door in the emperor’s Palace before the duel, drunk as a lemur? I started drinking after leaving my mom’s room. You know what she told me while I was in there? That the only thing of worth I ever could have done for our family was feed Lady Garuda. Her own kid.

“Even after everything, after I proved myself by becoming a pastry chef, after I helped you win the duel, humiliating her, she came to me after my unengagement party and told me she was wrong. I was not even worth feeding to Garuda. Because not even a gryphon would want to eat someone who committed blasphemy twice.”

“You mean she knew about the Chili Control all the way back then?”

“Yes, Chef.”

“Why would you go with us to Riv’s house after that?” I asked sincerely. “Weren’t you worried what she might do or who she might tell?”

“I refused to leave friends alone in the Empire. The fact that my family extended hospitality to you only made me more suspicious.” Feng retrieved a chocolate truffle, her greeting food, from a pouch at her waist and popped it into her mouth. I decided not to tell her that was considered extremely bad luck in Ranch and hoped it wouldn’t prove to be true.

When she finished chewing, she turned to me and said, “I wanted to see if Ryespur had changed. When I left, it was partly because no one there would ever take action. Leif, Woden, some of the others I grew up with—they always talked about Self-Reliance, but they never did anything about it. Part of me hoped they were involved with the attacks on the sanctuaries.”

“You were right about that,” I said.

“And it did not make me feel any better. The whole time I rode Fenrir down here, I considered my parents. How my biodad had died at the height of his vanity, using others’ righteousness to establish his own reputation. How my stepdad had attacked us for no apparent reason and said those things.

“I can never live outside their shadows. Unless they stop casting shadows to begin with. You want to know if I am okay knowing my mom might be in there? Come inside with me and see what happens.”
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THE PEOPLE WE MOURN

THE BUTCHER PAUSES, surveying first his two captives, then the height of the moon in the sky. “What happened next inside the Academy House isn’t completely relevant to my story. Frankly, it’s not even my story to tell. It’s Feng’s. Until the end, anyway.”

*   *   *

Bleeding bodies covered the floor of the Academy House kitchen in a sea of red. Half were my handiwork. Some were Feng’s. Sincera had even gotten a few in once we’d untied her hands. At least, until Beakka had grabbed her.

Then the screaming startled. Famines, I can still remember the smell of Sincera’s flesh burning, the sizzling sound underneath her cries of pain.

“Are you sure?” I mouthed, my eyes flicking from Feng to where Beakka stood.

Feng didn’t nod or speak. She dove out from behind the kitchen island and fired her last remaining trusser bolt.

Sincera ducked just in time. The crossbow bolt shot over her head and into Apicius Beakka Ladwait’s Enduring right eye. As she crumpled to the ground, she dropped the red-hot metal spatula she’d been pressing into Sincera’s throat. The screaming finally stopped.

Stepping over the corpses of the two rangers Riv sent, Feng and I advanced to Beakka’s side. Sauce and blood splattered her clothes, the same ones she had worn to our duel. Fresh blood and bits of eye spilled down the side of her face. Her remaining eye didn’t bother to find us. Beakka simply stared up at the ceiling.

“Our Lady will devour you yet, son. Then, finally, our family will be forgiven,” she said with her dying breath.

Feng slammed her foot down on the crossbow bolt, breaking it through Beakka’s skull. “I only wanted to cook!” she yelled, and then she started to sob.

I couldn’t begin to understand what she was feeling. The idea of killing my parents is as close to anathema as I can imagine. Feng said she wanted this, but that didn’t stop her from trying to negotiate with her mom when we had fought our way inside. Sincera must’ve had some sense of what Feng needed. Despite the welting burn across her throat, she pulled Feng into a hug, careful that her head went to the opposite side, and held her.

As Feng cried into her shoulder, Sincera’s eyes guided me to an icebox that had clearly been brought by the imperials. Inside, I found several vials of emphon milk. After giving one a good shake, I tucked it into Sincera’s outstretched hand, grabbed a few more, and went back into my dining room.

Someone had taken the time to repair the damage done by the carnephon attack. Even the patio deck outside, which had been completely demolished. It couldn’t have been done in the amount of time since my brigade returned from Mangtier, not even with them working day and night. I hadn’t instructed them to rebuild it. I wondered who was responsible.

We’d burst in too quickly to deal with them, but I hurried to the bodies tied and slumped into those chairs. Every member of my brigade, except for Laven and Feng, bore the blood and bruises of Beakka’s abuse, all because Beakka knew I had secrets hidden in this kitchen. None of my people had caved, not as she removed fingernails and broke noses. First to my garde, who’d taken the worst of the torture. She groaned as I worked her busted jaw open, but the ache transitioned into a moan once the Emphon Milk hit her system.

As I got to Vanil, Feng and Sincera joined me. Sincera’s wound was completely healed, and her eyes were no longer Enduring. It would take the staff a couple more minutes before they were conscious.

“Do we know what she was cooking?” I asked Sincera while we waited.

“Something for Lady Garuda,” she answered. “I overheard after they captured me. She and the empress are on the roof of the tower.”

“Feng,” I said, gently. “Where does this leave you?”

Feng examined one of the repaired chairs and took a seat. “I do not know why Glayd and my mother did this. But this brigade is the only family I have left. If you need more help, then I will help. Somehow.”

I placed a hand on her shoulder.

“And me?” Sincera asked.

“You want to keep fighting, somm?”

She shrugged. “Not particularly, but you’re Chef and in Ranch that means you’re in charge. I will do what you ask.”

“I’m not going to make you fight if you’re done. I can take care of Glayd myself.”

“How?” Feng asked. “She has a gryphon and sourcery. You lack even Endurance.”

“Not for long,” I said, looking back at my kitchen.

Feng followed my gaze. “You want to cook in there? It is covered in blood.” As she said that, her eyes sunk back to her lap, no doubt remembering whose blood coated the grill.

“I can help with that,” my stage said weakly, rising from his chair.

“Me too,” said my garde manger. “Starve these bastards.”

One by one, the brigade rose, the Endurance fading from their eyes, and agreed until there was only one person left sitting.

“Vanil,” I said, not knowing what else to say. On instinct, I pulled out a cracker to toss to him.

Rising, he reached into his belt, retrieving a honeycomb to match the gesture. But while mine was a simple underhand toss, his was an overhand spike into my chest. When I looked up from it, he punched me in the face, and I staggered back into a table.

Sincera, Feng, and half my brigade charged forward to hold him back, but I held up a hand, stopping them. “I deserved that.”

“You got him killed!” he roared, and he looked like he wanted to hit me again.

Tears formed in my eyes, and not from the punch. “I did,” I agreed.

“I asked you. I asked you to kick him out. But you swore to protect him instead.” Vanil’s eyes welled with tears too as he shoved me back into the table. “They wouldn’t even let me see him. My son is dead, and I don’t even know why I couldn’t have him back for a mourning feast.”

My staff backed off, Feng motioning for them to join her in the kitchen.

I’d been dreading this conversation for months. No matter how I analyzed it, Hili’s death was my fault. I might not have killed him myself, but I understood how Vanil felt, and I wasn’t even a parent yet. I thought my vendetta against Hili’s killer could redeem me in Vanil’s eyes. If I could kill the murderer before I had to have this conversation, at least then I’d have closure to offer. Now, I didn’t have anything but guilt. Vanil wouldn’t care that it’d taken me six months to learn the answer. He’d want to know why I hadn’t done anything with that knowledge.

“There was something concerning about his body,” I said, opting to share what answers I did have. “He died under the effects of Emphon Rub, but he didn’t shrink back down. They didn’t give you the body back because it must’ve weighed twenty tons. I’m sorry.”

“Emphon Rub.” He laughed darkly. “I should’ve never brought you into the Herd.”

“I won’t ask for your forgiveness,” I said, stepping toward him. “I don’t deserve it. But I know who did it, I’m going to find out why, and the moment I do, I’m going to kill her.”

He punched me again, and this time I was even less prepared. I collapsed to the floor, pain spiking up my face as blood pooled in my mouth.

