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			Chapter 1 — Tarik

			“Not many as would make the crossing to Istia, this time of the winter,” said the man at my elbow, as I leaned over the schooner Hastol’s rail and stared out at the wild and desolate sea. “One wonders what drives you.”

			He spoke Cavnish, which surprised me, and I turned from the wind to study him. I didn’t recognize him, but all the fishermen still looked so much the same to me—all bundled in furs and oilskins, cheeks ruddy and unshaven, lips cracked from the cold and the wind—and none of them had taken the time to introduce themselves to me. We were three days into our voyage already, but besides the Istian schooner’s captain, Agnir, I’d only exchanged words with the cook, a wiry, wide-eyed man named Sevnar who claimed he could make soup from saltwater.

			“Name’s Mattac,” the sailor said, holding out his hand.

			It was bound thick with wool and patchwork leather, so only the chafed and pitch-stained tips of his fingers showed. I untucked one of my poorly-gloved hands and took it, shaking it as firmly as my numb fingers could manage.

			“Taumir,” I said, giving him the Istian version of the name Shade that I’d chosen so long ago, when I first went to the streets in Brinmark.

			Mattac slanted me a long glance. “Istian name. Istian by the looks of you, too, I’d wager. So how is it you speak Cavnish?” When I didn’t answer he went on, half under his breath, conspiratorial, “I’ve heard you talking to Agnir. Half the time you’re speaking Cavnish, but I can’t understand why, if you’re both Istian.”

			“You’re Cavnish,” I evaded. “Sailing on an Istian schooner. What does that make you?”

			“Was Cavnish. Don’t belong anywhere now, or to anyone, except her.” He leaned his arms on the cracked wood of the rail and nodded toward the silver-grey waves, and I smiled. When I didn’t speak, he said, “I notice you didn’t answer me. Where do you belong, Taumir? Istia? Or Cavnal?”

			“Both, maybe,” I said. I looked away. “Or maybe neither. I belong to a sea as well. A sea like glass…”

			A sharp pain lanced through my head and I bowed over my hands, pressing my forehead against the cracked leather of my gloves. Mattac clasped my shoulder, and I thought I heard him saying my name, but it sounded far away…lost in the toss of the waves, the rustle of ropes and heavy sails. The ship pitched in a sudden gust of wind and I caught the rail for support, shaking my head to ward away Mattac, and to drive back the pain.

			“You need to sit down?” Mattac asked, his face close to mine so I could hear him above the wind. “You look a bit grey. You apt to be sick?”

			“I don’t get seasick,” I said, pushing him back. “I just need a moment.”

			I left him standing there, staring after me in surprise, and made my way to the prow of the ship. I’d never sailed in a vessel like Hastol before. She was a sleek schooner, two-masted, with long, elegant lines and a hull crafted of the famous north Cavnish darkwood—Istia having no timber of her own for their shipwrights to use. The snap and flutter of the tawny sails was a sound I’d already come to love, almost as much as the creak of the beams and the soft rush of the waves against her hull.

			Agnir had told me that the voyage would last ten days if the weather held, and so far it had. We’d come three days from the Cavnish coast under blue skies and a good stiff breeze, colder than anything I’d ever felt, but I’d seen Agnir watching the skies and frowning at his charts and knew it was better not to trust the winds.

			I stood at the prow long enough to let the cold break over me and drive back the pain, then picked my way over the ropes and nets and the little fishing dories to the captain’s cabin. It had taken me almost a full two days of sailing to get my sea legs, but I still hadn’t figured out how to navigate the clutter of the deck without tripping over something. It amazed me how the sailors could move about so nimbly, even the old sea devils who were as weathered as Hastol herself.

			Agnir spotted me coming and left his cabin to meet me—it was too cramped inside to talk comfortably. Despite the cold he had the sleeves of his wool jumper pushed back, revealing a pair of blue forked-lightning tattoos tracing his forearms, and he wore neither hat nor scarf, as if the biting wind couldn’t touch him. He couldn’t have been more than fifty. His hair was dark, speckled with silver, and his eyes were deep and keen, framed by creases that spiderwebbed his coarse and reddened skin. An honest face, I thought, Istian through and through.

			“Godarson,” he said, and gave me a smart nod. 

			I stifled a grimace. When we’d first set sail I had asked him not to call me by any title, and although he’d readily agreed, he still called me Godarson every bloody time we spoke. 

			“Skeyfyr,” I said, using his Istian title.

			“Voyaging well?”

			“Well enough,” I said. I nodded toward a few of the sailors manning the sheets. “Do they know who I am yet, Agnir?”

			“To them?” He eyed me curiously. “Or to Cavnal?”

			“What do you mean, to Cavnal?”

			“Come now,” he said with a knowing smile. “Veka knows your manners are too good to be Istian, and Godar Eyid never claimed any Istian for his son. I know you were raised in Cavnal…in the aristocracy too, I’d wager, given your demeanor and way of speech. And with the stories we’ve been hearing of late, well. Didn’t take too much thinking to figure you out.” I must have still looked alarmed because he gave a low laugh and clapped a hand on my arm. “Don’t worry. Not my secret to tell.”

			I knew enough of Istian custom not to ask if he meant it. Above all else, Istians valued honesty and loyalty. It was enshrined in their laws—I’d heard that if an Istian falsely accused another person of lying, it was considered a crime so terrible that the insulted man had the right, by law, to kill his accuser. So if Agnir had sworn himself to silence, I knew that silence would follow him to the grave.

			“Did Ambassador Eskir say—” I started.

			Agnir shook his head. “He said nothing but that he’d found Eyid’s son, and all that had happened in the Cavnish Court during his stay.” 

			“Well, then, what was your first clue?” I asked. “If I’m doing something wrong, tell me. If I’m not…Istian enough. You know I can’t afford to make mistakes.”

			He laughed. “This is why we believe in honesty,” he said. “When you’re honest there’s no need to worry that your secrets will find the ears of the wrong people. Want to know what you’re doing wrong? Well, for one thing, you don’t swear like an Istian.”

			“I swear,” I protested, an inexplicable blush warming my cheeks. 

