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Chapter 1
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Within minutes of my first voyage into freedom, I know I never want to step foot on a ship again. I swallow hard and close my eyes against the rocking of the horizon. But in the darkness, Orelo’s face is still visible—bloated, pinched by water and decay, a victim of the monster I escaped without him. With another lurch of the deck, memories tug with the current, pulling me toward the horror in my mind. Gasping, I brace against the rail with trembling hands. They steady my body, but they can’t slow the pulse racing in my ears or dry the cold sweat that clings to my face.

Niena’s hand covers mine. When I meet her eyes, they’re wild with similar terrors, even as she tries to rescue me. Her grin, at least, hasn’t changed. She raises her eyebrows, a question asked in the silent language we learned during our confinement beneath the waves.

I nod. It’s not far to the mainland. We can do this.

I’m on a ship, not under the sea. We’re leaving Capelo Island. I’m safe. The Padros will never take anything from me again. Diento is dead. 

The ship dips in the surf, bringing another wash of panic. 

Orelo is gone too.

I shake my head and fix my gaze straight ahead, on the shadow of the mainland, which has grown from a speck to a dark cloud floating above the water.

Once we’re on land, everything will be fine. I won’t feel the rock of the waves, and we’ll be too concerned with convincing pirates of our integrity to worry about what’s left behind.

I straighten, allowing myself a final sigh as I lean on the rail beside my sister. “Where’s Mother?” I ask.

“With Sanora Velanto, speculating.” My sister’s voice holds a rare edge.

Since our return from the depths, the two have talked of nothing apart from the “ifs” and “thens” of our arrival. Neither of them has any understanding of the traders’ culture, so we’re not sure what they’re hoping to work out before we arrive. But if it makes them feel better, helps them accept leaving the only life and god they’ve ever known, who are we to stop them?

Besides, we thought we understood mainlanders, but the only trader we were close to turned out to be something entirely different.

“You want to try speculating?” I ask.

“I think,” Niena adds, returning to herself, “we should wait and see what we find when we get there.”

Her words are more a command for me than a suggestion for herself. Either way, she’s right.

The wind picks up, and I suck in a sudden breath of salt air. Our vessel is just a tiny trader ship, but it’s used to this crossing. Unlike us. While my heart may race and my vision darken with the crests and valleys of the waves, my hands run along the grain of the wooden rail, and I’m grateful to this little boat for bearing us somewhere else. Anywhere besides Capelo Island.

Orelo and I had a plan once. In exchange for safe passage from the pirates who run the mainland, we would offer our services as healer and smith. Now Orelo is gone, and I’m here with a cluster of refugees, stained by more than a century of deception and fear. Our crossing hardly has the effect I wanted. Still, the waves calm as we sail further from shore, reminding me this water is no longer haunted. Maybe, someday, I won’t be either.

The mainland sharpens into view until the sun hangs high overhead, and Sanor Velanto, our oyster-fisher-turned-captain calls for all aboard to gather at the front. “Let them see you have no weapons,” he calls, pulling our glorified fishing boat into the harbor. 

I haven’t bothered to find out how much he might know about the dead monster’s plan to deceive and steal his wife, but nobody else has been quite as resolute about leaving Capelo as Sanor Velanto. 

“Everyone,” he adds, “raise your hands as we come into port.” 

I’m not keen on arriving in a new world defenseless as lambs, but having our boat sunk before we reach land isn’t an idea scenario either.

The bustle of the port city seems to slow with each rolling wave. Blurred faces draw near, and figures halt their work to watch. I sense all aboard gathering behind Niena and me. We raise our hands, like everyone else aboard. The familiar scent of healing herbs catches the wind, and I turn to see our mother come to stand at my other side, her worn fingers also raised to the sky.

At last, the boat rests alongside the dock, and we wait, our hands going numb.

“Where from?” calls a voice from the dock. The man has graying hair, a closely-clipped beard, and the air of a stone wall in his posture. He doesn’t look like a pirate, but then, what are pirates supposed to look like?

“Capelo Island,” calls Velanto, and I’m glad to hear the sure command in his voice. Our captain, at least, maintains a strong front. Still, I’m expecting murmurs of surprise from shore. 

The stony man inclines his head toward a boy beside him and speaks words too quiet to for us hear. The boy runs off, and the man lifts his voice again. “Come ashore, please. Single file. Women first.”