“Do what you want, Chef. Nothing’s going to bring him back. I only came when the brigade asked because I wanted you to know this was me.” He motioned to all the tables. “I’ve been in here every day for six months, rebuilding your starving dining room so you look at these tables every service and remember what I lost. When you put food on these tables I built, I want guilt to turn every meal sour in your mouth.” He turned away. “I never want to see you again. Goodbye, Chef.”

“Vanil, I—don’t you want to know why?”

“Why?” he turned back around. “I know why. You’re why. I used to think that you were a beacon of hope for this city, for our people. But you’re really just building a wall around yourself. Hili fell for the act and joined the wall, just like I did. Then he took a blade meant for you. That’s why.”

He slammed the door behind him.

As I surveyed my empty dining room, blood sat in my mouth. Vanil was already getting his wish. Everything had soured.

The blood in the kitchen would only make me feel worse, so I stepped onto the patio and spat into the river. Fire and lightning sparked in and out of life within the palace cacti gardens, signaling fighting across the river. Smoke rose from the pepper fields beside the hole in the west wall. The sounds of rebellion and violence clashed in the Clouds nearby. Late though it was, the Return was young, and Cori still needed me. But for the moment, at least Pen Stables was saved the brutality manifesting in the rest.

I missed Minx. Her feathers were softer than Bessa’s had been, almost like the duckbill down Rare used for their pillows before the Revolution. I longed to run my hands through her feathers again. She had a spot under her left tusk where she liked to be scratched, and you could only get at it when you were big.

Hili had found that spot almost immediately. With him gone, no one else would have known to scratch her there. I repressed a sob as, at last, everything caught up to me.

It’d been, what, three months since I had that single day with Musta in Ryespur. Every day since had been so much. Famines, just a mundane day of cleaning duty with Minx would be a relief after all of this.

My gaze drifted back to the hole in Ranch’s wall. If Squirt had managed to stay enlarged like Atlas, I’d still be able to see him, unless he’d already fled the city. I didn’t think it was the case.

I spat another glob of blood onto the deck Vanil had rebuilt. He might not want revenge for Hili, but I still did. Whether Vanil was right about me building a wall was irrelevant. I couldn’t sit here feeling sorry for myself.

I needed blood.
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CHAOTIC INTENT

THE KITCHEN WASN’T the same without Laven. He’d promised me he’d be here in time, and more than ever, I felt the time had come, but my best friend was nowhere to be seen. The chaos of my kitchen was mine alone to wrangle. Feng mourning. My fry cook scared out of his mind. Even Sincera seemed off. All of them looked at me, waiting to find out how to save the city. Give me Bessa running loose through Ranch, ten times out of ten.

I wasn’t completely devoid of ideas. With Badgeboar Rub, I’d nearly bested Garuda in Ryespur with no time to prep and no plan. Right then, I had Badgeboar Rub hidden in the emergency stashes Cori’d used to wrangle the carnephon during my opening. But Glayd was the unknown ingredient. I wasn’t even sure if I could kill a sourcerer, or whatever she was, let alone how. Something told me picking her up in my giant hand and squeezing her might not do the trick.

Greater fusion tickled the back of my mind. During my journey to Ranch, I occupied my thoughts with how exactly it worked, how I’d made Flight Tacos. I thought I understood by the time I got to Ranch, but I was half raving from the journey. Combinations tempted me, but I had no idea if they would work.

Badgeboar Rub and Enhanced Sleepless Salad might create a superspeed giant capable of running thousands of kilometers per hour. Werephon Roll and Emphon Tartare; a werebull with iron tusks and knuckles. Was something like Werephon Rub on the table to make a giant flying weregryph? The possibilities seemed endless, and as my brigade waited for direction, I wanted to embrace one.

But none of those had anything to do with countering Foresight. As much as I hated all the prophecy bullshit, what I made had to have some stake in that. I’d once asked Cutler to make me a greater that countered Vindaloo. He had no idea how to do it. I needed to figure out how I would do so for Foresight.

“Chef,” Feng said, snapping her fingers in front of my face, “what are we waiting for?”

Some anti-greater greater, maybe? What would that taste like?

“Uh, Chef?” repeated my garde manger. “Part of the palace just caught fire.”

Famines and locusts, I needed to stop thinking. When was the last time sitting around thinking had gotten me anywhere? I was action. I was a cleaversaw. I didn’t plan Emphon Rub into existence. I didn’t scheme my way to Flight Tacos. I felt them develop. I needed to embrace my chaos.

Wait.

Chaos. “What if even I don’t know?” I asked aloud.

“Know what?” Feng asked.

My eyes must’ve lit up as I started speaking. My hands were definitely waving around. “Glayd uses Foresight Fried Gryphon to see the future,” I explained. “It’s how she’s always stayed one step ahead of everyone. But something we make tonight breaks Foresight. That much is certain. I’ve been trying to think about how to stop her, rather than how to prevent her from predicting. I think we have to make something chaotic.” I paused. “Something unpredictable.”

“Unpredictable?” my saucier asked. “I don’t know what the ingredients of unpredictable are, Chef.”

“I don’t either,” I said.

“You do not know what to make?” Feng’s anger was cold. Familiar.

“You tell me, chefs.”

“Not this again,” someone muttered.

“We did make a greater last time,” my stage reminded.

That was another thing I’d thought about on my journey. Laven and I hadn’t intended to make a greater, so we’d assumed someone here had. After years operating within my Theory of Intent, after an entire war focused on refining Enhancement, we’d come to believe we knew the “rules” of recipes. We tricked ourselves into assuming everyone had to follow those same rules.

But then I’d discovered greater fusion by accident.

And it wasn’t the first time. I hadn’t intended to create a greater when I made Emphon Rub, at least not the way I had when I invented Emphon Tacos or Grey Milk. I’d wanted to stop Bessa while putting together a meal that tasted like success. For someone to create Insight Enchiladas, all they needed to do was want the truth about something while cooking. When I made things, I had to attach flavor to the effect I wanted, but maybe that wasn’t always the case. Maybe someone in this kitchen thought differently.

Could I use that?

“Whatever we make,” I said, “we have to focus on stopping Glayd. We have to intend for the meal to do that to make a greater that can.”

“You are suggesting that we invent a new greater, right now?” Feng asked. “You and Laven are the only ones who have ever done that, and he is not even here.” The way she said Laven’s name sent a chill down my spine, and I couldn’t help but glance back at the spot where she’d killed her own mother. But her anger didn’t mean she was correct.

“No,” I countered. “The whole kitchen helped make Insight Enchiladas. I wasn’t even trying to make a greater at the time. Were any of you?”

Heads slung around, gazes looking for someone to raise a hand. But there were none.

Then, when it seemed like the hope of success had fled the room, Feng slapped a counter, sending flour into the air. “Okay, fine! I wanted to undermine my biodad. I daydreamed about exposing his lies to everyone he respected. But how could that have been enough? I—”

“No buts! That was all it took last time. We can do this, chefs. You don’t like it, you can follow Vanil.”

No one moved.

“Good! Now someone tell me what we’re making. Anyone?”

“Stage, what emphon do we have?” my garde asked. Emphon Milk might have healed her face, but the memory of Beakka’s torture still raged in her eyes. She needed to see the badge burn.

“The Cabinet recalled all emphon when the city got surrounded. We don’t have anything.”

“What did the imperials leave behind?” my fry cook asked.

Quickly, everyone rifled through the boxes Beakka had brought in and started calling ingredients out: half a gryphon wing, some emphon milk, a few kilos of empaneer, and enough skyroot powder to dry rub a bison.

“Okay,” my stage said, thinking aloud. “On the produce side, we’ve got a couple crates of all the normal stock: tomatoes, onions, chilis, some greens, guavacados, peppers.”

“And dry goods are stocked to usual levels?” I asked.

He nodded.

“What’s empaneer?” my fry cook asked.

“An emphon milk cheese.”

“Do we have ghee?” Feng asked, cheekily.

Stage smiled. “Yes, chef. I made sure to get more after last time. I also got some of the curry blends we liked in Mangtier. Oh, and some big cans of datonut milk I brought back with me.”

“What are you thinking, chef?” I asked Feng.

“Maybe some kind of gryphon tikka?”