			“Oh, sure,” Agnir said. “You use the proper sort of swear words that every well-bred Cavner gentleman would use. That’s not what I mean.”

			I’d heard the sailors tossing around strings of words I’d assumed were profanity, but apart from the standard obscenities, most of the literal translations made no sense—I still couldn’t figure out what was meant to be insulting and what was meant simply as peculiar metaphor. 

			“I’m sure I picked up a few words on the street,” I muttered.

			“Hah! Like what?”

			“What do you mean, like what? I’m not going to just say them if I have no reason to.”

			He chuckled and patted my back, a strangely familiar gesture that only a few months ago I never would have tolerated—from anyone. “See what I mean? If you’re Istian, you’re the damn most soft-spoken Istian I’ve ever met.”

			“I am not soft-spoken—”

			I was interrupted by an uproar of wild laughter and raucous shouts from somewhere behind me on the deck, and Agnir raised an eyebrow meaningfully at me. I lifted my hands in a gesture of defeat.

			“I didn’t say it was something to be ashamed of,” Agnir said, quietly. “In a nation full of people who talk too loud and say too much, saying little and hearing much can be a far greater power.”

			Somehow his words made me think of Trabin, who, of all the men in the Cavnish government, had been a master of keeping his thoughts. I’d learned early on that the only way to get his true opinion about anything was to provoke him to irrational anger—I had never appreciated the strength of his will in governing his thoughts in the ordinary course of his days. It was Kor who had helped me understand how Trabin let his own silence draw out the truth of other people’s thoughts.

			It should have saved him, in the end. Or I should have.

			I turned abruptly to look back the way we had come, shielding my eyes against the low-hanging sun. This far north, in the dead of winter, the days were unnaturally short, and they only got shorter the farther northeast we sailed. Only a few hours earlier we’d eaten a light midday supper, and yet the sun was already beginning to set. It cast a few ragged clouds gathering from the north ablaze, and turned the sea to a flickering dance of fire.

			“Will the weather hold?” I asked.

			Agnir followed my gaze toward the clouds and shrugged. “Not likely. We’ve had good luck so far, but don’t trust it to last.”

			I gestured at his forearms. “Was it luck, Agnir?”

			“Ah,” he said. “Luck, and a bit of magic. But not even I can hold back the storms a full voyage. The crossing this time of year is always bad.”

			“Could I help you?” I asked. “I’ve got a Wind’s powers, though not a Mist’s. I don’t know how useful I could be.”

			He laughed. “No offense, Godarson, but you’d do more harm than good if you don’t understand the sea and her moods. It’s not just about making the wind blow or not. It’s a wisdom takes years to gain. And only a fool would pit his pride against the sea’s.”

			We stood side by side in companionable silence, as Agnir watched his men working on the deck, and I thought about the fickle sea and the changeable winds. 

			Presently I said, “Are many Istian sailors weather-workers?”

			“Some,” he said. “Most vessels like to have one on board, and will pay a higher wage to those as have an aptitude for weather magic. Even if they’re not powerful, they can make a difference between life and death for a ship on these waters. But magic won’t make a man a sailor.” He was quiet a moment, then he smiled and said, “My son, Iskari. He knows the sea like a mistress. Born with both hands in the water, that one. He has no magic of his own but he’s the damned finest sailor I’ve ever known. Put him behind the wheel and he makes me look like a skatrdrakkeyn cabin boy, I’m not ashamed to say.”

			“Does he sail with you often?”

			“Been on the water all his life, but he started sailing the sea with me when he was twelve, after he left the Karavasthir. But lately…” He waved a hand. “I’ve asked much of him, these past few years, sending him in my stead to the moot. But it’s not the best arrangement for either of us, and I’m sure he must resent me for it.”

			He drifted over to the ship’s weathered rail, leaning out to watch the waves. Since he hadn’t dismissed me, I followed.

			“Karavasthir?” I asked. “What is that?”

			“Ah, it’s a school,” he said, and nothing else.

			“And the moot?”

			He thought for a moment. “Closest thing I reckon you Cavners have to it is your katzpotivyek.”

			“The Lower Chamber? The nobility?”

			Agnir’s mouth twitched—apparently he wasn’t entirely satisfied by the comparison. “I imagine our sodthari have more power in their own right than your katzpotoi. Your nobles mostly just exercise the authority of the Court of Ministries, am I right?”

			“It’s a little subtler than that. They exercise the authority of the King, codified by the Court.”

			He shrugged and ran his fingers over the rough wood. “At any rate, the sodthari meet every season to discuss issues concerning all of Istia. When there is a Godar, the moot is called the Godartheng, and he presides. When there is no acting Godar, it’s an eyltheng. Someone may serve as acting Godar in times of emergency, but the primary business of the eyltheng is deciding who will take the aydrding.”

			“That’s the crown?”

			“Nothing so spectacular as the Cavnish crown, I wager. But the stones look like fire, hence the name.”

			I leaned onto the rail beside him, shoulders hunched against the wind. “And since Eyid’s death? What is the state of things in Istia?”

			“Not good,” he said. “Man named Rigvar has taken the chair—unofficially, of course, as we’ve not had an eyltheng since Eyid’s death. But he doesn’t seem too keen on letting go of the power, either. He had the notion he might challenge your father for the title, before Eyid died.” He eyed me sidelong. “You have to understand, Istia has had no knowledge of your existence for, what, eighteen years?”

			I glanced away, and didn’t correct him—eighteen sounded too young already for this madness. I didn’t really feel the need to inform him that he had misjudged me by a year. 

			“Rigvar has no claim to the title, though,” Agnir added. “Just temerity. Too young yet to be wise, but old enough to be dangerous.”

			“And me?” I asked, low. “Aren’t I too young, then?”

			“Ah. There’s young, and there’s young.” He gave me an appraising glance. “You’ve been raised to rule. It’s not just in your blood, it’s woven in every thread of your life. People will see that. They’ll respect it.” He waved a hand, turning back to the sea. “Well, and don’t let Istian pride fool you. We claim we want to do everything ourselves but deep down we need our Godar, just as Cavnal needs its King.”