Mother and Niena both stiffen beside me. Why would they want women first? But what choice do we have? It’s get off with the pirates or take our chances at sea. Mother turns to me, brow furrowed, as if to ask why we aren’t moving to obey.

Arms still raised, we shuffle to the edge of the mooring. 

Mother nearly shoves us to get ahead. And she, once the dedicated servant of the Giver, is the first to step ashore.

If only Orelo could see it.

My throat tightens, so I focus on not losing my footing as I follow Mother and then Niena onto the mainland.

“I am dockmaster Jetro.” The wall-ish man gives his name the way one would the time of day. “Any weapons?” he asks Mother.

“Not on my person, but I am a healer, and so have tools for the treatment of wounds and disease on the boat.”

With surprising disinterest, Jetro nods to another mainlander, this one impossibly skinny, who makes a note in a ledger. “Name?” asks the record keeper.

“Julina Lenardo.”

“Married?”

“Widowed. These are my two daughters.” Mother nods to Niena and me. 

The skinny man continues to scribble as the big one’s attention shifts.

“Weapons?” he asks us.

I have to fight to keep my eyes on his. If I say no, and he finds Orelo’s blade, the whole party will suffer. But if I say yes— I glance at Mother and hope she sees my unspoken apology. “I have a sword. Fireglass.” Will they care if I say it was made by a friend, that I don’t ever have to use it if they don’t want me to? Words bubble in my throat—a plea for them not to take the sword from me. But all the dockmaster does is nod to his companion with a disbelieving grin.

Sanora Velanto is next, followed by the potter’s wife, who holds a squirming toddler in one arm and grasps the hand of her older daughter. The girl glares at me when the big man asks if they have weapons. “No,” says the mother, the word jabbed in my direction like an accusing finger. 

Our interrogators ask Sanora Velanto and the only other two women onboard about weapons. All three shiver with damp. When we left Capelo, the pair ran into the water with only the clothes they were wearing, just before the tide turned. I try not to look at them, in fact I’ve been avoiding their attention since they washed up on shore with Niena and me the morning of our escape. Niena has had brief conversation with them, answering the frantic questions haunting their wide eyes. But I—can’t.

Done with the women, Jetro and the record keeper turn to Sanor Velanto. They address him as “captain” after taking his information, which might be a good sign.

Our ship holds two more men. No additional families. This morning, our numbers pleased me, but in truth, we are far too few. There will be more next time though. There have to be.

When they’ve counted and recorded us, Jetro clasps his hands behind his back. “You said Capelo?” 

“That’s correct,” Sanor Velanto replies.

The dockmaster stares hard at him, as if looking for signs that this is a joke. “How did you get off the island?”

Sanor gestures toward the ship. “We traded smith-craft for the use of this vessel.”

Jetro waves this off. “I don’t care about the boat. Did you strike a bargain?”

Sanor blinks, likely working out the dockmaster’s meaning, a meaning I understand all too well. “We first tried to get passage with your traders, but they were loath to bring any of us off the island.”

Jetro laughs. “Depths they were. The last ones fool enough to try that ended up at the bottom of the sea.” 

I stave off the question this prompts and keep listening.

“How are you here? Diento, was it? I can’t remember all their blasted names.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Velanto answers, meeting his wife’s anxious gaze. “I don’t understand.”

“Well, I’m sorry,” Jetro says, repeating Velanto’s words. “But unless you can explain how you came here and why you think our people are safe from repercussions levied by your god, I can’t let you into our city. Ombra only respond to bargains, so I need to know the deal you’ve struck. I won’t have Diento’s wrath fall on me or anyone else.”

I open my mouth, but before I can speak, I hear my own words spoken from beside me.

“Diento is dead.” Mother’s voice is firm, obliterating any possibility of argument.

All eyes spear toward the three of us. We had decided not to discuss what really happened with the others. As far as any but the Velantos know, Diento left. He returned my sister and I to the village as a parting gift. Enough of those still on Capelo surely blame us and our wickedness for his abandonment.

“How?” This from the skinny man at Jetro’s side. 

Jetro glares at him, as though the question is out of turn, but then continues the query himself. “The only way to kill an Ombra is Cervento, and all of you are under contract not to use weapons you’ve made. Is there any proof your god no longer lays claim to you?”