“That makes sense with what we have,” I said, “but it doesn’t really seem unpredictable.”

“What if we use the empaneer, too?” my garde suggested. “We could make some kind of gryphon quesadilla.”

“Ooh,” cooed my saucier. “With like, tikka masala sauce inside the quesadilla, you mean?”

“And ghee to sear the tortillas on the outside,” said my fry cook.

“Screw it,” said Stage, “throw some peppers and chilis in there too for some spice and sweetness. It’ll be a bit all over the place.”

“Would that even taste good?” someone asked skeptically.

“Gryphon Tikka Quesadilla,” I said. It had an element of fusion to it. Enough Endurium to be an Enhancement in its own right. And a whole lot of chaotic flavor. If anything could do it, it was this. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It might not. But I like it. I like that I don’t know.”

“What if—” Sincera said, before cutting herself off.

“What?”

“What if I throw something in too? Something none of you see and know about. Then it really would be unpredictable.”

“Yes!” I slapped the counter. “Alright, chefs, let’s make it happen. Knives sharp!”

“Fires hot!”

“Plates clean,” I finished. “Let’s make the empress rue the starving day she came here.”
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CHAOSADILLAS

CHEF SAGEN TAUGHT me to dissect flavors and translate them into words. I learned what succulent meant, versus savory, versus piquant, versus tangy. Every word we use to describe taste, my arsenal.

I bit into a quesadilla that defied all of them. It was like everyone in my kitchen expected the flavors to go in a different direction and my tongue was trying to parse them—in fact, that was exactly what was happening.

There were commonalities like heat and tang baked into the soft, sinewy strings of the gryphon’s muscle fibers, each pulling apart like unraveling butter. But others I could’ve never expected. An eccentric earthiness I associated with mushrooms rising from the empaneer, which had delicately softened into a sort of string after being grated. A cool, refreshing yogurt washing over the numbing buzz of habanero, hidden in the ghee charred to the back of the tortilla. Zest of lime and creamy tomato richness. The combined result was something so beautifully unexpected, so forcefully chaotic, it was a perfect representation of a crossover of Mangtier and Ranch.

Only Feng and I could try it, as the brigade already had Emphon Milk, but Feng and I sang its praises as we devoured it. Is there any better time for quesadillas than midnight?

Enduring strength grew on me like a familiar song played differently, like when Cori played the gittar. But all the clarity I usually associated with Endurance was missing. None of the focus that cleared my thoughts.

Feng stood back from the table, staring at her hands. Suddenly, pockets of flame jumped between them. Just like the first time I’d used Shank Stew.

Had we somehow recreated it?

Then she started to float into the air, hovering off the ground.

That wasn’t Shank Stew. That wasn’t…anything I knew?

Or did I?

I couldn’t concentrate. Every moment more, my head felt like the inside of a rolling wine cask.

Somewhere, high above the tower, a gryphon roared in what sounded like frustration. The very earth seemed to shake with the footsteps of a god.

“Did we do that?” Stage asked. “Did we kill the gryphon?”

“Without even touching it?” Garde asked.

Was Feng glowing now?

Garuda squawked again, and the whole tower shook. Hanging pots and pans clattered together over kitchen islands. A plate fell to the floor. Something was definitely wrong up there.

“I feel drunk,” Feng said.

Without really knowing how or why, I found myself running to the central stair of the Academy. Climbing flight after flight, my head became a jumble as scattered as the flavors in the Chaosadillas. Everything shook every few moments. Then everything blurred like I was absolutely sloshed, but my movements were precise. Even if my mind couldn’t possibly contemplate balance, my body did, moving me upward twenty stories as the world spun. Fast. Fast as Enhanced Sleepless Salad.

Seconds later, I opened the hatch to the roof and pulled myself onto the shingled terrace. The moon was beautiful, lighting the world in pallid blue.

Shaking and twitching, Garuda stood before me. Her eyes were the brightest yellow I’ve ever seen. Enduring on something, but what? She looked panicked and afraid. As if she’d seen her god and been found unjust.

My cleaversaw was in my hand. I couldn’t remember drawing it.

She squawked again, mucus and spittle spraying me like it had on the pier in Ryespur, where she’d ruined my conversation with Cori.

Gods, I hated that noise. It needed to stop.

I weaved through her legs, saw slicing through the delicate tendons of her ankles. She never moved, never even flinched until I was done. It was very polite of her to stay still like that.

I couldn’t understand why until I saw that the blood wasn’t even flowing from her wounds. Was time standing still?

Oh, well, the moon was so beautiful. I looked back at it, and I wondered what time it was for it to be at that exact height to make the tower look so peaceful. The moon seemed to twitch upward, just a little, and all of sudden, Garuda’s ankles ripped open in four simultaneous gouts of gore, bathing me as I stood by the last. She collapsed in a scream as blood poured off the side of the tower.

Would it be raining blood down below?

I blinked again, and I was as big as Garuda.

Gryphon Rub?

What?

She lay there screaming awfully. Too much, too loud. I put my hand on her windpipe to silence that horrible squawking, and squeezed. Looked into her horrible eyes as she registered me. Life drained from her gaze.

“QUIET NOW. ALL WILL BE WELL,” I said.

She tried to rake me with her talons, but her ankles hung limp.

Her awful eyes bulged, reddened, like tomatoes squished in my hands to make sauce.

Her mouth shut.

The eyestalks fell limp.

Quiet.

Had I done it? Had I done a miracle? What was Cori doing? Would this help them?

Suddenly, I was beside my fiancée. But not really. My body was transparent. Ghostly. I felt so clearly there, though. We were inside the palace, outside the throne room.

“The Victsoans and the Executive are inside, but the Historicals have barred the doors,” Soryl said to someone. “I—” They stopped as they turned to see me. “Paprick?”

“K-killer?” Cori stammered, staring in shock. They had blood in their hair, but I smiled because it wasn’t theirs. I knew their blood.

“Hi, Highness.”

“How are you—what are you—?” My sovereign had no words to describe their confusion, but as I smiled at them like a raving drunk, happy as could be, they smiled back. A moment later, they finally found the question they needed answered. “Was all that shaking you? Did you take care of Glayd?”

“Glayd,” I said, starting to remember I had someone else to kill. Hili still needed avenging.

I was back beneath the moon atop the tower. Garuda lay dead. Glayd, dressed for war with trussers at her hips, stood framed in the moon’s silhouette, eyes as teal as a shallow sea. She regarded Garuda’s corpse.

“You did it, then,” she said. “This can end.”

I agreed. “Time for you to die.”

Her expression changed from stoic to confused. But I was running toward her, my arms and legs turning into those of a bull. My feet became hooves. I wondered if I had horns.

Her eyes glowed and she raised her hands above her face as if in fright. A storm of vines erupted around me, snaring my hooves. Like a carnephon, I snorted angry steam. My body changed. The steam turned to fire around my hands. The foliage burned to cinders at my touch.

I swung my saw.

And missed.

She appeared at the edge of the tower. “Paprick, stop!”

I didn’t.

Couldn’t.

“You killed Hili.”

Her eyes flashed off and on, and off and on with sourcery. Was she looking for a way through my powers? What were my powers? I wasn’t sure.

As I closed the distance again, she transformed into a weregryph, with talons and wings and fury, and leapt off the tower. Suddenly, wings thumping, she swerved away from the open air back at me.

She tried to tackle me to the ground, but there was so much blood everywhere from Garuda. I didn’t want to get any dirtier by being tackled there. I found I’d rather be like Feng and float.

For minutes or maybe seconds, Glayd tried everything she had to get her hands on me. Greaters the likes of which I’ve never seen again. At one point, she even turned into a full-sized gryphon, and I had to be big again to hold her back. I even slipped off the side of the roof, but luckily, my foot landed on something hard and supportive only a few stories below, so I pulled myself right back up.

No matter what she did, she couldn’t get ahold of me. She was used to being two steps ahead with Foresight, but I was a thousand steps behind, drunk on chaos, so far I might as well be in front.

She landed, panting and frustrated.

Did sourcerers have limits? Was she reaching hers?