			“When I sent word to you asking for passage on Hastol,” I began, and paused. He nodded for me to go on. “How did you know my claim was true? That I was actually Eyid’s son?”

			“Well, there was the letter from Eskir, so I knew there was a son. And it wasn’t common knowledge, so I didn’t see how anyone would be claiming that title if they didn’t already know it was possible. Then I just waited to see you for myself, to settle my opinion. And I was right. You’re the spitting image of Godar Eyid.”

			I smiled, faintly, and bowed my head. Would he have believed me, then, if I’d shown up in Ridgemark looking like Tarik? I wondered what would he do now, if he knew I was Masked—if it would make him doubt me, or doubt my claim. 

			I had no proof of my identity except my face, and that was nothing but a lie. 

			


			[image: ]

			Chapter 2 — Hayli

			I am invisible.

			From the crown of the lofty pine tree that overlooks the smelter fence, I watch as a motorbike chuffs down the river road toward the gate. Even though I know it isn’t Tarik riding the bike, my wings flutter in agitation, and a part of me dares to hope—maybe he will have decided not to leave. Maybe he will have decided he wanted me with him after all.

			Hayli’s mind is a chaos of regret and grief behind my own. 

			It’s all my fault, Piper, she whispers.

			I can’t help smiling. Piper is the name she gave me not two days ago, when she finally got tired of not having anything to call me. I’m not sure I understand why she chose that name for me, but I like it, and it amuses me to hear her say it.

			Tarik would have let me go with him, she goes on, if I hadn’t been so afraid. If I hadn’t abandoned him when he needed me most, when he’d just lost everything else he’d ever loved. 

			I have nothing to tell her to comfort her. For my part, my greatest regret in all of it is that I wasn’t even there when he left. I didn’t even see him go.

			That is my burden now, and my punishment is seeing the face of the rider come clear, and realizing it is only Derrin.

			A cold wind lances through the tree branches and I hunch closer to my perch, drawing one foot up into the warmth of my downy feathers as I observe the scene below. Derrin brings the motorbike to a stop outside the gate, even though I know the guards would have let him through straight away. He has stopped so he can talk to them, there at the fence line, away from the smelter where there are no secrets.

			“Well,” Derrin says, hooking his arms over the bike’s handlebars. He wears his black cap slouched low over his eyes, so I cannot see his face.

			“Did he go through with it?” asks one of the guards—Anuk. He is bundled up against the fierce cold, his red hair hidden under a wool cap, but I would know his tall, muscular frame anywhere.

			“He did.”

			“I guess he must have, since you’ve brought back his bike.”

			Coins, who has been standing guard with Anuk, lets out all his breath and slumps back against the gate post.

			“What do we do now?” he asks.

			Derrin shrugs. “We wait. And pray he comes back before war breaks out.”

			“I’m worried about him,” Coins says after a restless pause. “We shouldn’t have let him go alone. He didn’t give any of us the chance to go with him. But Derrin, you…”

			“Respected his wishes,” Derrin interrupts. “He wanted to go alone. Maybe it’s something he needed to do alone. Who am I to oppose him?”

			“His friend,” Anuk says, fire in his voice. 

			Derrin shakes his head, then tilts it back, just enough that I can see the sadness in every shadow of his face. “I have no right to call myself his friend.”

			I shift my weight, unhappy. Maybe Shade wouldn’t have let me go with him after all. Maybe he left when he did so that I would never be able to follow him. Like Coins and Anuk.

			“Any sign of…” Derrin starts, the words trailing off on a hope.

			Anuk and Coins say nothing, and I cannot see the looks on their faces. But Derrin nods.

			“Would you give me a minute?” 

			The two of them slip through the gate and wander away across the factory yard, leaving Derrin on the bike by the fence. He doesn’t move for endless minutes, and I watch him, wary, suddenly uncertain.

			“Hayli,” he says. He doesn’t look up.

			I freeze, everything inside me tight and ready to flee. My wings flutter, and a part of me wants nothing more than to fly away, far away, and never come back. Cast myself to the ocean sky and fly until I can’t fly any more.

			“I know you’re here,” he goes on. “Please. Please come down. Talk to me. You don’t have to hide any more.”

			But I do, Hayli shouts at him in my mind. I never had a place among you, and now I never will. Can’t you see that?

			And her words are my own, and I want to convince myself of their truth so badly, but somehow I cannot.

			I shift on my perch. If anyone can understand what Hayli is feeling, it’s Derrin. And if Derrin was the last person Shade allowed to see him before he left for Istia…then maybe we have a reason for hoping.

			Finally Derrin glances up, and it’s like he knows exactly where to find me. He says, “I have a message from Shade.”

			I cock my head, staring down at him, then I dive from the branch.
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			I landed just inside the smelter gate, Shifting into a crouch near a soddy drift of half-melted snow. My fingers felt a bit buzzy inside, which got me realizing how long it’d been since I’d used these hands. Seen with these eyes. It took a good tick for my vision to make sense of the dull-colored world about me, a blurred confusion of forgotten details.

			Derrin swung off the motorbike and came through the gate, slowly, hands open at his sides like he thought I was still bird and might fly away on him.

			“Hayli,” he said, choking on the name.

			I stood up—too fast, making the world spin—and threw my arms around his neck.

			“We’ve been so worried about you,” he murmured. “Two weeks! Where have you been?”

			I blinked, surprising myself with the heat of tears on my cheeks. “Mostly right here,” I said. “I div’n gan far. Stars, I wanted to. I wanted to gan away and never see anybody again. Stay a crow forever. But…”

			He didn’t say anything, but a minute and he let me go, brushing the tears off my face with his thumbs.

			“What did Shade…”

			“He begged you to come back. Asked me to tell you that he needs you. And even though there’s nothing to forgive, he wants you to know you’re forgiven.”

			I covered my face with my hands. “Why? How can he forgive me so easy? After all I did…”

			Derrin took my hands and tugged them down so he could look me long and hard in the eye. “Hayli, listen to me. He said he needs you, but I say he needs you even more than he realizes. Especially now that…”

			His voice skitted out on him, but he held my gaze.

			“Zagger,” I whispered, the name a shard of grief in my heart. I squeezed my eyes shut. “I miss him, Derrin. I div’n know him for long, but I miss him so much.”