There’s something familiar in the word Cervento, but I can’t quite place it. “Ombra” is a complete mystery. Still, the way his face has gone pink prompts me to speak before the situation slips entirely from my hands. “I saw Diento die.” My voice is too soft.

“Was it by your sword?” He fails to hide the mockery in his voice.

“No. He drowned.” I ignore the focus on me as I try not to sound as small as I feel.

“And how does an Ombra of the sea drown, exactly?” He’s losing his patience. But I can’t let him turn us away. He can’t send us back.

“Ombra” again. Is that what Diento was? This man speaks as though there are more like him. But I don’t have time for that horror now.

I take a breath and let the story tumble out. “Diento took my sister and me. But I had a friend who followed us.” A lump forms in my throat at the mention of Orelo, but I push the words past it. “Diento forced my friend to serve him. But my friend passed messages to us. We learned Diento turned human on land because his crown housed all his magic. He had to remove the crown to come ashore, so my sister took it from him when we were in the water. He became human and drowned.”

I don’t mention the other captives holding Diento down or how, once he was dead, the ones kept alive only by his power faded to silt, or how the life drained from Orelo in an instant. I don’t look at the other women, only steps behind me, who witnessed it all.

The dockmaster stares at me, glances at Niena, and then pulls his gaze back. “Courage like that is rare indeed, and nothing else explains you being here, breathing this air.” He addresses the next words to our group. “We welcome those who escape confinement by an Ombra. But we expect you to follow our ways or move on to other lands. The Sego of the Orta provide lodgings and work for any who wish to stay. If you have previous experience or a preferred job, put in a request for consideration with the Sego.”

“You’re not pirates?” This from the potter’s daughter, still clutching her mother’s arm, and not flinching at whatever “Sego of the Orta” could be.

“No, dear,” says Jetro, inclining a kind half-smile toward the girl. “We here are just ordinary folk trying to make a decent wage and help our fellow men when possible. His attention shifts to Sanor Velanto. “We’re glad, truly, that you made it here. Not many do.” Then he turns to me. “Keep that Cervento blade close. You may yet encounter more like Diento, and we’ll be glad of the help.” He winks, and I feel like a child wielding a stick while this man says he’s thankful for my protection from wolves.

As happens often since Niena and I returned from the sea, my mind blanks, as though every thought has been lifted from my head. I know someone’s leading us through the village to a towering building of gray stone, but the conversation surrounding us never reaches my ears. Recognition sinks in as I realize the familiarity of the structure. Just like the Sanctum of the Giver. 

All senses flood back. Cold sweat blankets my skin, and my heart drums a rapid thunder. 

Another sanctum. 

Jetro’s words repeat, and I can’t stop them. “Those who escape confinement by an Ombra . . . can’t remember all their blasted names.”

Niena’s hand reaches out, pulling me from the darkness of my thoughts, until I meet her eyes and find the horrifying truth there. We’ve left an island and fought free of one monster only to step into a world full of them.
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Chapter 2
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Outside the modest, wooden door to the towering stone edifice, we stand a few paces back while Jetro’s skinny associate and Sanor Velanto plead our case. The woman they’re speaking to wears sand-colored robes, which flow about her in the light breeze. As she listens to whatever they’re saying, her eyes wander from the man addressing her, to Velanto, to my sister, and finally to me.

Niena and I exchange wary glances before the woman turns and floats back into the building.

The potter’s daughters fuss and complain under the high noon sun as their mother tries to quiet them. “I want to go home,” one wails, and I wonder how many of the adults feel the same and aren’t saying it.

At last, the woman returns. “The Magister will see you personally.” She casts another furtive glance toward my sister and me.

Our steps echo on the stone floors. Unlike in the Sanctum on Capelo, which has smooth and stark white tiles, the stones underneath us rise and pitch in an uneven sprawl. The walls are the same shade of beige as the woman's dress. Rather than a single, open chamber, this structure houses a labyrinth of hallways and doors.

After a dozen turns and a few stairs, we reach an open doorway, and the woman stands to the side to let us in.

There's a table, set with fruit, slices of flat bread, and bowls of what seems to be soft cheese. The woman tells us to sit, to eat, and the children seem especially eager.