“Why did you kill Hili?” I asked, my voice softer and more earnest than I can ever remember it. “He was a good kid.” I drew my cleaver-saw. “I can kill you once I know why.”

“You cannot kill a guardian! Call off your monster and let me leave. We are finally done!”

“We are.”

I was suddenly behind her, holding my saw to her throat.

To my surprise, she lunged into it so hard the blade cut all the way to the bone. Then she turned in my grip, and I could feel the blade chafing against the knuckles of her spine. She cut a full circle around her throat. If I hadn’t already been covered in Garuda’s blood, I would’ve been doused in Glayd’s.

Of course, the moment I thought that, I became clean. No blood on my clothes at all. Basically Sincera. Had I ever been dirty?

Her head lolled to one side, nearly decapitated, but her voice still came through her mouth. “We do not die like humans. No blade can kill endurmite bones and flesh permanently reinforced with Milk.”

I stepped back, seeing that to be true. “Useful.”

“Stop!” she growled. “Stop acting so…unhinged. We were supposed to align, Butcher and Paver, and unite in our efforts to end this world.”

As I puzzled over that statement, she tried to wrestle me to the ground a few more times, but she never got close. If anything, she got farther away, and her frustration forced mistakes that had nothing to do with me. By the end, I was starting to feel a little too focused. Like maybe this was wearing off, and she’d get me soon.

Something told me it would be bad if it wore off.

Maybe that was her whole strategy.

“Neither of us is getting anywhere, Glayd. Garuda’s dead. Riv’s dead. Beakka’s dead. Cori has your allies surrounded in the palace. It’s only a matter of time before we take back the city. You’re nothing without Foresight.”

Did she recognize how much more logical my statements were becoming? Did she suspect?

As if to deflect observation, my body became invisible.

She spun about, looking for me.

“Foresight.” She spat it like a curse, like so many of us. “That was the point!”

“The point of what?”

“If you must ask, it is clear I was mistaken. We are not aligned, and you will never understand.” She shook her head, staring up as if searching the sky for guidance.

Her neck had healed back fully. How did you kill a sourcerer? I needed to keep her talking.

“Maybe I would,” I said, reappearing. “Maybe we’re both here to help each other.”

“What?”

“You helped me discover greater fusion. You helped me realize I was being too strict.”

“Fusion? You mean you—what did you combine?” she asked, suddenly eager. “Is that how you are doing this?”

“Flight Food and my Tacos to get out of the tree. This is different.”

“Your Tacos,” she said almost reverently. “They fuse so well with everything.”

“Tacos are the perfect food.”

“Maybe hope remains. At the very least you can understand how your guard died and you can stop trying to kill me for it.”

“Oh?” I had to fight to keep the moonstruck lilt to my voice. I only had moments of Endurance left.

“I used greater fusion to combine your Tacos with a salsa made of Life Lassi. I cared not who worked that night; he was not special. I knew you would come looking for his killer if there was something about the death you could not explain.”

The truth struck me dangerously sober. I’d known from the beginning Hili died because his death was a message for me. But to hear it confirmed and explained so apathetically stripped my stomach into a hollow churn. I said a dozen times it wasn’t fair that Hili died. Here was the proof.

“What was the purpose of all this? Why lead me around?”

“The First Ones have known about the Empheron for centuries,” she said, and the world seemed to shake with the admission, the whole tower swaying as if hit with a tremendous weight. Maybe I wasn’t sober, then, because she didn’t even seem to notice, and just kept saying, “I am the last one left who yearns for him. I alone could pave the way to his rise, to end this fucked-up world we never should have found. You and I are his harbingers.”

“What are you talking about? What does this have to do with Hili?”

“The path required you to break Foresight. War, desperation, fear, revenge, those are the levers that move you. The path necessitated I create them alongside an enemy who used Foresight often enough. Then you would find a way to break it. I left a mystery with your logo. I became empress. I started a war. Dozens of years of Foresight and planning to bring you to this city, tonight, when and where you kill Rivern Engi. And now we have arrived! We can stop all this and let the Empheron come.” Some measure of relief washed over her. “Finally.”

“I didn’t kill Riv,” I said simply. “Feng did.”

Her face contorted in confusion.

Chaosadillas faded from my system. If Glayd hadn’t been so distracted, she’d surely have noticed the change in my eyes. I was vulnerable. Easily dispatched. But I was also finally sober enough to understand that she wasn’t trying to kill me. She was trying to escape and I was preventing that.

“You’re no different from Shepherd,” I decided.

She sneered. “We are nothing alike. All her energy, she spends avoiding the future. I make it happen. My family brought us here.”

Even if I didn’t need revenge for Hili, that sealed it. She wanted the apocalypse to start. But I still didn’t know how to kill her.

Of course, I didn’t need to.

“Well, mate,” a voice called from behind me. “I think that’s our cue.”

Just in time.

A torrent of green acid sprayed over the side of the tower walls, arching above us like a fountain from below.

Maybe a smidge of Chaosadilla still lingered, because time stopped again. I could see every droplet of that liquid strike Glayd’s skin. Steam curled from her flesh as it went from pink, to red, to non-existent all before her face transitioned from confusion, to fear, to a mangled scream.

In my second fight with Garuda, I described twisting her eyestalk like checking celery. The acid unraveled Glayd to the bone like celery pulled apart string by individual string from top to bottom, pieces of her sluicing off from the impact sites of her head and shoulders and falling around her before melting.

On instinct, I stepped back. Acid spilled down her, hissing onto the roof. Shingles popped into the air like corn kernels in a pot as the acid began tearing at the roof. Glayd’s endurmite skeleton, skull barren of eyes, turned, still somehow alive and desperate. She tried to step out of the acid, but a burning hole gaped open beneath her melting flesh.

What was left of Glayd fell into the tower.

The fountain stopped spewing, and carefully, I moved to the edge.

Several floors down, endurmite bones lay in a bundle that hardly resembled a skeleton. Before I could fully wonder whether she could survive that, the pieces melted until nothing remained.

And so died the last of the Divine.

Confused and yet thankful, I backed away, looking over the tower’s edge for the source of the acid. Atlas braced against the tower with her forelegs, as if the tower were a tree with a low branch to chew on. Her frothing mouth still hung open. In all the chaos, I hadn’t even seen a giant caprishell enter the city. I’d felt her steps, in retrospect. Maybe even stepped on her when I slipped off the tower, while drunk on the Chaosadillas. A path of destruction followed her from the hole Squirt had made—larger now to fit her—to the Clouds.

Her path to the tower was as direct and purposeful as anyone’s could’ve been. She knew exactly where she needed to go to reach this moment. Foresight Fried Gryphon might have its issues, but there were some futures, maybe, that were more certain and fixed.

“Just in time,” I said as I found Laven standing on her shell beside the glowing Ovate.

*   *   *

The archivist still can’t resist the Butcher’s command, more powerful than any she has felt from him before, but it doesn’t matter. The Butcher spoke true before. She saw Terry die—or she thought she had—but his body had been mostly intact. His bones certainly hadn’t melted in acid. If Paprick was telling truth, and her Terry really had become a sourcerer before the end…

She doesn’t know where he is now. She doesn’t know why she hasn’t heard from him yet.

God is dead.

But her Terry is alive.
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Course 8: Wedding Cake

In a just world, there would be no better dessert, no meal better suited to celebration. It would go with everything and yet need no pairing. You’d have to ask Laven for the recipe. I couldn’t bring myself to learn it.

Expected Endurance Effect(s):

Removes all endurium and Endurance from the consumer

Enhanced Endurance Effect(s):

Unknown

Variance Effect(s):

Unknown

Emphon Effect(s):

Same as human in all eleven emphon tested
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SAVE THE DATE

THE BUTCHER MUST notice the hope flowing through the archivist’s eyes. With a wave, he releases Voice Vindaloo’s power over her and says, “Wipe your eyes. I already told you he was alive.”

“Where is he?” the archivist asks.