			“He was a good man,” Derrin said. “I wish I might have known him better. And…we could really use him here now.”

			I studied Derrin through a frown, because suddenly I got to wondering what my life would be like if I lost him. I’d known him less than ten years, and he’d always just been part of life at the Hole, someone I respected more than anybody else. But that was nothing to what Zagger had been to Tarik. I’d thought I understood what Tarik had lost, but I realized all at once that I didn’t understand at all, and my heart ached at the thought of his loss, and his grief.

			“Well,” Derrin said finally, straightening up and returning to the motorbike. “Are you coming in? It’s freezing out here.”

			“I can’t. There’s more folks here than ever, what since the King’s funeral…”

			“So? You’ll be just one more face in a crowd. Most of the people won’t recognize you.”

			“Not even after what happened…”

			In the plaza, when I shot Tarik? When Zagger sacrificed his life to save mine?

			“You had your back to the people,” he said. “Trust me. Only the folks who knew you before will recognize you. And Tarik was pretty adamant that nobody hold you liable for what happened.”

			“He was?”

			Derrin nodded, rubbing a hand over the motorbike’s steam gauges. “He gave the pointy end of the boot to three people who were saying they wouldn’t welcome you back.”

			“Anybody I know?”

			He hesitated, then shook his head.

			“What about Jig? Jig’s a’right with me coming back?”

			“I think he fears—or respects—Tarik more than he dislikes you. And I’m not sure he dislikes you, anyway.”

			That surprised me, and I couldn’t think of aught to say. Me and Jig had always danced around the idea of being friends, and what with all that had happened, I’d been dead sure he would be among those who wanted me gone—and Red right along with him, because I thought Red liked me even less than Jig. 

			Derrin squeezed my arm briefly, then swung onto the bike and took it into the factory yard. I followed on foot with my arms wrapped tight about me, the bird in me still wanting every instant to take to the sky and fly away. The feeling got ten times worse when I tailed Derrin into the smelter and found myself face to face with Coins and Anuk.

			Coins didn’t say aught at all but reached out and grabbed me, pulling me into the tightest possible hug. I realized all at once that I hadn’t seen him with Hayli’s eyes since I’d watched Shiver carrying his broken body to safety, after he’d destroyed the transmitting station to save us all, and almost got killed in the moments after. Maybe that was why my breath burned so bad in my throat. Maybe that’s why everything inside me felt like drowning.

			And then there were other arms around me, other hands on my arms—Anuk and Jig. Pika and Luce and Shiver sending a shuddery jolt all through me at their touch. Bobs and Zip with their arms wrapped tight about my waist. When the world blurred too bad for me to see, I buried my head against Anuk’s chest, my arms around as many shoulders as I could reach.

			I’d been so sure they would hate me. I’d thought they would turn me out, turn their backs on me, turn their hearts against me. Somehow I’d never let myself remember that they were my family, this wonderful, strange, frustrating, beloved collection of people, and that now, finally, I was home.

			I was home, but Tarik was not.

			The unexpected thought cut through my heart like glass. Standing there surrounded by people who cared about me, who forgave me despite everything, who loved me and made me a part of their lives…all I could think was that somewhere out on the wild, empty sea, Tarik was alone.

			I only hoped he would remember that we cared about him, that we needed him, that we loved him. That I loved him. Somehow I wasn’t sure what would happen to him if he ever forgot.
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			After the fuss had died down and everybody mostly left me to myself, Coins and Anuk took me back to Nan’s corner of the smelter to fetch me some food. The smell of soup reminded me how dead skapped I was, and I tried to block out Piper’s memories of everything she’d eaten over the last few weeks, because just the thought was enough to drive the hunger straight away again.

			I took my steaming bread bowl to a fire someone had built between two of the potlines, and sat on the narrow cement lip of the reduction pots as the lads took their seats across from me. They let me eat in peace, but I couldn’t tell if it was because they didn’t know what to say, or if they were just waiting for me to talk first.

			When I’d finished off the last of the bread I hooked my arms over my knees and leaned close to the fire, letting the pungent smoke sting my eyes. “So, what happens now?”

			Anuk bent his head, but Coins made a funny kind of face—uncertain, skeptical—and looked away, tugging one hand through his unruly mop of curly dark hair.

			“What?” I asked. “Did something happen I dan’ na about?”

			“No,” Coins said. “We’ve just been asking ourselves the same thing since Tarik lammed off, right? Got no noodle. Feels like we’re just holding our breath, waiting for the blow to fall.”

			“Well, it’s not like nobody’s got any ideas,” Anuk said, cross. “It’s just the ideas they’ve come up with are all bloody awful, so.”

			“Lemme guess,” I said. “Jig wants to take down the Court of Ministries?”

			“Jig and Scorch, yeah. That about sums it up. They think the Ministers betrayed Tarik too bad for us to let them stay standing.”

			“They can’t do that. They’d be idiots to try.”

			“Well…” Coins started, and I laughed.

			“I know, they are idiots. But they’d be bigger idiots than usual to try this.”

			“I don’t know,” Anuk said, softly. “They almost had me convinced.”

			I stared at him in alarm. “But Anuk…if we topple the Ministries, who’d hold the reins? Jig? Stars, we’d be in such a ruck. Better or worse, the Ministers all we’ve got. We can’t look weak right now. The whole world’s watching us.”

			“But if we leave them in charge, they’ll sign that treaty with Meritac and Cromis, and send us straight into war against Istia and Tulay. And sentence you mages to who knows what kind of fate.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Not saying I want to see Jig in charge—hell, I can’t imagine a worse nightmare—but either way, we’re gonna be in a ruck.”

			“Can they do that?” I asked. “Sign that treaty? Thought that was the King’s job.”

			“Yeah, well, we don’t bloody have a King right now, do we?” 

			Coins sighed and leaned his head back against the smelter pot with his arms tight across his chest. Somehow I knew what he was thinking, because it was the same thing I was. 

			Why did Tarik have to leave us now? Now, when we need him the most?

			Finally Anuk got to his feet, dropping a hand on my shoulder as he did. “Get some sleep. You look rotten.”

