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1

The Tiger Games

Minh had carefully thought out her disguise for the Tiger Games. She’d planned every detail of her physical and virtual appearance, selecting clothes with embroidery that was highly realistic, and an avatar that included fine dragons’ antlers around her face and slowly whirling galaxies on her chest and back – the work was rough and detailed, clearly produced by automated routines or a new designer’s brush. The bots on Minh’s shoulders and wrists were middle of the range: spider-like and designed for show more than practicality, their crown of sensors glittering with jade and silver inserts, and their multiple legs beautiful and fragile, unable to really withstand any kind of exposure to vacuum. There was nothing that would signal Minh as anything other than an ordinary candidate – a scholar without much money awaiting yet another opportunity to successfully pass the imperial examinations. She’d disguised her authentication token, making it look like a student’s. There was nothing that would suggest her mother was the prefect of the Scattered Pearls Belt – one of its foremost and most powerful dignitaries, her shadow following Minh everywhere she went, tainting every interaction she had.

Unfortunately, Minh and her friend The Fruit of Heart’s Sorrow hadn’t been out for more than a couple of centidays before she made her first mistake.

‘One, please,’ she said to a seller of steamed buns, a bot descending to circle her wrist.

The seller – an auntie who must have already been old during the Ten Thousand Flags Uprising and who had a stall in the Harmonious Dream marketplace – looked at Minh, frowning.

‘What did you say?’ she asked.

‘One, please,’ Minh said, slowly and loudly.

The seller was still frowning, looking at Minh, and at Heart’s Sorrow next to her.

‘What’s the problem?’ Heart’s Sorrow asked.

He’d already strolled on further ahead into the crowds: now he blinked, making his avatar reappear next to Minh. He had the advantage of being a mindship: his body was parked in orbit around the asteroids, and he was projecting his avatar into the habitats, without having to worry about a physical layer. He’d modified his usual small likeness of his own body to depict a merchant transport, a much larger and bulkier ship, and masked his auth-token. In physical layers he was only large enough for a three-person crew: he was one of the newer, smaller generation of mindships, better suited to the transport of goods than of troops.

The seller was looking at them both with growing suspicion – and any moment now Minh was going to see it: the fear and the craven desire to please them, or rather, to please their parents through them. What had they done wrong? They’d both changed their appearance, physical and virtual; they’d taken care to work on their body language … she asked her bots to play back the scene that had just occurred, looking for …

Oh.

Their accents. Not only was hers pure Serpent diaspora, the one all her tutors had drilled into her, emulating the imperial court on the First Planet, it was entirely wrong for a scholar without means. What could she do? There had to be something …

A distraction, and a correction.

She pitched her voice lower. ‘Sorry, I wasn’t clear. Make that three buns, with pork. And overlay one for my friend here. We’re meeting friends later. Bit of a busy festival?’ As she spoke, she shifted the vowels and pitch of her words, moving seamlessly into something far lower class.

The seller cocked her head. She looked for a moment as though she wanted to argue with Minh, but she gave up. Not worth the trouble.

‘As good as it can be, I guess. Too many people still afraid the Uprising will come back. Too many imperial soldiers – they don’t pay market prices for street food.’

‘Well, that’s my first mother covered,’ Heart’s Sorrow said to Minh via their private comms channel. ‘Hope she’s not going to cover yours, too.’

Heart’s Sorrow’s first mother was the Peach Blossom Lake General, the military administrator of the Belt.

‘It’d be a good distraction,’ Minh said.

The mindship was joking, but he was tense, and she didn’t need that to be obvious. Neither of them had, per se, permission to sneak out in disguise.

‘There.’ The seller handed Minh her pork buns. ‘Enjoy the festival!’

‘Thank you, elder aunt,’ Minh said.

The bot on her wrist sent money to the seller, and then she and Heart’s Sorrow were on their way.

‘So much for our plan,’ Heart’s Sorrow said. His nervousness made him sarcastic.

Minh made a face. ‘I could quote you Tôn Tử’s Military Lessons on plans.’

They both knew them by heart – the Old Earth strategist, the one from a dead planet the scholars nevertheless insisted on teaching as though he was one of their own ancestors, as deserving of worship as they were.

Heart’s Sorrow laughed, but it had an edge. ‘Don’t. That’s dreadfully boring.’

‘Boring the same way we are?’ It was Minh’s voice that had the edge now.

Their first mothers were a general and a prefect, Serpents so senior their origins had ceased to matter. Minh and Heart’s Sorrow had grown up in a rarefied circle of the wealthy and influential, their paths in life determined as surely as if a fated thread had been pulling them in. Safeguarded, sheltered, privileged.

Preserved as carefully as dead things in scholars’ display cabinets.

‘Oh, shush,’ Heart’s Sorrow said.

He was eating his virtual pork bun: a skilful aggregation of layers that would trigger pleasant memories. Minh bit into hers. It felt like drowning, her mouth full of over-flavourful cotton, a riot of conflicting tastes from crumbly egg to the sweetness of the pork.

‘Come on,’ Heart’s Sorrow said, floating further into the crowd, the sheen on his hull flashing under the lights of the habitat. ‘We’re going to miss the best of it!’