Beside her, Dyl still rages against the Butcher’s hold, unable to speak or ask their own questions, many they must be. But she finds she doesn’t care. For years, Dyl holed themselves up in this tower in secret, seeking vague answers the archivist gathered in two days. Resentment never colored her relationship with her parent, but Dyl was ever jealous of her pursuit of the Source, and with the knowledge Terry lives, the archivist remembers how little Dyl cared in the wake of news that unraveled her. Time had done so little to temper the pain, less so as the Butcher flaunted his relationship with Cori.

“I’ll bring you to him soon,” the Butcher answers.

“You would do that? Why?”

“If all this information about the Source isn’t serving as proper motivation, at least he will.”

Several questions dance on her lips, thrill bringing so much of her back to life. As she opens her mouth to speak the first, she notices the annoyed narrowing of the Butcher’s eyes, still Enduring to hold Dyl.

“You know what?” She almost giggles. When had she last giggled? Has she ever giggled outside Terry’s arms? “I will spare you the questions this once. It’s clear you’re framing today’s story around your wedding. Let’s finish before I bother with more.”

*   *   *

Unlike the days following the Revolution, the days following Glayd’s death were orderly. Laven and I handled the mourning feasts for all who fell in battle. No rancher questioned their place in the world or what was coming. Historicals knew they’d be executed or exiled depending on their involvement with the imperials. Yellers welcomed the certainty of their next battle as they prepared to secure the borders, all in shambles.

If there was anyone who didn’t know their role, it was Cori. The Executive had to recover from wounds sustained during her kidnapping and imprisonment. A third of the Cabinet were crammed into cells on the way to trial by the other two-thirds, which had suffered its own deaths and injuries as the Historicals attempted their coup. No one could agree what quorum would be necessary to strip Cori of their title, let alone get there to do it. Cori had been named sovereign temporarily, and for now, Ranch seemed content to let temporary stretch its legs.

Empowered, Cori sent word to Mangtier that their new empress was dead and demanded peace terms. Usually, notice included a head or something as proof, but given the circumstances of Glayd’s death, we had to get creative. According to our spies, the arrival of Garuda’s maggoty corpse had caused an uproar. If not for the news that Beakka Ladwait and Rivern Engi had died alongside both Glayd and Garuda—and this time heads were included—they probably would’ve doubled down on war.

Well, maybe not. Atlas and Laven had come to Ranch, but the drue’s army hadn’t. They’d been busy leading Ryespur into a revolution of its own, empowered by the blight report. The Imperial Senate was scrambling to repress it while electing a new leader.

And it took nearly two months for Garuda’s body to get there. While it was in transit, Auntie Gyn warred at the border against the imperials that weren’t fighting drue, and they proved incredibly stubborn. In comparison, the mass trials and exiles in Ranch were easily finished. We even installed a foghorn system in case of gryphon or duckbill attacks.

When things settled, Cori politely returned their title to the Executive, and we focused on the most important thing: preparing for our wedding.

“I don’t want to wait,” Cori said to me, minutes after peeling the sovereign regalia from their jacket. “The whole Return, that’s all I was thinking. ‘He better not die before we make our vows.’”

I took their hand, turning the band on their finger. “Does that mean we can die once we get married? I might want to put off the wedding.”

“Oh, so you’re funny now,” they said, pushing me back against a wall and kissing me. “You leave me to worry if you’re alive for near six weeks, then fight a godsdamned sourcerer in the sky while drunk off your ass on some new greater, and you come out of it with jokes?”

“Is there any other way to come out of all that?”

They started unbuttoning my shirt. “I can think of a few ways.”

*   *   *

“Stop smiling,” the Butcher says. “You’re making it weird.”

“I’ve rediscovered pleasure in love,” the archivist says with such sincerity the Butcher groans.

*   *   *

By the time the new empress had declared a truce and the message got to the border, Laven and Atlas had joined the drue to aid the secession of the northern kingdoms. Nidari and the drue had voted to spare his life when further evidence of Scalen’s treatment of Atlas came to light, but Feng, despite killing two of her parents herself, was no closer to forgiving Laven for the murder of the third. That hatred seemed likely to last as long as Vanil’s anger would for me. It was no surprise when she decided to stay in Ranch rather than return to Ryespur where some sought her leadership.

What a backdrop for wedding planning.

Anyway, Cori’s parents gave their consent. Invitations and RSVPs went out and came back. Auntie Gyn returned from the border, and I only had one thing left to decide.

“Alright, I know it’s tough to talk about, but the wedding’s tomorrow,” Cori said as I stared out at the cacti gardens from our balcony. They lounged in a chair, taking in the spring sunshine, decently tolerable if already getting hot. It was hard to believe it had been nine months since I’d asked them to marry me. (I couldn’t forget the exact number of months that afternoon.) “We gotta decide what we’re doing about the head table.”

“Cutler is the closest thing I have to a parent. I’d thought I’d put him there, even after everything last year, but I haven’t heard from him since he left Ryespur. I don’t even know if he’s alive.”

Cori looked away as they asked, “Is he really the closest thing, killer?”

They were talking about my biodad. Before meeting Feng, I’d never heard that term, but now it gave me a way of referring to the man who’d contributed to my birth without engaging with the same emotional weight that the word “dad” had brought before.

“I don’t want to go down that road,” I said. “Mom and Mother were my parents.”

Cori left the lounge chair and put a hand on the small of my back. “We don’t have to do traditional.” It was easily the hundredth time they’d said it during the planning. “Gods know I ain’t wearing a dress or letting you shove cake up my nose. Mama and Papa will understand if we nix the family table.”

A cloud passed in front of the sun, momentarily shading eastern Ranch, save the Culinary Academy and Fen’s Plateau. With the light just so, I could actually see the workers building scaffolding. Now that our soldiers were home, we could repair the roof and walls from my fight with Glayd.

“If we nix the family table, I can’t have Auntie Gyn and Uncle Macen up there, and I always imagined our wedding with them. When was the last time you even saw your cousins from Far Common? I sure you want them up there too. Otherwise, we won’t get to talk to anyone except each other.”

“Except each other?” They pushed me into the railing. “I didn’t realize I was such poor conversation.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Would’ve been easier if my cousins hadn’t come,” they acknowledged. “I love them, but the table was unbalanced enough with you only having three. Now I got nine plus my parents. More reason to nix it, killer.”

“No,” I said, still staring at the tower. I hadn’t been back to my restaurant since we’d cleared the bodies out that very night. Couldn’t look at Vanil’s handiwork, just as he’d hoped. It still hurt to acknowledge what happened. As far as we knew, what my brigade and I accomplished that night by intentionally creating a greater as a team was unprecedented—well, ignoring Insight Enchiladas.

I’d had so little time to fully appreciate it, but making Chaosadillas with them had been unlike any service with Ilantra or the warchefs. It was like cooking with family. We hadn’t been cooking for guests or for soldiers. We’d been cooking for each other and for ourselves, each of us adding a piece of our unique experience into the dish. There was order, sure; it was still a professional kitchen. But we were literally creating chaos. It didn’t come without laughter, a few cut fingers, and a little crying. Wasn’t that how families cooked?

“What about my brigade?”

“What about them?”

“What if I have them up there? Laven will be back. Feng could use some family right now. Famines, experiencing a rancher wedding upfront might even convince Sincera we aren’t all bad.”

Cori ticked off the brigade’s names against RSVPs, counting the total. “Damn, killer. That would put us at even numbers. You’d want Laven next to you, right, or you still thinking Auntie Gyn?”

“And miss the opportunity to watch our caterer sprint from the kitchen to his seat beside me for each dish? No question. Put him there.” I paused to look into their eyes. “You sure you’re okay with that?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You barely know some of them.”

“Name three of my cousins.”

As I blanked, Cori hugged me from behind. “It’s going to be perfect. A little bit of chaos. A lot of good food. Dancing.”

“Dancing,” I repeated, almost shocked things were calm enough we could comprehend such a thing after the last year. “When was the last time we danced?”

Cori took my hand and led me into a little shuffle. “We have to remember to dance more,” they said as we slowed into each other’s embrace, and the sun began to set. “I don’t want to raise a kid in a house without music.”

We made eye contact, and I spoke aloud what we’d been thinking. “We made the right decision in Ryespur.”

“We did,” Cori agreed. “But I think, once the wedding’s over and we get settled, I might be ready.”