			I stuck my tongue out at him but didn’t protest. Getting wearily to my feet, I scanned the potlines for some halfway decent place I could bed down for the night. I’d got used to Luce’s little corner of the smelter, with its scattered piles of fabric and blankets and half-mended clothes making a cozy kind of nest, but I always felt a bit like I was a nuisance to her. So in the end I gave up trying to find a place for Hayli, and let Piper roost in her favorite tree, where we both felt so much more at home.
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			Chapter 3 — Tarik

			Agnir left me standing by the ship’s rail. He strode across the deck like a maelstrom, shouting orders at his crew, but for some time after he’d gone I stayed where I was, watching the turbulent waves roil against the ship’s hull, considering Agnir’s words. From the few times I’d spoken with him, and from his insistence on calling me Godarson despite my protests, I knew Agnir believed I was going to Istia to claim the aydrding for myself. And maybe that was what I was supposed to do…but I had no clarity. 

			All I knew was that the last thing Trabin had asked of me was to go to Istia, to lead them. I wished he’d had the chance to tell me what he meant by that. A part of me desperately wanted to believe I could lead them from the ranks, and let someone else wear the fire crown—I would gladly give up any right I had to it. Hell, as far as I knew, this man Rigvar might be a better Godar for Istia than I could ever be. 

			I sighed and leaned my head on my arms, breathing in the smell of salt and fish and pine tar. The hatch behind me suddenly slammed open and I, startling, turned to see Sevnar’s blond head poking above deck. He was staring straight at me like he’d known I would be there, and when I met his gaze he jerked his chin at me and scuttled back down the ladder. I followed him after a moment, down into the cramped galley that stank perpetually of fish and oil.

			“Did you need me?” I asked, in Istian.

			He grunted and pushed a bucket crammed full of dead fish into my arms. “Make yourself useful. No idle hands on this boat.”

			When I just stood there staring at him, the bucket held awkwardly between us, he rolled his eyes and took it back from me, slamming it down on the rough slab that served as both cooking counter and dining table in the galley. He pulled out one of the cold fish and waved it at me, then slapped it on the slab and hacked its head and tail off with two swift strokes of a cleaver. I watched, torn between fascination and disgust, as he pulled the skeleton out in one flourish and peeled off its thick skin.

			“Understand?” he said, tossing the cleaned fish into a deep pot. He slid the cleaver across the slab to me and waved at the bucket. “Well, get to work. These men need to eat.”

			I glared at him but didn’t complain—when I’d bartered passage with Agnir I’d known that I would be expected to pull my weight, regardless of who Agnir believed I was. As Sevnar said, on a boat this size, out in the deep, there was no room for idle passengers. Already I’d learned more than I ever cared to know about scrubbing deck planks, and gathering and mending fishing nets. 

			With a sigh I tugged off Zagger’s leather coat, pushing down a sudden spike of grief as I left it on a stool by the ladder with my gloves and hat. It was warm enough in the galley, anyway, out of the frigid wind with Sevnar’s coal furnace blazing like an inferno. Sevnar didn’t speak while we worked—me cleaning the fish, him preparing what he called stew, which looked to me more like a mashed mess of potatoes and vegetables—but I didn’t mind the silence. I even found I didn’t mind the gory work. It was mindless, methodical, with a strange sort of rhythm that somehow quieted the noisy chaos of my thoughts. Even the glassy, staring eyes of the fish didn’t bother me overly much.

			As I tossed the last fish into the pot and dropped the empty bucket onto the floor, Sevnar glanced at my work and sniffed. “Not bad. You only mutilated half of them. Better than my first try.”

			“Must be I had a better teacher than you did,” I said, giving him my most charming smile.

			He just scowled and lugged the pot of fish over to the furnace, but I thought I heard him mutter, “Cavnish,” under his breath.

			I folded my arms and leaned back against the slab. “What was that supposed to mean?”

			“What?”

			“You heard me. What did you mean by calling me Cavnish?”

			“What do you think?” he asked, wiping his hands off on his apron front as he turned to face me. “You don’t talk like an Istian. There’s more to you than you let show. I just can’t figure what.”

			“Keep it that way,” I growled.

			His mouth twitched in a smile. “Now you sound Istian.” He worked silently for a time, cooking the fish into the stew while I sat on the stool and watched, then he waved a hand over his shoulder and said, “Call in the men.”

			That at least I knew how to do. There was an iron bell just outside the hatch, so I climbed the ladder and braved the frigid wind long enough to tug the cord and send the bell clanging a few times. There was an instant clamor of activity on the deck above, someone bellowing orders, then four of the sailors piled down the ladder into the galley.

			“Eat fast, lads,” one of the men said as he grabbed a bowlful of stew from Sevnar. “Skeyfyr’s orders.”

			“We’re eating early. Are we at the passage already?” an older sailor asked, pulling a wool cap off his shockingly bald head. 

			“Not quite, by my reckoning,” the first said. “Must be something on the wind.”

			“What passage do you mean?” I asked.

			The two men exchanged a quick glance. I wondered if they were more surprised by the question, or the fact that I had asked it; if the sailors had kept their silence around me up until now, I’d returned silence in kind. 

			“Gull’s Folly,” he said at last. His eyes narrowed slightly and he added, “Which, of course, you must have passed through on your way to Cavnal in the first place.”

			I hesitated. The Prince in me wanted to feel indignant at their blatant hostility, to demand to be treated with the respect I deserved. But Shade seemed to understand the Istian temperament a bit better, though I wasn’t quite sure how. Maybe it was in my blood after all. So I just shrugged and took the bowl Sevnar offered me, and leaned back against the edge of the ladder.

			“It’s your job to pay attention to those things,” I said. “Not mine.”

			The first man held my gaze evenly for a moment, then went back to eating his stew. The hatch above me opened, pouring a gust of icy wind into the galley as Agnir made his way down the ladder. I moved aside until he got the hatch closed again.

			“You’re not a sailor, lad,” the second man said to me, “nor a fisherman. So what are you?”

			Agnir paused at the bottom of the ladder, glancing from me to the older man.

			“My business is my concern,” I said.