Minh followed him, away from the Harmonious Dream marketplace and the wide plaza, with its stalls spread under the overlay of the whole Scattered Pearls Belt – into smaller and smaller spaces, corridors crammed with people, mindships and humans both, a riot of avatars wearing shimmering fabrics in multiple layers both physical and virtual – and not just humanoid or ship ones, but kỳ lân and lions and mixtures of organic and electronic with multiple legs and elongated bodies, scales and fur, and the sheeny, oily light of deep spaces on human skin. Every few measures marked a new ambient poem or music from zither to flute, a new environment. Minh was surprised, again and again, as sight and sound and smells abruptly changed, an all-out, all-invasive feast of sounds that threatened to drown her at any moment, an utter exhilaration in every bone of her body, every pore of her skin.

It was everything she’d dreamed of. Not tame, not sterile – as vibrantly alive as the pulsing stars, and utterly uncaring of who Minh was. A person whose avatar was briny mist pushed against Minh – their touch a spray of cold water that smelled of pandanus and salt – and then they were on their way down the corridor. And then another one, with metal arms bristling with bots, and a mindship, bringing with them the fractured coldness of deep spaces – and another and another in a ceaseless dance. Minh laughed. This – this was freedom. This was wildness. She could dance and scream and no one would think twice or be afraid of her.

This was like finally filling her lungs after too long holding her breath.

‘Come on!’ Heart’s Sorrow said.

He was ahead, so far away Minh could only see him in a tracking overlay, his position a blinking marker over the variegated crowd. Obviously he would be above everyone; his only physical footprint was the cluster of bots in the shadow of his avatar.

Ahead was a slightly larger space in front of a series of compartments: the sort of space that would usually be claimed by a middle-sized lineage. Now it was filled by a crowd in front of a huge public overlay, an enhanced-depth opening showing the Tiger Games arena. As Minh wended her way through the crowd, struggling to join Heart’s Sorrow near the front, the view in the overlay moved, panning over the higher tiers of the arena, and Minh had a moment of nausea as she saw Mother in the prefect’s private space, wearing the jade belt and tasselled hat of her rank. A blink only, and then it had moved on, showing the other dignitaries, but for that single moment it felt – overlay, perception adjustments and all – as though she stood not an arm’s length away from Mother, close enough to see the disapproval on her face.

Or worse, the disappointment.

A touch, on her hand: one of Heart’s Sorrow’s bots, nestling into the crook of her palm, the sharp, pulsing warmth of its legs steadying her. She glanced at her friend; he was beside her with absolutely no hint of anything in his posture.

‘Thanks,’ Minh said.

‘Pff,’ Heart’s Sorrow said. ‘Don’t spend days preparing for this outing, and then waste it all on her.’

He didn’t need to say who he meant. Sometimes, she envied him so much it hurt like someone twisting a fist into her belly. He seemed to have taken his own first mother’s measure early on: he loved her but didn’t expect her to be anything more than she was – status-obsessed, always yielding and taking the easy way, always seeking to make herself attractive to the powerful. Minh wished she had his clarity when it came to her own mother, who was sharp, navigating politics and calling in favours as easily as she breathed, extending the shadowed cloak of her protection to her intimates and subordinates. But sharpness also meant cruelty, and distance, and …

And, sometimes, Minh felt scared that Mother just didn’t love her.

The bot bit into her skin.

‘Hey!’

‘You’re daydreaming! Look!’

On the screen, the first of the Tigers was coming in, next to their data artist. It was a huge, translucent beast with five pairs of iridescent wings, a maw large enough to swallow suns, with diamond fangs and glittering eyes – a sleek, smooth shape like an atmospheric shuttle, meant to cut through the air, the wings sharp and gorgeous weapons. It moved fast, seemingly answering the least of the data artist’s commands, their fingers twitching as the Tiger moved.

Their opponent was closer to the old earth animal: a huge, faint mist that suggested stripes, and the vague idea of fire. Its data artist was a young woman with plain, unadorned brown robes that made her seem almost monk-like. She was sitting cross-legged on the arena floor – not a movement, not even a blink, as her Tiger moved to stand in front of its opponent.

‘She’s good,’ Heart’s Sorrow said, his voice filled with awe.

As the two Tigers sized each other up, the camera moved across the people seated in the arena: the non-scholar classes packed, standing, into the lower seats, the scholars in their booths, and then the higher-end dignitaries with privileged virtual booths, and the corresponding visibility and access, enabling them to watch the games from the privacy of their own homes while being seen. Heart’s Sorrow snorted when the camera stopped, briefly, on the booth where his two mothers were: his first mother, the general, wearing her finest formal uniform with the peach blossom insignia, and his second mother, the retired enforcer, muscled and fit and looking hungrily at the fight beneath her.

Minh squeezed the bot in her hand, gently. Heart’s Sorrow didn’t answer: his attention was all on his mothers.

‘This is the start of the first playoff of the day, with Black Water facing Crimson Rain. A really interesting match, with one of the opponents being brand new to the Games—’

The camera panned again, as the sound of two Tigers clashing drifted from the arena floor. Couldn’t they focus on the fight itself? Dignitaries were so boring.

And then Minh saw her.

She was sitting in one of the dignitaries’ booths: one of the fancy ones with both physical and virtual access, a privacy screen half up – but as the camera panned the screen wavered, and Minh could see her clearly.