“For a kid?”

“For a kid.”

I stood motionless. “What about the sourcerers? What about the Source?”

Cori laughed. “What did you think ‘get settled’ meant, picking out a new couch? You’ve got to get that wrapped up.”

“So this is supposed to be motivation then.”

They smirked. “I only know two things that properly motivate you, killer. Food and…” They pulled me away from the railing.

“You,” I said before they could imply anything lesser. “Always you.”
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LET THEM HAVE CAKE

“WE DON’T HAVE to do this,” the archivist offers.

“We do.”

“Do we really? We both know what happens next, and I can’t imagine there’s anything I’m going to learn that I don’t already know. Why put either of us through writing it down?”

“I’m telling the story so you can learn,” the Butcher says stoically. “You’re writing it down for entirely different reasons.”

“What reasons?”

The Butcher checks the position of the moon and then looks over at Dyl to ensure they remain controlled by Voice Vindaloo. “We can worry about that tomorrow. We’re expected somewhere else momentarily, and like you said, today’s always been coming to this. Let’s finish it before Dyl shares the teleportation greater and Cutler finishes his work.”

It’s been so long, the archivist nearly forgot. Cutler was sent to wake Atlas. The name had been meaningless to her before, but now…

*   *   *

Every culture celebrates love at a wedding—at the end of the day, that’s the whole point—but how is unique. In Semoli, weddings coincide with the uncorking of wine barreled the year each newlywed was born. Everyone gets well and truly drunk while celebrating the time it took to make the union. In Ryespur, weddings are more like pageants than celebrations, where fashion and talents are put on display to shower the happy couple, throuple, or whatever, in the vastness of human craftsmanship. Mangtier’s are more like duels between parents attempting to one-up each other with spectacle and extravagance in an effort to please the Divine and earn their favor for their wedded children.

But in Ranch, we feast.

For so long, common only got two opportunities a year to fill their bellies: the Flyover Festival and the Communion: a special day one week after winter harvest when all common partners would come together to get married in Common-1. Each family would bring everything they’d saved for the occasion, hand it to a neighbor who would do them the honor of cooking for them, and set up a feast for the combined families at a head table. Especially lucky families might even have enough for others to join them at extra tables. After, the street outside of Common-1 would fill with people dancing.

Instead of one big wedding, Rare had weddings whenever they wanted. There was no need to save food and alcohol all year to make it happen. Since the Revolution, ranchers had embraced the Rare way—probably the only time we did as the Rare did—satisfied in our relative freedoms and abundance to have this one luxury.

I felt too guilty to do that, given the expense the Cabinet were going to put into it. I’d always imagined my moms beside me at my family table in whatever room of Common-1 we’d been assigned. We wouldn’t be in Common-1, and my moms wouldn’t be there. I couldn’t bear any other differences, so for the first time in Ranch history, there would be a Communion in the Palace, and the entire city would dance afterward.

We were the centerpiece, of course. Our reception would fill the cacti gardens—ten paces away from where my moms had fallen—while other ranchers enjoyed their marriage meals inside. I wanted my moms with me as best I could have them.

“I wish I could see Fennel’s face,” I said as I stared out at the gardens from the palace kitchens.

Laven was way too busy cooking to really acknowledge me, but I got a grunt.

“Imagine if he could see you cooking here, where he killed your dad, for my wedding as I marry a princeps in his old backyard.”

Laven paused his knifework, and his eyes drifted to the exact spot in the kitchens where his dad’s throat was sliced open. “Justice, ain’t it.”

“Has to be,” I answered. “Otherwise, it’s macabre.”

“Macabre?” Laven laughed. “Did Cori buy you a dictionary as a wedding gift? Since when do you know words like macabre?”

“I can know words like macabre. I studied with Sagen, too.”

“Right, right,” he said, finally giving me his attention. It was still startling to see his eyes glow teal with ovatry, but the only way any one man could do what he was doing was by using Enhanced Sleepless Salad to move quickly.

By then, we knew ovatry was far, far weaker than sourcery. Without actually eating anything, he could only produce the effects of one greater a day and doing so tired Atlas out. She claimed she could do more, but it might put her in a coma, so Laven avoided it. Instead, he made use of longer-lasting greaters to span the power out. As the de facto Voice of the Ovate among the drue, who were still fighting, he was constantly using Sleepless Salad.

“It means a lot that you’re here,” I said, voicing something I hadn’t gotten the chance to discuss even though it’d been months. “I’m sorry I risked that by ignoring your warning. I won’t do it again.”

“Save the vows for Cori, mate.” He corrected the tilt of my suit jacket. “I accept the apology, but really, I’m proud of you. I didn’t tell you, but Atlas saw two outcomes of you going to Ryespur. In one, you make greater fusion. In the other, Terry put a knife in your back. Whatever you said to him that night must’ve stayed his hand.”

“Or didn’t say,” I admitted.

He laughed.

“How often does she see things?”

“Rarely now that we’re bonded. Maybe one random glimpse if I avoid using ovatry for a few days.” He slapped me on the shoulder before I could feel even more guilty. “No frowns. It’s your wedding day and this meal will redefine the word lish. You’ll be bowing to me when you see what I’ve done to this cake, mate. Brand new greater.”

“Cutler said sourcerers can’t make new greaters,” I said, looking past him at the many ovens firing the dessert.

“Good thing I’m not a sourcerer then.” He pulled me back, hiding my view of the dessert. “Now, off with you. I’m busy and your partner can’t get worried you’ve left them at the table.”

I followed his advice and made my way outside.

Traditionally, the groom’s family sat at the table first, and I was unsurprised to see my brigade decked out in their finest, already sweating in the spring sun. They smiled as I approached the platform where the long table sat, and some of the lower tables hollered and clapped as I took the stairs.

As we waited for Cori, my gaze strayed to a plaque in the garden. It marked where my parents fell, formally honoring them for their part in the Revolution. Sincera put a hand on my back. Even she saw what I was feeling. “Have some wine.”

She put a bottle of red on the table in front of me.

“It’s from Semoli. Special for your wedding. Good vintage.”

Before I could try it, Cori’s family came to the table in a line, and the gathered crowd stood. There was Chef Sagen and his husband seated beside Soryl and their partners. Neighbors from Common-3 did shots of tequila quickly before Cori appeared. Former members of the Herd like Server Andala and Crooked Rish bent their heads deep in conversation. (Even I wouldn’t refuse Rish an invitation to my wedding.) Cori’s sparring partners laughed with a couple of their friends from the Cabinet. All over were people from their political life that I didn’t even know, really. I remember being so transfixed by how happy and handsome everyone looked that I almost didn’t notice Cori come through the kitchen doors.

Almost.

As cliché as it is, they took my breath away.

In typical Cori fashion, a large belt-buckle affixed their trousers. Their family’s crest hid on its face, subtly emblazoned black-on-black. Seemingly inspired by the flared culottes we’d worn so often in the Empire, their magenta suit pants blossomed out in pleats that almost made the whole piece look like a skirt as they stood still. In place of their standard jacket and vest combo, they’d removed the jacket, leaving only the vest and the binders beneath. It left little to the imagination about their torso, exposing the abs and arms that always brought heat to my face. Definitely intentional.

And then there was their face.

Eyes rimmed in magenta and kohl, hair dyed magenta at the tips, lips equally done to match. I almost felt jealous knowing we’d be eating soon and some of the lipstick would come off on food instead of me.

As they came forward, my tears fell.

“I love you,” I said as they joined me at the table.

“Oh, good. Would’ve been a bit awkward today otherwise. Let’s sit.”

Our vows were then and are now for us only, and we whispered them to each other as Laven’s team served the appetizer. Mama Herdon—I was forcing myself to start saying Mama—tried to lean in from her place beside Cori and catch a few words, but she had no luck. We knew how to protect what was ours.

Then it was time for the meal.

“To begin,” Laven said, as he took his place beside me, “a take on Cori’s favorite.”

The plate before me was a microcosm of rancher eggs with perfect yolks. All the pieces colored the plate, but in an appetizer portion that was no less inviting. I almost hate to admit it, but the moans of pleasure coming from beside me told me Laven had outdone himself in Cori’s eyes. The crunch, the umami, the kick of lime—they were the perfect opening of the meal.