The rest of us take our seats, most in a stupor, awaiting our fate at the mercy of strangers. I don't notice until I'm seated that my back is toward the open door. Chills crawl up my spin as I imagine open water surrounding me.

“Welcome, travelers,” a voice booms from behind us

My body tenses, fists clenching at the unexpected sound. The man, dressed in the same plain, beige robes as the woman, stands no taller than Niena.

“I am Benso,” he continues, “Magister of Alarsa, and head of the Sego of the Orta.”

I want to catch Niena’s gaze to see what she makes of this, but she stares ahead, listening.

“Thank you, Tesira,” he nods to our guide, and she returns the gesture, standing in the far corner, hands clasped in front of her. 

What is this?

“Come, eat,” the man says. “I've heard you have a strange tale. Tell me how you came to our city.”

Sanor Velanto reiterates our names and occupations.

“This is all most fascinating.” A smirk of interest appears on the Magister’s face. “The Ombra often find ways to ensnare individuals, and even small families, but legends have spread of Capelo Island and your Diento for a century. They say you islanders are happy to serve your Ombra and remain wary of any who might try to help. Your escape is a miracle. A true miracle.” He regards all of us, as if anticipating enthused agreement.

One of the other women sniffs, her eyes wide, I believe to keep back her tears.

Benso doesn't seem to notice. “I am terribly curious, if you don’t mind me asking, do any of you possess the secrets of working Cervento? None of our smiths have managed it at all.”

“Sorry, Sir.” Velanto hesitates. “Cervento?”

“Fireglass,” mother speaks up. 

I had guessed as much, but I'm surprised she did. Or maybe she knew already, somehow.

“Oh.” Velanto’s questioning gaze sweeps over Mother and me. 

“Humm.” Benso’s tone is dismissive. “Diento kept his secrets tight then. No matter. As I've said, you are welcome here.” 

The Magister begins a speech he’s likely given a hundred times. I give in to my rumbling stomach and reach for a slice of pink-fleshed fruit while he speaks. “We generally don't take in so many at a time, but we will find you temporary lodging, and in a few days, we will also have job positions to offer you, with your specific skills and specialties if possible. After all, it falls to the Sego to discern the will of the Orta.”

When he says this, the fruit I hold to my mouth slips from my suddenly weak fingers and hits the table with a thick splat.

Underneath the table, Niena takes my hand and squeezes. Whether in assurance or alarm, I don't know. Instead of looking at me, she keeps her eyes fixed on the Magister.

Still, he goes on. “When you receive your assignments, you will have the option of staying in the city or continuing your journey elsewhere. Should you remain here, after one month of dedicated work in the position the Sego gives you, petition may be made for a different job. It’s quite a fair system we have. Some refugees make Alarsa their permanent home. Others rest here before moving on.” His tone is so casual now, I wonder at the sincerity behind it. “Your first month also allows us to get to know you, to ensure the wisdom of bringing strangers into our home. I'm sure you understand.”

Our tiny congregation remains silent.

He smiles at us with eager encouragement. “Rest now. Rejoice! You are safe under the eye of the Orta.”

Silence stills the room until one child whispers what must seem to her a simple question. “Papa, is Orta our new Diento?”

My stomach twists.

Benso laughs. “Dear girl, Diento will never bother you again. Nor will any of his kind, if you keep close to your parents, don't talk to strangers, and mind the teachings of our order. The Orta though, they are powerful, the most powerful beings. They are light, while Diento and his ilk, are but shadows. You are safe with us and the Orta.”

The little girl beams, and I fight to keep my head from falling to the table in defeat.

What have I done?

#
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“Well,” Niena says, as we finish arranging our few belongings in the one-room home we share for now. “No work yet. Let's take a walk around the city.” She presses her lips, raising her brows, leaving no room for me to argue. 

I haven’t managed a word since our meeting with Benso. The desperate pounding in my chest screams for me to run, in any direction at all, so long as I get away from here. But my sister wants to explore. And, not ready yet to voice my thoughts, I shrug and agree.

The return to salty air tightens my throat and pulls my clenched hands to my sides I remind myself I'm here, not on Capelo. But a wave of guilt slams into me, because Orelo isn’t anywhere. 

Niena takes in a long breath through her nose. The sound pulls me back to the moment, and the unquenchable hope in her eyes is enough for me to exhale and raise one corner of my mouth before I follow her down the steps.