She was a woman of indeterminate age: jet-black hair gathered in a topknot and topped with a small golden crown in a butterfly shape, with the rest of the hair falling around the topknot in a cascade of blackness. Stars winked in and out of it in virtual overlay: a subtle touch. Her clothes were similarly subtle, a faint overlay of stars shimmering over a richly embroidered fabric. Her face was … Well, there wasn’t anything specific about her face, but it was the way she looked at the arena, the way she carried herself – as though the entire world was an egg that needed to be broken open to release the hatchling within. The face of someone who’d gladly set things afire with a shrug.

Minh realised she’d forgotten to breathe.

‘Who’s that?’ she asked in private comms.

‘Who’s what?’ Heart’s Sorrow wrenched his attention back to the screen. ‘Her? I’ve never seen her before.’ He made a clicking noise. ‘Mmm. The network says “Sương Quỳnh, the Alchemist of Streams and Hills”. She’s not sharing a family or lineage name.’

The Alchemist of Streams and Hills. A literary name. A scholar, then, but she was obviously not from the Scattered Pearls Belt, or Minh or Mother would know her. Next to the Alchemist was a mindship: a larger one than Heart’s Sorrow but from an older generation, their avatar a bulky metal shape with a profusion of actuators and fins, looking cobbled together from the rejects of other mindships. Guts of Sea, the network said. The woman turned to Guts of Sea, and said something which was caught by the privacy filter. She smiled, her lips the perfect, unsmudged red of a vermilion seal, and turned back to watching the arena. Her gaze, for a moment, went upwards, and Minh was transfixed – as if the Alchemist of Streams and Hills could see her through a camera and a public overlay. As if she knew Minh.

A sharp pain stabbed her hand. ‘Big sis! Big sis!’

She came back to the plaza where she and Heart’s Sorrow were standing.

‘What was that for?’

‘Look,’ Heart’s Sorrow said.

‘I don’t see anything.’

‘On the edges.’

There was some faint fuzzing on the edges of the overlay. And then the camera blinked – and she saw that the fuzzing wasn’t transfer corruption at all, but bits and pieces of the second Tiger, the faint, undistinguished shape of mists and stripes. It had been slowly growing and expanding, and was now filling the arena.

Heart’s Sorrow’s voice was distant. ‘The data artist has lost control of her Tiger.’

Minh watched, unable to tear her gaze away. The Tiger was still growing, officials on the lower tiers scrabbling to evacuate, while in the dignitaries’ booth, the Alchemist of Streams and Hills herself sat utterly silent and composed, as if nothing could touch her – and then the mist filled the camera, a glitter of stripes in the darkness for a mere blink before it swallowed up the field of vision.

‘Well, that certainly stopped the fun,’ Heart’s Sorrow said.

Minh was still staring at the camera. It showed nothing but that hint of stripes. Around her, the crowd was watching, too – speechless and tense, like a piece of metal stretched too much, in that moment before it broke.

‘We should get moving,’ Heart’s Sorrow said. ‘It’s not going to—’

Someone screamed.

Why?

‘It’s here! Run!’

What?

‘Run!’

The crowd was pressing against her, and there was more screaming. The tension had broken and now it was just a mass of jumbled bodies all blocking her. She couldn’t breathe, or move – she was suffocated by the thickness of the crowd, a multitude of textures. There was screaming and smoke and a press of bodies around her.

‘Lil bro, what—?’

Minh was being pushed right and left – she teetered, lost her footing, caught herself at the last minute. Panic. They were in the middle of a panic. Something had upset the tightly packed crowd, and suddenly they all wanted to get out. And they’d trample anyone to do that.

Breathe.

But she couldn’t, not when pressed on all sides. She struggled to look up – and finally saw why the crowd was running. The Tiger was in the habitat. And not just that, but it was growing and growing, its contours expanding – and where they touched, metal bent, shrieking with the tortured sound of souls bound in the Courts of Hell.

If it touched people, it wasn’t just going to be metal that died.

How—?

No. How was irrelevant. She had to get out.

‘Run,’ Heart’s Sorrow said.

His bots were skittering, dancing under the crowd’s feet. Minh struggled to stay upright. She could barely see him; people had shoved straight into his space, and his body shimmered in and out of existence over a man’s brocaded robes, then a woman’s, then two small children’s.

What was he still doing there?

‘Leave!’ she screamed at him.

‘What? Am I supposed to just leave you?’

‘Obviously!’ Minh said, pushing her way towards the corridor she’d taken here.

The overlays were bleeding into one another with the stress on the network, the ambient music and sounds a cacophonic mixture drowned by the sound of the crowd, swelling like the motors of an atmosphere shuttle about to take off.

‘One of us has to make it. Be sensible!’

‘Sensible?’ Heart’s Sorrow floated, not next to her, but over her, as the crowd surged and pushed, a compact, bristling mass of too many people, too much noise, too many clashing overlays. ‘And how am I supposed to explain to your mother I just left you?’

‘I don’t care!’

More screaming, a shriek of tortured metal – and a high-pitched human wail echoed by others. Something pattered over them – water from the sprinklers in the station? – but when she brushed her hand against her lips, Minh saw that it was blood. She managed, struggling, to turn her head. Behind them, the Tiger had swallowed up the whole plaza, its mist covering the now-still forms of those who hadn’t pushed hard enough to escape. Some of them were too small to be adults.