“I knew I wanted to honor Cori and Paprick in every dish tonight,” Laven said, later, after the tequila was starting to blur the evening, and the salad course had come and gone. “From the many, many times I’d seen Pap apologize to Cori over the years, I knew Cori’s favorite. But when I considered how to recreate Paprick’s favorite meal, I realized he’s never actually told me.”

Someone booed.

“Right? In fact, I asked everyone, Cori included, and only one person knew.” He smiled. “If you guessed Cori, you’d be wrong.” I laughed alongside everyone else as Cori hid their face. “Fittingly, only Crooked Rish knew that secret, and though he deigned to share it with me—for a price—I haven’t got it in me to out the boy of this embarrassment on his wedding day.”

Again, someone booed, but the laughter running through it kept me far from angry. Even if Rish had known.

Laven stood and approached the kitchen. “So then I thought, if I can’t make Pap his favorite food, how can I honor him? I think you’ll agree that there was really only one answer.”

“Oh, starve,” I said, starting to cry again as the doors opened and the servers came out with what Laven had chosen. Cori took my hand, squeezing.

“Sesa’s Shank Stew,” Laven said as the bread bowls clanked onto tables. “The first greater Paprick ever made, and the only one that bears a common’s name. Enjoy.”

Sincera poured us each a glass of her wine, which paired perfectly with the hearty spice.

Within minutes, the sky above the garden was flowering all its own. Bursts of fire danced in the wind and glided like freed petals. I couldn’t bring myself to send one up myself, but with the Endurance running through me and the fire dancing in my palms, I did finally feel that my mothers were with me.

“I hope that was alright, mate,” Laven said, sitting down. “I checked with Cori, but—”

“It was beautiful,” I said, squeezing his shoulder. “Thank you.”

He nodded and Cori once again took my hand. For the remainder of the course, I just sat in silence, watching the colorful flames dance in Cori’s eyes and along their cheeks.

“And finally,” Laven said, standing for the final time, “we reach the best part.”

Everyone stood, Cori and I included, and we took hands, both of us swaying from all the tequila and wine. Part of me knew I couldn’t have gotten that drunk that quickly.

None of me cared.

“The couple have opted to forgo the traditional cake kiss,” Laven informed, “but if you’d all clink your flutes as you would normally…” As a crescendo rose a cutlery tinkled off glass, Cori stepped into my arms and the lips I’d wanted to taste all night finally found their way to mine. “I give you Cori and Paprick.”

“A once-sovereign and a king among chefs!” Mama Herdon announced as she raised her flute.

“Sovereign and Chef King!” someone echoed.

I know there was cheering and clapping, but all I can remember is the way Cori felt in my arms, pressed against me, the smell of their hair and the taste of their lips. A person can only appreciate so many senses so intimately, and I was more than happy to abandon sound and sight.

When we finally parted, Laven shouted, “Let them eat cake!” and an enormous, twelve-tiered monstrosity of frosting came through the doors. Each layer was dedicated to one of the Twelve, the piping depicting the emphon with tremendous accuracy, and culminated with a chocolate artifice of a carnephon that could only have been Bessa. It took four people to help Laven carry it to the head table.

As I marveled at it, Laven’s words from all those hours before came back to me. “Didn’t you say this is a greater? Won’t we gorge?”

“That’s the real beauty, mate. I’ve truly outdone myself. When you eat this, it won’t give you Endurance. It’ll take it away.”

“What? How?”

Laven tapped his nose. “Intent, mate. And lots of practice on a sourcerer willing to suffer gorge a few times before we got it right.”

“As if being around him isn’t like dying already.”

“Cutler!” I said, turning to see the sourcerer in the flesh. “You came.”

He shrugged. “You know what they say about missing weddings and funerals.”

I didn’t, but I hugged him all the same.

Everything really was perfect.

So perfect that it never would’ve crossed my mind to worry when several of the guests I didn’t recognize walked up behind Cori’s side of the head table. As Sincera walked up behind Cori, I even laughed, thinking that the teal ringing Sincera’s eyes was an especially ironic reflection of one of the flowers exploding up above.

Laven’s cake alighted across my lips. Pure, Perfect vanilla explosion like the first time I ever had ice cream. I wasn’t even concerned when someone screamed. I just remember being impressed by the way I could feel the Endurance leaving my body. It was like steam boiling off and rising through vents.

*   *   *

“No.” The Butcher makes eye contact with Dyl. “It wasn’t until you appeared right behind me that I worried. When I saw the knife in your hand and my eyes flashed down the tables to see all the others.”

Slowly, the Butcher rises and crosses the stacks of books so that he’s leaning over Dyl. “Do you remember what you all said, Dyl? You, Sincera, and those Rare animals?” He flicks a hand to release Voice Vindaloo’s control over the dean. “Go on. Tell us so we can record it properly.”

Over a long moment, the parent whom the archivist loved retreats from bravery to fear. When finally they speak, their voice is quiet and they can’t bear to look at the Butcher—or the familiar knife that’s found its way into his hand.

“Just desserts,” they answer.

*   *   *

As Dyl and the others coldly intoned, “Just desserts,” blood sprayed across the table. I managed to catch Dyl by the wrist, but few others stayed their attackers’ hands. Mama Herdon and Papa Herdon both had their throats slit. The cousins, all stabbed in the back, garroted, or stabbed in the skull. Cori turned on Sincera, swinging their flatsaw to meet Sincera’s scimitars, but they were sluggish, unsteady.

“You’re feeling it now,” Sincera said, laughing as she ducked under. “Is everything blurry?”

The wine.

“Let me poison her,” she’d said once. She was talking about Glayd, but I should’ve remembered.

Rare assassins descended from the roof with trussers. Others proved to be guests in disguise. Those few ranchers who hadn’t yet eaten cake fought back with fire and strength. Screams erupted from the weddings inside the palace. Crooked Rish’s head rolled across the ground, blood trailing back to his body slumped in his chair.

“I was never really against you until you took my hand,” Dyl said, pulling themselves from my grasp. “But I hope this hurts just as much.”

Sincera thrust a blade into Cori’s gut.

Laven, quickened by Salad, flashed across the table.

Cutler, enraged, threw lightning.

But though Dyl backed away from me, I stood unmoving, staring at Cori.

Their eyes, gods, their eyes. I thought there was nothing that would ever change the love I felt seeing them open and staring at me.

I never could’ve imagined I’d see them stare at me like that.

Life draining out of them.

“You shouldn’t have killed Glayd,” Dyl said, joining Sincera over Cori’s body. “It showed the sourcerers who you really are, and now they stand tall with us. Now, we all have Chaosadillas to hide our plans.”

In shock, I could only look up as Sincera took Dyl’s hand, and the pair of them disappeared.

I’d won the Battle to Retake Ranch, but the War of Return remained unfinished.

Cori’s family would be its first victim. Crooked Rish, its second.

But they would not be the last.

I would see to that.










ENTREMET VIII
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EPILOGUE

AS THE BUTCHER speaks the words, the entire Academy shakes.

A head the size of several buildings appears in the window. Never before has the archivist seen Atlas, but there is no mistaking those fiercely intelligent eyes, even if there was another enlarged caprishell who could reach this floor of the Academy. Standing atop her are Laven Florento, Feng Ladwait, and Jives Cutler’s ghost form. The Ovate has awoken from what must’ve been a coma.

“Right on time,” the Butcher remarks as he presses the knife to Dyl’s throat.

To the archivist’s surprise, it’s she who has his attention. “It’s time to decide, Yenne. You’ve heard everything. You know what I want from you, if not fully why. Are you with us?” He motions to Laven, eyes bright as crackling lightning in the dark night, and the ghost of the same color. “Or are you with them?” The blade returns to Dyl’s throat.

“Are you asking me for permission to kill my parent?”

“I need the greater for teleportation,” the Butcher explains. “I’m asking if you’ll still help me once I take it. Whatever the cost.”

“I—” Can she do it? The man killed her God. He created the events that killed—or hurt—Terry. Dyl rescued her from the streets and gave her anything and everything she needed. “What if I say I’m with them?”