I can identify many of the trees and plants as we pass. Dalions with their thick yellow pollen shine in the morning light. But the unfamiliar taints everything I recognize. Flat sheets of stone fit together to form each street. No dust billows when we walk. Clothing of every color and style decorate the backs of more people, with more diversity of size, hair, and skin color, than I've imagined. Even out of place and unexpected as Niena and I are, nobody stares. I’m yearning for open fields, as Niena leads us past a building the size of the Padros’ Sanctum, entirely reserved for produce and meat. Stalls like the ones we used to pass on market day number in the hundreds, dwarfing the dozen we’ve been accustomed to.

Even though we met a Magister who sounds suspiciously like Padro Soro, there's no sense of false piety or imposed order here.

We stop at an open stall in front of a forge. Weapons, mostly blades, fill two long tables. Cold metal and encrusted jewels reflect the greed lurking in too many buyers’ eyes. Each weapon holds unlimited potential for harm. 

Soot smudges the face of a boy standing near the burning coals. His dark curls fall over dimpled cheeks.

It’s not Orelo. I know that. It’s just a near replica of him, frozen at the age of twelve. He could be a distant cousin, descendant of some brother of Orelo’s great-great-grandparent—ones smart enough not to get trapped on an island. 

The boy waves when he catches me staring. I force a grin and wave back at this mirror into another world, this glimpse of who my friend could have been.

“Lera.” Niena’s voice is soft. When I look up, her eyes are sad and full of understanding. 

I wrap my arms around myself and keep walking.

“What do you think they’ll assign us to do?” I ask as the thriving port fills with enterprise.

“Whatever it is, they said we could apply for another posting after a month.”

“If they decide we're worth keeping,” I add.

Niena stops walking, her expression suddenly empty. “It's hard for me too. Sometimes, it seems like you think it's not. But all we have is to move forward, to do the next good thing that we can, for ourselves and for each other.”

My stomach sinks. I'm too ashamed to look at her, but I do take her hand. “I'm sorry.” I offer no explanation, because, Niena, of all people, doesn't need one.

“Whatever happens,” I say with a breath and as much optimism as I can muster, “we're here, not there.”

When I face my sister, I find in her eyes a pain I didn't anticipate. How was I stupid enough not to notice before?

“Niena,” I prod.

“Don't,” she cuts me off. 

Rage bubbles in me, a kind of consuming anger I haven't felt in months. “It's good riddance.” I try to lift her spirits, but her expression remains anguished. I remember the time I found her awake late at night, scared, staring at the ceiling, wondering what would become of the welts spreading on her arm.

I have what I wanted, a way off the island, no more Padros, but Niena has only ever wanted to be good. A couple sins later, and she's as far from Sanctorial duty as possible.

“I really am sorry, I know this isn’t what you wanted.” I shudder again under the bite of salt air. “We'll be just fine here.” And nobody will ever have hold on us again. Who knows? Maybe Alarsa and the Sego won't keep any of us and we can move inland, find a forest,  a desert, or mountain caverns. Something so wonderful even my sister will forget the life she always envisioned.

#
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“A ship?” My tongue catches between my teeth as they clamp together in their familiar position of tense anger. No. Not this.

Mother breathes out her words, like I'm a stubborn toddler refusing to take her medicine. “They have use in the city for me and your sister, but you never finished your training, Lera. You are almost of age. If you don't obey the Sego in this, they’ll send you off on your own.”

A quiet piece of me wants to scream, “Then come with me!” But that part is also too afraid of Mother’s response. She’s changed, certainly, but just how much, I’m not willing to test yet.

“This way you can finish training under the ship surgeon and return when you're ready to find a place here.” Her tone is too cheerful, coaxing for compliance.

“Why can't you train me?” I demand.

“They’ve assigned your sister and me to the city’s poorest district. It’s been terribly understaffed. Once we start work, it will take weeks before we have time off. I won't have time to finish your training and neither will Niena. They need us at our most available and most efficient.”

This can't be happening. She can't let this be happening. 

Every bubble of hope I’ve carried for our family’s future bursts. What we might become now that The Giver’s will is out of our lives doesn’t matter if they split us up. Mother won't stop this. So I have to.