			Sevnar gave Agnir a bowl and the skipper slid onto the bench at the slab table. Apparently he was the only one who ever sat down to eat, since I’d never seen any of the other sailors join him there for meals; they seemed to prefer leaning against the walls instead. 

			“Are we at Gull’s Folly, skeyfyr?” one of the other sailors asked.

			“We should hit it late tonight, early tomorrow, barring other obstacles. But the seas are getting rough,” Agnir said. “When you’re finished get back to your posts. Send the others down.”

			They stacked their dishes and went without a word, leaving just Sevnar and me with the captain. I took my seat on the stool again while Sevnar busied himself over the furnace, raking out ash and piling in fresh coal. 

			“The men giving you problems?” Agnir asked me.

			“No,” I said.

			Sevnar shot me a quick glance over his shoulder but didn’t offer any comment. I wondered if he thought I was lying.

			I shrugged and added, “I’m a stranger. I’m not one of them. They treat me as well as I expect.”

			“Still, let me know if they take it too far. I won’t stand for it.”

			“I will.”

			The four remaining sailors blustered their way into the galley. Mattac clapped my shoulder as he passed, flashing me a broad smile, but the others did their best to ignore me. I didn’t mind being ignored; it was far preferable to being challenged.

			“Feeling better?” Mattac asked me, speaking Istian as perfectly as any of the other sailors.

			“Seasick?” one of the other men asked with a smirk. “Just wait.”

			“It was just a headache.”

			“Ah well. There’s a bucket in your berth if you get sick during the night. We’re like to have some rollers.”

			“Storm waves,” Mattac said, guessing my unspoken question. “They can make the boat pitch and roll quite a bit, but she’s a sturdy vessel. Old but sturdy, like our skeyfyr, aye?”

			“Aye!” the others shouted, and Agnir laughed as he got up.

			The ship pitched abruptly, but I was the only one who reached to grab something for support. None of the other sailors seemed worried, but Mattac grinned when he saw me hanging onto the railing.

			“Hastol will take care of us,” he said. “Nothing to worry about, right, skeyfyr?”

			“For now,” Agnir said, and disappeared back topside.

			“You look a bit white,” Sevnar said. “Don’t worry. Agnir knows this ship through and through. She won’t let him down. More blood than paint in her timbers.”

			I frowned, and almost made the mistake of asking what he meant—asking if Istians really believed the ancient folklore about mages’ blood. Somehow I rather doubted Sevnar would answer me even if I found a safe way to ask the question, so I kept my doubts to myself, but I wondered.

			The rest of the men ate quickly and silently—from what I’d seen so far, there were no leisurely meals on board a ship, even when the weather was fair. Mattac finished first and headed for the ladder, but paused at my shoulder before going up to the deck. 

			“Get some sleep, Taumir. We’ll wake you if we need you.”

			“For what?” I asked, baffled.

			“Ballast,” one of the other sailors muttered, jostling me as he reached for the ladder.

			Sevnar chuckled but Mattac said, “Don’t mind them. They treat every passenger like this.”

			“That makes me feel so much better,” I said.

			He grinned and disappeared through the hatch with the other sailors. As Sevnar busied himself cleaning the bowls, apparently intent on ignoring me, I decided I didn’t want to risk him saddling me with scullery duty. So I grabbed Zagger’s coat and my wraps and headed to my berth behind the ladder instead. It had room for only one small table nailed to the floor and two narrow beds set in the outer wall, both meant for passengers, but since I was the only one on board, I had the whole berth to myself. Not that it mattered; I was too tired from the wind and the chaos of the day to enjoy the extra space—or the solitude.

			I extinguished the lantern on the wall and threw myself onto the lower of the two beds, pulling up the heavy wool blankets and clutching my hands under my arms while my body shivered stubbornly in the cold. The ship keeled and tilted, timbers groaning, as the waves crashed and raged against the porthole. Then, slowly, I felt the wind die down, and the waves settle, and the ship pick up speed. 

			I closed my eyes.

			[image: ]

			It is snowing.

			I stand once again on the dais in Avnaya Square, facing a turbulent crowd. But I don’t see the crowd. I don’t feel the snow, or taste the fear and anger on the wind. All I know is that Hayli is walking up the steps toward me with her gaze riveted on mine. She holds something in her hands. When she lifts them up, I see that it is a small crow, watching me keenly from one bright eye. But then the crow flies away and instead Hayli is holding a revolver, and I know what will happen next. 

			I don’t want to see it, but I cannot stop it. 

			The gun fires. I feel nothing, but I watch, paralyzed, helpless, as Zagger grabs her amidst a rain of bullets and they both fall…and fall…lost in the sea and the endless dark.

			“Zagger!”
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			Chapter 4 — Tarik

			The sound of my voice calling for Zagger shook me from my dream, just as the boat pitched wildly to the side. I could hear the shriek of the wind, the crack of a splitting beam, shouting from up deck-side. My hand flashed out, grabbing at the rail of the bed for support. And for all I swore otherwise, my stomach lurched until I was sure I’d be sick.

			Someone was hammering on the door of my berth. “Get the hell up on deck! All thrigun stodadrakkeyn hands, damn it!”

			I rolled off the bed, still sleep-dazed and fighting back the haunting ache of grief, and stumbled out into the narrow passage. Whoever had called me had already disappeared, so I made my way toward the ladder, bracing my hands on the passage walls to keep from falling as the ship rocked and heaved. I pushed open the hatch and was met by a spray of sea foam mingled with a swirl of snow and rain, tasting of tears, or blood. Coughing and numb, I climbed onto the deck and nearly lost my footing on the slick wood.

			“Taumir!” someone called.

			I turned to see Agnir waving at me from the quarter deck. Whatever else he said was lost on the wind, but he was pointing emphatically at something behind me. I squinted through the gusting rain. The other sailors were fighting to secure the rigging and sheet the storm sails as the ship reared to crest a massive wave, while the helmsman wrestled the wheel to keep the ship from keeling. But one of the mainsail sheets was snapping loose, the wind tossing the heavy hemp like a bit of spider silk.