How …? How dare it? How dare it be there, on my turf?

Her anger was white-hot and searing, a feeling that hollowed Minh out like a lantern stretched over its light.

‘Do something, demons take you!’

The small, translucent shape of Heart’s Sorrow hovered over her chest, his hull plunging between her ribs, his turrets passing in her neck. Minh didn’t feel anything; her perception filters for that overlay were off. Small mercies.

Heart’s Sorrow said softly, ‘I can’t. I’ve tried. I can’t recall my avatar, and I can’t send an emergency signal. Comms are down. Flooded out, I think.’

Or attacked.

Minh followed the push of the crowd into the corridor, struggling. Someone brushed against her, too high to be a bot, too small to be an adult. A small girl, no more than three years old, staring at her with panic in her eyes – in that suspended moment before everything became too overwhelming and she utterly broke down.

‘I can’t find my mommy!’

Minh swept her up, wedging her around her hips, using her bots to provide added stability and support. Ancestors, she hadn’t carried small children since her cousins had become too heavy.

‘Let’s go look, child,’ she said.

Heart’s Sorrow was now utterly focused. ‘Looking her up.’

‘You said the network was down.’

‘Yes. I do have the cache for a lot of things. Hang on …’

A man in a dragon mask tried to push a little too close. Minh glared at him.

‘You related to her?’

The man looked startled, then shook his head.

‘Then move!’

And when he didn’t, she sent a bot to sting his feet. He yelped, which was petty but was mildly satisfying.

The child burrowed into Minh’s neck. It made her job easier, but also she was way too trusting. When they found the child’s mother, she was going to have words with her about teaching her child to be wary of strangers, especially at a major festival.

‘Sweetie, what’s your name? Do you know what your mother looks like?’

A sniffle. ‘I’m Nhi Nhi. Cẩm Nhi. Mommy …’ She flailed.

The noise of the crowd was getting unbearable; Minh asked her bots to set up a noise filter at weak strength. She was half expecting it not to work, with everything down in the sector, but it did, and the sound around them receded to a half-bearable level. She couldn’t keep it up for long: it was exceedingly unwise to try and drown out noise while being pushed in all directions by panicking people.

A high-pitched screech, a tortured noise cut off by the filter. Nhi finally managed to send Minh an image: a small and chubby young woman alongside an auth-token. A Belt one, thank Heaven. Aha. Minh sent it on to Heart’s Sorrow, and asked her bots to scan the crowd at the same time. She pushed back against her neighbours again. The man with the mask glared at her.

Let him.

Her bots couldn’t find Nhi’s mother. If the worst came to the worst, she could find her once she was back home, with the tribunal’s resources, though she would never hear the end of it from her mother.

‘Can’t find her,’ Heart’s Sorrow said.

Tendrils of fiery mist floated their way: the air was stingingly hot, and Minh’s hands were starting to burn and turn red. Nhi wailed in her arms. She could dial the pain down, but she needed the adrenaline rush. She pushed instead, into the crowd that seemed to have reached a complete stop – and then abruptly they were out of the corridor, and back in the Harmonious Dream marketplace, and Minh pushed and pushed and pushed. With the shape of Heart’s Sorrow superimposed on her chest – it was oddly like carrying two people, the ship and the child – they were through, the crowd thinning out at last.

They were in a side street close to the market. Minh stopped to catch her breath and heard only the distant roar of the crowd.

‘It’s gone,’ she said slowly. ‘The Tiger.’

Heart’s Sorrow blinked away from her chest, reappeared above a heap of abandoned steaming baskets, his bots climbing the various neighbouring stalls.

‘The network is still congested, but it’s easing. They say …’ He sounded dubious. ‘They say there was an accident during the first match. The Tiger broke free of the arena restrictions, and the data artist’s control.’

‘Mother—’

‘They’re all safe. My mothers had already evacuated, but looks like your mother barely escaped being mauled.’ He laughed, and it was not amused. ‘It’ll probably make for an entertaining vid.’

‘Auntie …’ Nhi said, in Minh’s arms.

Minh sighed. ‘I know. We need to find your mother, and to get you home. Lil bro,’ she started, and looked up, to see that Heart’s Sorrow had completely frozen on top of the baskets. ‘Lil bro?’

‘Don’t bother,’ a voice said. ‘He’s stuck, and he’s not going anywhere. Neither are you.’

There were five of them in the street, two women and three men, with barely any ornamentation to their avatars; they were here in the physical, unpleasantly close, the loose circle they formed around Minh and Heart’s Sorrow tightening.

The one who had spoken – a squat, commanding woman with the wings of a phoenix – smiled, and it was fanged and unpleasant.

‘Poor little rich girl, so lonely.’

‘Me, or the child?’ Minh asked, tightening her grip on Nhi.

An eye roll from Phoenix Wings. ‘I don’t care about the child. I care about how much your mother will pay to get you back whole.’

She had a knife: it shone sharp and wicked, and Minh’s bots very unhelpfully told her it was a vacuum blade, the kind used to cut through metal to maintain the habitats. Which meant it’d shear very neatly through skin and bone.