“I get seasick.” It’s a lie, and she probably knows it. Niena and I were both out of balance for days remembering how to walk on dry land.

Mother glowers at me, her mouth moving around words not yet born. Then she decides on a few. “You will adapt, dear. This could be very good for you.”

What would she know of adapting? A wave of dizziness hits my brain, and when I close my eyes against it, whether because of the rising panic in my chest or because of my earlier encounter with the boy in the market, all I see is Orelo’s face. Snapping them open again, I meet her gaze once more.

“And more importantly,” she adds with finality. “There is no other choice.”

This too is familiar, us glaring at each other, trapping venomous words behind a veil of calm as Niena looks on, taking all of it in but doing nothing to help.

“It's only a month, Lera, remember?” Niena tries to placate me. “I think mother’s right. It's best for us all to be as agreeable as we can, until we gain these strangers’ trust. Then you can apply for a different position.”

My anger snaps away from Mother to my sister. “Truly? You of all people want to gain their trust but haven't wondered at all whether they’ve earned ours?” The captive words tumble out and I don’t know if I even want to call them back. “Who are these Orta they worship? How could we possibly trust anything that supposedly comes from another great, magical, something?”

She lowers her head. “Even you said you wanted to believe in good magic, if it's real, a magic you could trust.”

My body shakes, anger and terror stirring in every inch of it. Defeated, hopeless. My sister and mother have made up their minds. And I have to choose between my family and getting the depths out of here. Again.

I storm out of the apartment. But, instead of quiet fields, the rush and bustle of the city meets me. I glare at the people, the noise, the fact I’m still alone.

My only place to hide is the back end of the building I’ve just left. Here, I lean against the wall. At least it’s in the shade. 

Caught under the command of the Magister who might as well be a Padro, with monsters like Diento, apparently, running rampant? What were we thinking? That this would be better? With Diento gone and the Padros dethroned, Capelo was probably the safest place we could be. A bitter laugh bursts free, and tears well in my eyes. Was this just a mistake? 

I take a shuddering breath.  Ahead, the weed-strewn hill rises beyond the city’s edge. Over that hill lies the true mainland, not just the shore. It’s probably so wide it might as well be endless.

That's what Orelo and I dreamed of. Freedom. A world not confined by small people living in fear. Fine. This city doesn't want me. They mean to throw me off onto some ship? My hands twist. I don't need them either.

#
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“Please,” I plead with my sister, my voice rising in pitch. 

Mother’s snores pause a moment, and I fight for calm, so I don’t wake her.

“Lera, it wouldn't be safe. We don't know the land or the people or what—" Fear fills her eyes, and I can tell she remembers what Benso said about the Ombra. We haven't spoken of it yet, but the way we’ve learned to read subtleties in each other’s expressions in the darkness makes it plain. She thinks the only chance of our safety comes with doing what we’re told.

“Like mother said.” She attempts a grin, but her heart’s not in it. She’s probably thinking the failing effort won’t make a difference in dim candlelight. “You haven't finished your training. This is a chance for you. For all of us. One month, and then they'll let you revisit the subject, see what else you can do.”

“But that's just the thing,” I protest. “Who decides if I should be a healer at all?”

Niena frowns, but her voice is steady. “Tesira said the Sego get their orders from—” She looks up at me with beseeching eyes.

“Stop.” I'm talking about a far larger answer to this question, and I can't keep it in any longer. “For all we know the Orta are just like Diento. You heard them say there are more like him. Other people escape and come here, not just us. Or were you content to dismiss that detail? If there are more, the only way to be sure we aren’t bound to one is to escape everyone who is.”

Niena shakes her head and closes her eyes. It’s a look I’ve seen on others trying to escape pain that can’t be escaped. “I’m not saying I believe it. But it’s what they believe. We need to try our best to be part of this new community. At least for now.”

“Why?” My voice so quiet I can barely hear it. “Why should we, when we can be out there doing more with our lives than we ever thought possible? Why come here? Why leave the island just to rot on a bigger one?”

It takes her long enough to answer that I’m shaking, about to open my mouth to continue the stream of questions and accusations.

When her voice finally comes, it’s small and broken. “If you and I leave, we may never come back. Mother has had enough change. I know it’s hard for you to see, but even this is almost too much for her. Please don’t ask me to choose between the two of you. Not yet. Please, give this—give us all—some time.”