			I ran without thinking and grabbed the rope. I had no idea what to do with it, so I just hung onto it with all my strength, the coarse rope shearing through the thin leather of my gloves until my hands were chafed and bloody.

			Agnir had stopped shouting at me. He stood with his arms outstretched, head bowed, a rain-drenched statue with snow fringing his beard and hair. I closed my eyes and tried to focus, tried to find the trace of the wind trailing through the night. Somehow I could sense Agnir’s magic—fingers smoothing the warp and weft of the wind like a master weaver. And in my mind I stood back and watched, mesmerized by the deft skill of his power.

			One of the deckhands tugging the rope from my bloody grip brought me back to the ship and the squall.

			“Let go, damn it!” he shouted in my ear.

			I made sure the sailor had the rope firmly in hand before releasing it and stumbling back. The wind was dying down, slowly. Little by little the waves receded and calmed, then the clouds pulled back to reveal the stars and the boat settled to rock gently on the water. 

			I took a deep breath of bitter sea air and pressed my hands against the soothing chill of the wet rail, shuddering with the pain, and the trailing remnants of fear. One of the deckhands retched over the side of the ship. Two sat against the mainmast, heads buried in their arms. After a moment I realized that Agnir was standing beside me, watching the still-roiling bank of clouds to the east.

			“I don’t understand,” he said, voice low. “I already soothed the winds once. They have no drakkeyn will of their own. If I tell them to go one way, they go. They don’t fight back. They don’t return angrier than before. What happened?”

			“Was it a different storm?”

			He shook his head, too distracted for a moment to answer. Then he glanced down at me and said, “They are all connected. The winds that bring a storm here leave warmth and sun in their wake, and flow into other storms in other lands. They weave into each other like the currents of the sea. If I drive the storm away here, it touches all the currents of air and water. Hell, what I do probably sends a deluge on some other unsuspecting land, but regardless…they don’t come back.”

			“If what you do can change the weather elsewhere,” I said, “is it possible that another mage changed our weather here?”

			He pursed his lips. “It’s possible, in principle, but…that isn’t what I felt here,” he said, very quietly. “I don’t know how to explain this, but the storm was…it was irrational.”

			I bit my tongue on asking how any storm could be considered rational. 

			But Agnir seemed to sense my thought, because he added, “Most storms, you can see the pattern of them, even when they’ve been touched by magic. It is all by perfect and flawless design. You can trace the logic of them from beginning to end, from the front that moves here to the swell of cold air there, and the way they intertwine.” He gestured across the sky as he spoke, as if he were seeing a tapestry that was invisible to me. “It makes sense. But this storm… If I didn’t know better I would say the storm was…” I gestured him to finish, a little knot twisting in my stomach. “Rage,” he said. “And grief.”

			I jolted, and jerked my gaze away from his. Shame and horror flashed through me—because like a lightning bolt I understood exactly what had happened. It was only recently that I’d learned how dangerous my emotions could be, how they could somehow control the winds if I didn’t control them. I’d seen it happen before, more often than I cared to admit. I’d gotten fairly adept at harnessing my anger, my fear…when I was awake. But when I was asleep?

			Could I tell Agnir that the storm was my fault? Could I tell him that I’d had a nightmare that nearly destroyed his ship?

			Agnir left me when I offered no comment, weaving through the sailors’ huddled forms to the ship’s helm, where the exhausted helmsman stood draped over the wheel like a bit of damp rag. And I, I stayed on the deck even when the wind shifted colder and turned the spray on the wood planks to frost. If my nightmares put the ship in danger, then I vowed I wouldn’t sleep again until we reached Istia.
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			As the night shifted toward morning, we came to the stretch of treacherous sea called Gull’s Folly, passing through it with what the other sailors called good sailing. After the night squall, I was willing to admit the passage wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but I would never have considered it good sailing. The ship heaved, constantly, once nosing forward so steeply that I was sure we would topple stern over bow. Even with Agnir’s unceasing efforts, the winds were too strong, the current too turbulent, for him to control entirely. 

			Still, we passed through the worst of the Folly in just under nine agonizing hours, with only two of the deckhands getting sick from the rolling of the ship. By the time the half-shrouded sun had begun to dip toward the horizon, we had reached calmer seas and Agnir had stepped down from his post.

			I watched him disappear into his cabin and shut the door behind him, unsurprised. I’d found it exhausting just watching him. Using my own magic never wearied me, at least not beyond bearing—or maybe I never noticed it because of the way it fractured my thoughts instead. I sighed and leaned back against the ship’s bulwark, fighting to keep my eyes open. They stung from the salt spray and the wind, and all I wanted was to close them…to just sleep…

			“Well, you survived Gull’s Folly,” Mattac said, loudly, leaning over the rail beside me. “Didn’t even retch your guts out. You should get some sleep.”

			“I’m fine,” I said.

			“You look terrible. Take the rest you can get, when you can get it. That’s what you learn on the sea.” When I didn’t answer, he said, “The tattoo on your face. Can I ask what it means?”

			“It’s my mage sign.”

			He gave a low whistle. “So you’re a mage, too? Knew the skeyfyr was, of course, but none of the other crew are. Why the mask symbol?”

			“Because that’s what I am,” I said, but when he just regarded me blankly I added, “I can change my appearance. Put on another face, even another body, for what it’s worth. So, I’m a Mask.”

			He turned from the rail to face me and folded his arms. There was no hostility in his manner, just a sudden uncertainty, and I found I couldn’t meet his gaze.

			“The face I’m looking at right now—is that your real face?”

			And even though I’d always felt like Shade’s face was a lie, I hesitated. Was it real? I wasn’t sure what real would even mean. Who was I, when I wore Shade’s face—myself, or someone else? Was this face just an outward expression of something deep inside me? Maybe…maybe if my soul had a face, this was it.

			The thought made me shudder, because suddenly I remembered the first time I had looked into Shade’s eyes, in my armoire mirror in Brigun Palace, and saw a darkness there that Tarik’s eyes never held. 

			“I don’t know,” I said, keenly aware of Mattac’s expectant silence. “But this face is a part of me.” 

			He grunted in response. “Taumir, what’s troubling you?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I don’t know that I’ve ever seen anyone who looked so sad.”