Shit. Shit. This is bad.

‘You’ve got the wrong person,’ Minh said.

‘How dumb do you think I am?’

‘I can only tell you the truth.’ Minh glanced again at Heart’s Sorrow.

‘He’s not going to help you,’ Phoenix Wings said. ‘We hacked his link to his body. All he can do is watch.’ She laughed, holding the blade. ‘Now come gently, will you?’

Minh was feeling distinctly ungentle, but she didn’t have a vacuum blade. Or four other people with her, also armed with vacuum blades. This must be some kind of bandit gang she’d fallen afoul of, opportunists looking for a quick way to get rich. She eyed them again, forcing herself to breathe. They were a few handspans away now, their heavy, armoured bots even closer than that.

Minh said, ‘I’m going to set the child down.’

Phoenix Wings laughed. ‘The child can come with us. Probably not a great ransom, but she’ll fetch something, one way or another.’

Which meant the bondspeople market.

‘No,’ Minh said. ‘If you let us go, I can get you the money when I get back home.’

Nhi gripped her. ‘Old Auntie …’

Minh forced herself to breathe. ‘It’s going to be all right.’ And that made her angrier than anything else – that she had to lie to reassure a child.

Another eye roll. ‘When you get home? You must really think we have no brains.’

A minute tension: she was going to signal for the attack, and Minh wasn’t going to be able to meet it head-on. She set Nhi down, a fraction of a blink before Phoenix Wings actually gestured – and then her bots moved to intercept the bandits’ bots, except that they were crushed in a blink, their input feeds suddenly going black in Minh’s brain.

Bad bad bad, she had the time to think, before the bandits’ bots leaped on her, and their combined weight pulled her down.

Minh hit the floor with a thunk, her head ringing – her avatar wavering, the dragons’ antlers blinking in and out of existence as everything around her seemed to fold into throbbing pain. Someone grabbed her by her arms, hauled her up: it was one of the men, towering over her and holding her as though she was nothing but a rag doll, clasping restraints on her wrists. They bit as they closed, like ice encircling her. Minh struggled to break his hold, but her legs didn’t even touch the floor and she had no purchase on him.

‘Old Auntie!’ Nhi wailed and wailed.

‘Bring them,’ Phoenix Wings said, and the man holding Minh threw her over his shoulder.

She was bent double like a sack of rice. Even looking at the floor required her to lift her head, which was too hard and too painful to do. She tried to raise the network, to send a signal – any kind of signal, to anyone – but the restraints were blocking her access, and everything seemed to be fuzzing over the gaping emptiness of her destroyed bots. She must have hit her head badly when she fell.

Phoenix Wings laughed. ‘Looks like she’s going to behave without my having to break anything. Good. We’ll send a ransom demand to the tribunal once our shuttle reaches the hideout.’

Shuttle. Hideout.

They’d be going out of range of the habitats. No one was ever going to find her, because these were outsider bandits. They’d just come in for the festival, and she’d handed them an opportunity on a jade tray.

‘Don’t—’ Minh tried to say, but her tongue felt glued to her palate. At least she’d set Nhi down. At least …

‘Kidnapping people in broad daylight is a terrible idea,’ someone new said. It was a woman’s voice. Not the bandit’s; this was low and cultured, with the faintest suggestion of an accent – from the shipyards, maybe?

‘Who under Heaven are you?’ Phoenix Wings snapped.

‘Someone who makes it her business to interfere in other people’s business.’ The voice was cool and collected. Minh tried to hold on to anything, but she felt darkness encroaching on her field of vision. She was going to pass out. Or vomit. Or both.

‘Please,’ she said. ‘Help the child.’ It was a bare whisper, physical and with no network broadcast.

And yet, when the answer came, it was said right next to her ear, softly and deliberately.

‘I will.’

How—?

The woman said to Phoenix Wings, ‘Put her down, and release the child. I won’t ask twice.’

Phoenix Wings laughed. ‘Making empty threats? She tried that, too.’

‘These aren’t threats. They’re demands.’ Matter-of-fact and cold.

Something clinked: bots’ legs, pattering on the floor. One of the bandit women cursed, something fell, and there was a rapid shift in the air – then something happened, and Minh was falling. She flailed, bringing up her bound hands to break her fall, and bots caught her and gently cushioned her. The restraints opened, hitting the floor with a resounding clink – their insides gleamed with blood. Minh’s blood. They must have been pumping some kind of chemicals into her. Her head felt stuffed with cotton. She tried to pull herself up, managed to stand up for a bare blink, and then fell back to her knees, vomiting all over the station’s floor.

The network came back online – and as it did so, Heart’s Sorrow’s anguished scream filled Minh’s ears.

‘Big sis! Are you all right?’

What does it look like? Minh tried to say, but she wasn’t feeling well enough.

She was groggily aware of someone coming to sit beside her, waiting patiently until she was done: her rescuer. Minh could only catch glimpses of rich brocade. She opened her mouth, gagging on the taste of her own vomit.

‘Nhi. The child.’

‘We have her,’ her rescuer said. ‘Take your time. It’s under control.’