Her words plunge me into silence, and my mind spouts sentences my mouth can’t say. I gave up everything for Niena, back when I thought I had something to give up. But all that sacrifice was for the love of my sister. And even now, that love keeps me from saying anything else.

“We got off the island Lera. You proved the Padros wrong. Diento is gone. We’re together and safe. Can’t that be enough? For a little while?”

I swallow back a swell of rage rising like bile. “Orelo didn’t die so I could spend my life in a larger version of Capelo.”

“No,” she says. “He died so you could have a chance at living at all.”

But we are both wrong. Orelo never meant to die. He’s supposed to be here. And I’m not supposed to be cleaning up some sailor’s sick on a fishing boat.

After a long moment of chilly quiet, Niena gentles, redoubling the words I wish she’d never said. “He did it for you, and he would do it again. You don’t need to make it count by doing some grand thing. You and your life were enough for him.”

On Capelo, I would have stormed down the glass-glittered steps of our house and marched to the edge of the cliffs over the sea. I would have thrust up my chin and screamed into the waves. If anyone saw me, it wouldn’t have mattered.

But since I can’t do that, I turn over and blow out the candle before curling my knees to my chest. When Niena touches my arm, I shrug off her hand, keeping my eyes on the worn threads of my borrowed pillow until the rhythm of Niena’s breathing matches mother’s gentle snores.

For years, my father’s face occupied the space between sleeping and waking, fanning into flame a never-yielding need to grow up, act, prove the truth, and claim justice for him.

Now I’ve done that, I can finally imagine my father grinning down on me with pride, from some distant, ghostly world. But that grin came at a high cost.

I promise, Orelo. My lips move without sound. This isn’t all we’re going to get. But I can’t leave her. I’m sorry. It’s just a month, all right?

I remember how he looked when I said I couldn’t leave with him because something was wrong with my sister. How would he look at me now?

My dreams are no longer filled with the sea.. Now, when my mind drifts in quiet tides with no need to come up for air, monsters lurk, fire erupts, and a boy who I could have called brother stares back at me with hollow eyes. I don’t know if I will ever dream again. I’m becoming all too familiar with nightmares.
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Chapter 3
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Of all the maddening things I’ve done for the sake of my sister, this is one of the worst. I roll over from facing the wall toward Mother, with her coffee on the stove, and a hum on her lips.

Groaning, I stand, reminded of all the times I’ve seen that grin on her face. It’s armor. It’s saying, “Don’t look at what’s broken. Never shed a tear. Just keep humming merrily along.”

I dress facing the wall, claiming as much privacy as I can in our single-room accommodations, when a slice of cold air hits my bare back. 

Niena gasps as she barrels through the door. 

I yank the shift on over my head and glare at her, but she slams the door with so much force it’s a wonder the frame doesn’t crack. Her cheeks burn bright with far more shame for me than I have for myself. I shrug, pulling closed the laces at my chest.

When I’m dressed, Niena takes a step toward me, eyes filled with silent questions. I don’t give her any reassurance. I can’t. But I at least try to appear resigned. 

Relief softens her stance. She releases a breath, but still maintains some regret in her eyes for my sake.

Mother, addressing neither of us in particular, says, “Your breakfast is ready.” Then she turns to Niena. “Did you get it?”

My sister grins. “I did.”

“Get what,” I ask, my stomach tightening like a knotted rope at the sight of the bread. Today, they can split my portion. Anyone else going to sea might be anxious about getting seasick. I wish I could get seasick.

Niena produces a small parcel from her pocket.  Mother takes it from her and steps toward me, Niena still grinning a step behind.

Sweat coats my palms as she extends it toward me. 

“For you,” she says.  

I frown at the tears in her eyes.  Glancing between them. But I receive the square of linen wrapped around something small and hard.

Pulling back the fabric, I nearly drop it as my heart jolts and I jerk back..

“It’s not—” Niena starts. 

“They don’t wear Sigils here.” Mother’s tone is too gentle. Fear holds her expression.

“Sorry.” I shake my head to clear the sudden terror and finish unwrapping my mystery gift, a simple shining disc on a thin chain. Not a sigil, but close enough to make my heart stammer again. 

“What is it?” I turn it over. On the other side, a phrase is etched in a delicate script.  