“You spend the rest of this, however long it takes to defeat the Empheron, under Vindaloo.”

“You’d make me a slave?”

“You’ve heard enough to know the lengths I’d go to.”

A slave to the Butcher’s whims. But does she actually care about those consequences?

Dyl’s eyes soften as they see the archivist in true dilemma. This is no easy choice, and they know it.

“I’ll give it to you,” they offer the Butcher.

“Oh, you will, but first she has to choose.”

“The main ingredient is—”

“SILENCE, DYL,” Laven Florento commands as he steps through the window, “your daughter is thinking.”

Sweat is no stranger to the head of a rancher, but for all the heat, Yenne was never one to sweat. Now, beads form and slide down the side of her face.

“I choose,” she begins and the Butcher’s eyes flash yellow with Insight. “I choose…” There’s no lying now.

She sees what he’s been through. She understands when and why he became the Butcher. Why he really is the Chef King. She might not yet know why they whisper Godreaper in his wake, but after all this, surely there was a good reason?

“I choose to help you kill the Empheron,” she says.

With a nod, the Butcher yanks open Dyl’s mouth with one hand and lifts the blade through the tongue as if it were butter.

The archivist gasps and reaches out for her pare.

She holds them. There’s so much blood coming out, Dyl chokes on it.

Ignoring her, the Butcher swallows the tongue, his face momentarily growing pale before his eyes flash yellow.

“I thought you would torture them!” the archivist screeches. “I knew you’d hurt them, but at least give them the chance to tell you themselves.” She turns to the rest of the Butcher’s crew. “Someone help them!”

Dyl touches the archivist’s wrist with their remaining hand and shakes their head.

“No. I won’t let you die,” she says.

Laven steps over and kneels before Dyl. “Do you regret choosing the Rare?”

“Choosing them?” the archivist asks. “What do…”

After a moment’s hesitation, Dyl’s face goes slack, and they nod.

“Then, HOLD YOUR BREATH, DEAN, and be thankful we gave you the opportunity to repent.”

“Stop! No… Please…”

But there’s nothing else to do. No one will save them. Dyl’s face grows purple with the strain. Then they kick, legs hard, hard. Then soft.

Dyl dies in her arms. The only thing she could do is hold them.

“I gave you the choice,” the Butcher says coldly when it’s done. “Do you regret it?”

“I—” She stops to analyze herself. Grief and shock shake her limbs. They quicken her heart and bring acid to her throat. But. “No,” she admits.

“Good.”

“Did you get it?” Feng asks the Butcher from outside. The archivist feels as if she should look at the woman, but she can’t remove her eyes from her pare.

“I have it. Should only take a moment for me to get there. You’re ready?”

When she nods, Laven jumps out of the window, landing back on Atlas. “Go.”

With a swift stride, the Butcher takes the Rite book in one hand and the archivist’s wrist in the other. “You might feel a pinch.”

One moment, the archivist looks at the open eyes of her pare. The next, her stomach feels as if it’s done a somersault, and she’s in the middle of a desert plain illuminated by the most beautiful stars she’s ever seen. “You can use it just like that?” she whispers. “I thought—”

As she beholds them, something enormous passes in front of the sky. A drakephon, or…

It is as she described it to Musta. A creature like an ape merged with a centipede, a million times too big. Its back is turned to them, and for that, at least, she is grateful.

Then the Butcher yells a name that sends a lance up her spine. “Terrago!”

Wildly, the archivist turns about, looking for him. But she sees only the shadow of the Empheron. Maybe he’s behind it?

Then another pair of eyes turn. The Empheron looks down from the heavens, its gaze like a dagger. She knows those eyes.

“Yenne,” the Butcher says, motioning to the monster ahead of her. “May I reintroduce you to Sovereign Terrago Panchon, otherwise known as the Empheron.”

END OF BOOK TWO











YENNE’S NOTES

Greater Recipes

Day 1

The First Flavor: basic Endurance

Sleepless Salad: sleeplessness


	Enhancement: speed and sleeplessness



Emphon (Bull) Tartare: steel knuckles

Grilled Steak Fries: hyper-observance


	Enhanced Variant – Grilled Zensufu Fries: hyperawareness of perceived states of perfection



Chili Control: ability to control emphon and emphon-sized humans


	Enhancement – ability to control undead emphon (and undead emphon-sized humans? Bears testing?)



Emphon (Bull) Rub: growth to 20 meters the height of consumed emphon


	Enhancement – Emphon Tacos: longer duration, endurium bones

	Variants: Badgeboar Rub/Taco, Dolphon Rub/Taco, Gryphon Rub/Taco

	Fusion: Flight Tacos



Shank Stew: manipulation of fire


	Enhancement – Sesa’s Shank Stew: creation of fire in the sky



Day 2

Insight Enchiladas: ability to detect deceit

Dry Curry Gryphon: manipulation of foliage


	Enhancement: growth and desiccation of manipulated foliage

	Emphon Effect (Gryphon): same as above and bones (surely he’s lying to me?)



Stormsquall Steak: incredible jumping distance, ability to manipulate lightning


	Enhanced – Cutler’s Stormsquall Steak: become a giant storm




	Variants: alter storm-system’s size



Voice Vindaloo: command humans


	Emphon (Gryphon): ability to speak Emphish language



Werephon (Bull) Roll: ability to take a human/bull emphon hybrid bipedal shape


	Variants: bipedal shape matching the source of the margarine



Life Lassi: alter physical characteristics permanently


	“Greatest Recipe” – Enhancement of Emphon Milk



Wedding Cake: remove current Endurance effects

Others Referenced

Birdsight Bolognese: viewing an area as if a bird

Brain Bisque: Control hundreds of humans telepathically (fascinating that this accomplishes such a similar effect to Chili Control and Voice Vindaloo together.) (!!! Could this have been greater fusion?)

Chaosadilla: replication of known(?) greaters (only?)

Emphon Milk: healing


	Enhancement – Grey Milk: rapid regeneration and pain reduction



Foresight Fried Gryphon: precognition


	Variant (implied vegetarian): unknown



Iron Cal: unknown

Message in a Bottle: send telepathic messages over great distances


	Variants: determines distance



Observant Omelet: perceive an event in the past from several angles

Panna Cotta Favors: cure a specific illness (less specific?/how does this differ from Emphon Milk?)

Telepath’s Teacake: read a mind at close distance

Unnamed


	??? – Throw fireballs (not Shank Stew?)

	??? – Healing another (Shepherd)

	??? – Lightning (Scalen–this may be Stormsquall?)

	??? – Telekinetic throwing of a person (Shepherd)













TIMELINE OF EVENTS






	21 P.L.
	Sarah Shepherd touches the Source.




	28 P.L.
	Cutler’s Shop is founded on an unnamed plateau.




	51 P.L.
	Ranch founded by the Herdons.




	343 P.L.
	Meg Common-3 chooses exile.

Paprick Common-3 battles “Bessa” at the First Battle of Tall Grass.

The Flyover Festival Riots begin the period commonly referred to as the Revolution.

The Herd battles the Panchon Army at the Second Battle of Tall Grass.

Paprick Bessa kills King Fennell Panchon.

New Panchon declares itself a sovereign state under the rule of Queen Zesta Panchon.




	344 P.L.
	Mahogani “Victsoan” appointed temporary Sovereign of Herdland.

Herdland declares war with New Panchon.

Semoli declares war with Herdland.

The Cabinet and the Executive are formed as the Victsoans lose sovereignty.




	345 P.L.
	Paprick Bessa is promoted to Warchef.




	347 P.L.
	Ceasefire declared in the War between Herdland and New Panchon. The period known as the Revolution is ended.

Hili Duelon is murdered at Pen Stables.




	348 P.L.
	Paprick Bessa is tried for crimes in Mangtier.

The period commonly referred to as the Return begins, with the Empire of the Badgeboar’s attack on Ranch and the Battle to Retake Ranch led by Paprick Bessa.




	354 P.L.
	Chef King, Paprick “the Butcher” Herdon, Bone Lord, Godreaper declares the Rite.
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