Slowly, carefully – wincing at the pain in her neck – Minh raised her head. The bandits were lying dead or unconscious on the floor. Phoenix Wings had her own vacuum blade rammed into her chest, and the woman who had screamed was lying on the floor, nursing an arm bent at an unnatural angle. The man who’d held Minh was dead, unfamiliar bots crawling over his body; one of them came out of his throat, dragging up mucus and blood. The bandits’ bots were all inert, as if someone had cut their strings. Heart’s Sorrow was beside Nhi, whispering comforting words.

‘What …? What happened?’

‘I did warn them.’ Her rescuer sounded distant. ‘Pity they didn’t listen. Those who survive will have to face the slow death.’ There was a dark, vicious satisfaction in her voice that sent shivers up Minh’s spine.

Minh tried to breathe. The air felt raw and painful in her lungs. Was it only a few bi-hours ago that she’d put so much thought into her dress and disguise, only a few centidays ago that she’d seen the Games start? It felt like a lifetime ago.

‘Thank you,’ she said – and turned to her rescuer, and stopped. ‘You’re …’ She paused, swallowed. ‘You’re the Alchemist.’

‘I’m Quỳnh,’ the woman sitting next to her said.

‘Minh,’ Minh said reflexively. ‘Pleased to meet you. Not the best of circumstances.’

‘Alas,’ Quỳnh said.

Up close, she was even more of a presence – someone who simply drew all the attention without much trying. Her skin was dark, stippled with a light starlight tan. That great mass of hair spread around her on the floor in a pool of darkness. The golden crown atop her topknot glinted under the habitat lights.

‘But … You were in the arena,’ Minh said. ‘Physically. I saw you.’

‘I left early.’ Quỳnh’s voice was cool. ‘It looked like it was going to turn ugly, and why stay under those conditions?’

‘I don’t understand what you’re doing here.’

‘You sounded like you needed help,’ Quỳnh said simply.

‘The network was down.’ Minh struggled to gather her thoughts together. ‘How—?’

‘Your friend managed to broadcast a message before he got frozen out.’ Quỳnh gestured, and Minh suddenly noticed the mindship hovering behind her. ‘It was garbled and incomplete, but Guts of Sea is good at deciphering.’

Guts of Sea inclined their avatar, but said nothing.

‘Thanks for coming. Sorry. Not to sound ungrateful, it’s just—’

‘You’ve had a nasty shock. It’s quite all right.’

‘My ear. You spoke in my ear. Like you had the network.’

‘I have Guts of Sea.’ Quỳnh sounded amused. ‘She helps with those little tricks.’

Guts of Sea did the mindship equivalent of glowering.

‘Slipping comms between the shards of a broken network is more than a little trick.’

‘A miracle, then.’ Quỳnh’s mouth turned up, in a small smile. ‘Satisfied?’

‘She’s alive and didn’t break her spine in the fall,’ Guts of Sea said. ‘And they didn’t have time to harm the child either. Better than I expected.’

‘How did you …?’ Minh asked.

Another smile. ‘Tricks. Miracles.’

They were deflecting how exactly they’d rescued Minh – she knew it, and it should have annoyed her, but instead she just felt exhaustion and relief. They both sounded utterly in control and relaxed – and having Quỳnh next to her made Minh feel perversely safe, even though they’d barely even met.

‘Miracles,’ she said.

Minh tried to get up, but Quỳnh put her hand on her shoulder to prevent her.

‘You’re pumped full of sedatives, on top of the shock. Don’t move. The militia should be on its way.’

The militia.

‘No!’

‘It’s a tribunal matter.’ Quỳnh sounded puzzled. ‘And your friend sent them a request as soon as he was unfrozen.’

Of course he had, if he’d panicked. And of course he wouldn’t have thought that he and Minh would both have to explain being out of the family compound, in the seedier areas of the habitats – and not only almost being killed by a stray Tiger, but also how Minh had come so close to being carried away from the Belt and held for ransom by bandits.

The punishment for that was going to be horribly creative and costly.

‘You don’t understand,’ Minh said. ‘Mother is going to kill me.’ And, when Quỳnh still looked puzzled, ‘She’s the prefect.’

‘Ah. I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting her yet.’

She was newly arrived, then, which explained the faint shipyard accent.

‘Well, don’t worry,’ Minh said, more viciously than she’d intended. ‘You’ll have plenty of time to become acquainted.’

Contrary to Minh’s expectations, when the militia showed up a centiday later, neither of their first mothers was there. Instead, it was Ðình Diệu, the aide to Heart of Sorrow’s first mother, and Minh’s stepmother San.

Minh had managed to sit down, Nhi on her knees, while Heart’s Sorrow tried to contact Nhi’s mother. Quỳnh had withdrawn a little way, clearly giving Minh some space; but she wasn’t intending to leave. Not that she could, since Heart’s Sorrow had called the militia.

Minh was singing Nhi a song from her childhood, and Nhi – who obviously had had Serpent classmates – was nodding along.

‘One, two, serpent in the heavens,

Three, four, the azure cloth over us,

Five, six, official’s robes,

Seven, eight, the sky afire …’

‘Nine, ten, white birds in flight!’ Nhi said triumphantly, completing the sequence of hand movements by making wings with her outstretched hand. ‘Again, Old Auntie, again!’