On to the sea I am, until I reach home again. 

I stare at the words, reading them again and again, hearing them in my father’s voice. I imagine him closing the book, while his rough hands scrape the canvas cover as mother scolds him for reading “those fairy stories” again.  

I can’t take my eyes off it, not least because, if I look at Mother or Niena, I might dissolve into tears. 

Since Mother’s wages had been goods bartered from her patients by the Padros, we didn’t have much back on Capelo. Whatever they used to buy this trinket for me must have been all the excess they had, maybe even more. 

But beyond the expense, this is a whisper of my father, an acknowledgement that he was real, that he sat with us and read us stories. It’s something Mother—and even Niena—as followers of Diento, would never have done before. My mother may not talk about what is past or how she feels about it, but I can sense the promise implied within the gift. It tells me that, though doubts and old suspicions may rise, things won’t be going back to the way they were.

Lightheaded, I pull in a shuddering breath and shape my lips around the words, “Thank you.” 

I have a gift for Niena too, one I’ve almost forgotten. From my bag, I removed two things, one I received just before we left the island. “I know it’s not the same thing,” I stammer, holding it out, “but—here.”

Niena gasps at the shining pearls and fireglass prongs. “Wherever did you get something like that?”

“It was Yelana’s. She gave it to me as, I guess, a thank you.” It once belonged to Yelana’s mother, the one we watched crumble into dust as Diento’s magic left her enchanted body. But my sister doesn’t need to know that.

“It’s from her, really, not me.”

Niena stares at the comb, her eyes shining. “She’s the one who saved us, not the other way around,” she says with a pained grin.

“Well, we helped.” I finish, wanting the conversation to end.

I turn to Mother. With my other hand, shaking around its cargo, I offer her the second hidden item. “I don’t know if you want it, but it was Father’s. I wore it instead of mine. It was how I remembered him. Maybe—”

She reaches for the sigil with a fractured attempt at a smile. “Thank you, Lera.”

“I have Niena’s too. In the bag. I didn’t know what to do with it.”

A knock at the door makes all of us jump in surprise, the fragile moment shattering around us.

“Miss Lera.” Tesira’s sickly sweet voice whisps past the door. “Are you ready, my dear?”

I pull the new, delicate chain over my head and tuck the pendant into the front of my shift before facing my family and their tense, unreadable expressions. 

“Come in,” I say, because they need to know I’m choosing this. Light streams through the open door as I step over my pallet on the floor. 

When I bend to reach for my pack. the syrupy voice chimes again, and I wince. “Oh you won’t need that.” Her tone is probably meant to be reassuring. “The Porpoise will supply all your needs.” 

I swing the pack onto my back as though I don’t hear her. My eyes stay wide and uplifted as I embrace first my mother then my sister. None of us say anything more.

On to the sea I am until I reach home again.

#
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Since that first afternoon with Niena, I haven’t spent much time exploring the city. The noise and bustle of it all rings too loud through my body. But this time, perhaps because I’m leaving it, it’s easier to take in the sights.

We pass stalls of fruit with scents as bright as their colors. Carriages rumble past. The enormous beasts pulling them stamp and snort at us. 

One market stall drips with glittering chains and jeweled pendants locked in glass cases. Is that where Niena found my treasure? I swallow the lump forming in my throat. I can’t arrive at the Porpoise blubbering like a homesick child.

At last, we reach the docks, and I gasp at the vastness of the ships in harbor. The day we arrived, I was too distracted and desperate to take them in, but I do now. They loom over me, like hulking buildings resting on the waters. Their masts rest just beneath the clouds. Great iron guns poke their round faces from their holes. I think of gophers.

Caremo, Orelo’s master, had books on cannons.  Though we never had time enough to read them, the illustrations made the guns look no larger than pistols. How would we know otherwise, since we’d never seen any in person?

No, Orelo. They’re as big as a man. The balls could fell a tree. 

Tesira leads me past the floating towns and onto more modest vessels, which are still larger than any I’d imagined back on Capelo.

For a moment, the gleam of the rails in the morning sun blinds me to anything else. The wind pulls at the flag, as though commanding the sails to drop and fill. My chest swells with the beauty of it, the freedom, the fairy tales. Until the waves come in, and the ship’s bottom rises and falls, the beam of its nose pitching forward.
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