‘One, two, serpent in the heavens,

Three, four, the cloth of azure over us …’

One minute Minh was sitting in the deserted alleyway – the next an overlay descended, all harsh and blinking lights and jarring sounds, as if she were a criminal being arrested. It ought to have thrown off her focus and co-ordination; but her throat was still burning from the vomit, her wrists covered in her own, drying blood, and she didn’t have the energy to care.

‘Child!’ Stepmother looked positively outraged as she rushed to Minh. ‘What in Heaven did you think you were doing? That’s utterly unsuitable for the family.’

Well, if nothing else, Stepmother was thoroughly predictable. Minh bit down on the obvious answer.

Ðình Diệu was grimmer. ‘You gave us all quite a fright,’ she said, running a hand through her close-cropped hair.

‘How are they?’ Minh asked. ‘Mother and the general.’

‘Better than you are,’ Ðình Diệu said.

Minh sighed. ‘I have no regrets.’

‘Oh, you’re going to regret this,’ Ðình Diệu said.

Minh had no doubt of that.

‘You look like something the scavengers dragged in.’ Stepmother sniffed.

Minh winced. She held out Nhi to one of the militia people.

‘Can you see her home? We know her mother’s auth-token, but Heart’s Sorrow can’t raise her.’

‘Of course.’

Nhi wailed. ‘I don’t want to leave.’

Minh hugged her. ‘I know,’ she said softly. ‘They’re scary, and your mommy told you never to mess with the militia. But they’re good people.’

Well, some of them were. And most of the corrupt, power-thirsty ones wouldn’t stoop to harming a toddler for no political gain.

‘They’ll take you home, I promise.’ She hugged Nhi again. ‘And then you can tell her about your adventures.’

Nhi sniffed. ‘I hated the adventures.’

‘Yeah,’ Minh said, and winked. ‘So did I.’

Nhi made a face, but let herself be handed over to the militia woman who came to pick her up.

Stepmother looked, for a moment, as though she was going to lecture Minh, but then she softened. Her daughter Vân, Minh’s stepsister, wasn’t much older than Nhi.

‘That was well done,’ she said.

Minh didn’t say anything. There wasn’t anything she wanted to say, to be honest. She and Stepmother didn’t get on, and never would – not with Stepmother’s insistence that Minh lacked the decorum befitting her position in the family, and her favouring of her own daughter Vân instead.

‘I got the full lecture from Ðình Diệu,’ Heart’s Sorrow said on the private comms channel. ‘That hurt.’

Minh was reasonably sure her lecture was being saved for Mother.

‘Lucky you. At least you’re done. Mine is still in abeyance.’

‘Are these dead people?’ Stepmother’s voice was suspicious. ‘You killed people?’

‘That was me.’ Quỳnh interposed herself, smoothly, between Minh and Stepmother, Guts of Sea by her side. ‘I apologise for any inconvenience, but these bandits were about to kidnap your stepdaughter.’

Stepmother cocked her head, suspiciously.

‘And who are you?’ Ðình Diệu asked.

‘The Alchemist of Streams and Hills. My name is Quỳnh.’

‘Yes. Yes, I can see that from your display,’ Stepmother said. ‘Aside from that.’

‘A concerned passer-by.’ Quỳnh’s voice was smooth.

She recounted, quickly, how she’d come to rescue Minh. She still didn’t provide any details on how she and Guts of Sea had managed to outfight five armed bandits.

‘You did that by yourself?’ Ðình Diệu said, eyeing the slim jewelled bots on Quỳnh’s shoulder, the nacre inlays on their crowns of sensors. She looked impressed, and Heaven knew she was hard to impress: she’d fought in the Ten Thousand Flags Uprising, and at the battle of Cotton Tree Citadel.

Quỳnh shrugged. ‘We’ve travelled. Bandits are a common occurrence outside the Numbered Planets, and they’ve not grown less bold since the end of the war.’

Ðình Diệu cocked her head, assessing Quỳnh. Something unspoken passed between them again: Ðình Diệu reporting via comms channel to her general.

‘The general will want to see you both,’ Ðình Diệu said curtly.

Quỳnh inclined her head. ‘It will be my pleasure.’

‘And mine,’ Guts of Sea said, angling her squat body to align with Quỳnh’s.

Stepmother looked from Minh to Quỳnh. This was a different calculus: it took in Quỳnh’s speech, the price of her clothes and the elegance of her bots.

‘Where are you from?’ she asked.

Quỳnh bowed. It was deep and correct to within an eyelash-width, everything Minh’s tutor ever despaired she’d learn.

‘The shipyards,’ she said.

‘You’ve been to court,’ Stepmother said.

‘It has been my privilege, but sometimes one requires solitude.’ Quỳnh smiled, and there was little of joy in it. ‘I wanted the streams and the hills, the hollow bamboo’s pleasure. A pine, a plum tree and the moon’s reflection can be their own fulfilment.’

She was mixing together literary metaphors, quoting on the fly from the poetry masters. Not just a scholar, but the kind that became a high official – the kind of dazzling talent that the ministries would fight over, the same path Mother had traced out for Minh despite her lack of enthusiasm. She was so good, and it was so effortless.

Why is she here? With that kind of talent she should be at court.

‘I suppose,’ Stepmother said, slowly and grudgingly, ‘that you should come visit us as well. You sound like the kind of person my wife would love to meet.’

Another talented and wealthy person for Mother to obsess over, to try and win to her side for more influence and more power. Quỳnh inclined her head, but by the glint in her eyes she probably wasn’t fooled.

‘I would be honoured,’ she said. It was exactly the same tone she’d used earlier.

Minh reached for her bots to replay Quỳnh’s conversation with Ðình Diệu – but no, her bots were dead, killed by the bandits. But she was sure it was the same tone. It had an edge to it, and no wonder. Stepmother had been about as subtle as a tiger in a cattle pen.

Minh felt grubby.

‘I’m sorry,’ she messaged towards Quỳnh on a private channel. ‘You probably thought we were better than this. The adults are all status-obsessed.’

A sound, crystalline and good-natured, only for Minh’s ears. It was Quỳnh’s laughter.

‘I’ve travelled. I’m not surprised. How much trouble are you and your friend in for sneaking out?’

Minh started. She hadn’t expected that answer.

‘I don’t know yet. I’ve never really thanked you for the rescue.’

‘You’re welcome.’ Quỳnh’s voice was grave again. ‘Tell me, Minh.’

‘Yes?’

‘Can I ask for a favour?’

Minh frowned. ‘What kind of favour? Mother is the one you want to ask. I’m pretty she’d give you something for the rescue.’

‘A gift with … ah … barbs? Your mother is a born politician.’

Outside the private comms channel, Quỳnh was making arrangements to come to the tribunal, and Minh was walking behind Stepmother, eyes respectfully averted – heading home, to Mother and her inevitable punishment. Heart’s Sorrow – who had recalled his avatar straight home, leaving only the glowering Ðình Diệu – was repeatedly messaging Minh, but Minh put his messages on hold until she could focus on them.

‘I need somewhere,’ Quỳnh said.

‘Somewhere?’

‘I’m new here, and I don’t know much about the habitats. I’m interested in moving into a compound—’ she gave Minh the address, somewhere in the inner rings, on the edge of dignitary space ‘—but I want to know if it’s suitable.’

‘Suitable for what?’

‘I’m going to be here for a while,’ Quỳnh said. ‘And, well …’ She paused, for a while. ‘Guts of Sea is looking for a match.’

Minh stopped, so abruptly that Stepmother pushed her.

‘She what?’

Whatever she associated either of them with, it wasn’t marriage.

‘We all reach a point in our lives when we want stability. An end to the toil and roil around us. A reckoning with our mortality,’ Quỳnh’s voice was edged and ironic. ‘Guts of Sea would like to settle down.’

A mindship, looking for a match. That was quite a catch. Mindships were either affiliated with the Empire, or free of their engagements. If the former, they would bring connections with high-ranking officials – if the latter, a formidable capacity for quick travel. A mindship could make or break a family’s fortune, especially an official’s or a merchant’s.

‘Does she have a family speaking for her?’

She didn’t think so. Guts of Sea looked old, and old in a mindship meant centuries of life. It was quite likely she was the eldest of her family, and therefore the one making the decisions.

Quỳnh made a sound in private comms, like a delicate cough.

‘Guts of Sea’s family … didn’t survive the Uprising, I’m afraid.’ She put a peculiar accent on survive.

Ah. No wonder Guts of Sea doesn’t speak much.

Quỳnh was desirable, but Guts of Sea would be a liability in a world where everyone sought to distance themselves as fast as possible from The General Who Pacified the Dragon’s Tail and her rebellion.

‘And you’re speaking for her.’

‘Yes. You can see why I want – why I need – to make a good impression.’ There was hunger and worry in Quỳnh’s voice. ‘We’re talking about Guts of Sea’s future.’

The future.

Minh thought of her own. It had been traced for her: the metropolitan examinations, a career as a scholar, a courtship with a spouse whose family connections were approved by Mother and Stepmother. It was a certainty: a comfort and a cage. But Guts of Sea wasn’t Minh. She was from a reprobate family, and she needed a good match. And, in order to get that, to offset the taint of her family’s actions, she would need to bring a lot more to the match.

‘I see,’ she said. ‘Looking at a compound and telling you if it sends the right kind of message isn’t really a great favour.’

‘I know,’ Quỳnh said. ‘I was in the right place at the right time. I’m not asking you to return a gift of food and shelter by lending me your spouse.’ She sounded amused again as she referenced an Old Earth tale. She really was a scholar: no one else would have known such an obscure metaphor. ‘And I’ll meet your family, one way or another.’

‘You don’t need me for that,’ Minh said. ‘Or ever did.’

‘No,’ Quỳnh said, inclining her head as she pointed to one bandit after another for the militia. She was wealthy, and smart, and she’d been to court. Every single dignitary would line up to seek her company.

‘If that’s all you want—’ Minh said.

‘It is.’

‘Then of course, I’ll be happy to have a look.’

‘Perfect.’ Quỳnh smiled. ‘Until then.’

She left, Guts of Sea by her side.

Minh followed Stepmother to the shuttle that would take her back to the family’s habitat. She rubbed her wrists, feeling the hardness of scabs under her fingers. Her disguise was torn and bloodied, her avatar unable to hide the damage to her clothes.

It all felt like a dream – but was she entering one, or being awoken from one …?
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