			I lifted my brows in surprise. I thought I had learned at least that much from Trabin—that behind the mask of Shade’s face I could hide all the turmoil I felt inside. Apparently I was wrong.

			“My…father,” I faltered. “He passed away a few weeks ago.”

			“Oh. Taumir, I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “Truly.”

			You probably mourned him and didn’t even realize it, I thought. 

			But I didn’t tell him that Trabin’s death was not what weighed most heavily on my heart. His death was a constant ache, numb and hidden in the corners of my heart, but it didn’t burn the way Zagger’s death did. And I realized with some surprise that I missed the smelter. I missed the cold and drafty space, the crowds of people, the smell of Nan’s soup, the endless rush of noise and activity. I missed the routine of watches and meetings and taking rounds, the comfortable confines of my room and office that felt more mine than any room in Brigun Palace ever had. I even missed the constant vigilant presence of Jig and Scorch at my back. Coins and his insufferable high spirits. 

			Hayli.

			And, though I’d always tried to convince myself that I hated being put in charge, forced to take up responsibility for the people who had gathered around me…I even missed that. More than anything I worried about them. Were they safe—the skitters and the mages and the krizanyi who’d lost what little work they had in the uprising? Would they plot foolishness in my absence? Would the Ministers who had betrayed Trabin try to bring order to the chaos they’d left behind? I wished I knew; I had no way to know.

			“You’re alone,” Mattac said suddenly. There was no question in the words, but the gentle sympathy of them jolted me.

			Gritting my teeth, I just lifted my chin and faced the endless sea, dark and turbulent under the quiet stars. 

			“I always was,” I said.
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			Chapter 5 — Hayli

			“Hayli!”

			The sound of shouting startles a flock of sparrows roosting in the tree beside mine, and it takes every bit of my self-command to stay still, and not to fly away with them. Down in the smelter yard I see Coins and Anuk—they look terrified, but Derrin, coming out behind them, wears a look of tolerant frustration.

			It is morning, late morning from the height of the sun, and I realize with something that Hayli would probably call guilt that the lads must have been looking for me for some time, because they have given up looking at the ground, and are all staring up at the trees.

			I give in, and fly down to join them, but just as I prepare to Shift and let Hayli come out, a handful of folks I don’t know straggle out of the smelter. They are likely going to find work in the city, but they frighten me, and in the back of my mind Hayli is even more anxious than me.

			Don’t let them see me, she whispers. I’m not…I’m not ready for them to know I’m back yet.

			You’ll have to show yourself eventually, I tell her, cross, and flit away from the lads before any of them can reach out to me. I perch up on a rung of the fire escape ladder.

			Coins is the first to see me. Perhaps he heard me fly past him, but he ducks around now and frowns up at the ladder.

			“Hayli, come on!” he calls. “What are you doing?”

			“Hayli!” I shout back, taunting.

			Hayli grumbles at me, but I laugh at Coins’s wide eyes.

			“What’s she doing?” Anuk asks, coming beside Coins.

			I peck at the shiniest spot on the ladder rung I can find, and eye them sideways. Coins climbs a few steps up, but I flit out of his reach.

			“Why did you Shift again?” he asks, softly now. “You worried about those folks?”

			I don’t know how to say what I want to say in Hayli’s words, so I duck my head, pretending to examine my toes. Coins smiles sadly and stretches his hand up toward me. I watch him cautiously, fearing to be trapped, then make a show of trust and hop onto his fingers. Carefully, gently, he climbs back down to the ground.

			“We won’t let anybody do anything to you, right?” he says. Anuk and Derrin watch us, looking like they are afraid to so much as breathe. “You’re safe here.”

			Not safe, Hayli mutters in my thoughts. Not as Hayli. I only feel safe when I’m you.

			This pleases me, though I know it is not good for Hayli to feel that way. Still, I understand her caution, and deep inside I know I am a little jealous of my time. I don’t want to retreat again. I’ve lived gloriously for two weeks, and the thought of giving way to Hayli makes me strangely sad.

			Fly away, Hayli says. I’ll go back tonight, when it’s quiet. I just don’t want to be here when it’s day, when there’s so many folks about.

			“Night!” I shout, because I can say that word, then I launch myself from Coins’s hand before he can catch me, and glide up to a high perch on a thin branch that even Coins could never reach.

			“Damn it!” Anuk shouts, but Derrin holds up a hand.

			“Give her time,” he says. “If she says she’ll be back tonight, she’ll be back tonight.”

			Coins claps Anuk on the shoulder and heads for the smelter gate. Anuk trails him after a minute, and then Derrin, all alone, vanishes into the air. I think he understands more than anyone my need to be apart.
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			Piper finally made me Shift back as the sun was beginning to sink over the trees. I crept into the smelter while everybody was back in the back claiming skappers from Miss Nan, and hovered near the potline closest to the door, wanting to hide, wanting to be found. Just as I’d made up my mind to have a go at the food line, I caught a goggle of a slim figure slipping in through the half-barricaded smelter door. I frowned. 

			I’d recognize Doc’s long white hair anywhere, but I’d never seen him wearing a coat before, as if he didn’t get cold the way the rest of us did. But it was definitely Doc, and he was definitely wearing a long black trencher that fell to his ankles, with a black courier bag slung over one shoulder. And if I didn’t know any better, I almost thought he was sneaking in like a skitter who’d been out past curfew.

			“Doc!” I called. He jumped a bit and spun to face me, looking, if possible, paler than ever, and when I folded my arms and glared up at him, he wouldn’t look at me at all. “Where you been? I—or the crow, rather—saw you leave after…after Zagger. We’ve not seen you about since. Where’d you gan?”

			He edged past me toward his infirmary, tossing his black bag down by one of the old wooden crates and picking up a stray bandage. For much too long he fiddled with the linen, his gaze fixed on something across the smelter. His lips moved like he meant to say something, but he never said a word.

			“Doc?”

			“I had to investigate something,” he said, turning abruptly away. 

			“Did you find what you were looking for?”

			A glance, flitting toward me, then away. “No. But what I didn’t find confirmed what I…suspected.”

			It took me a tick too long to reckon that. “Is that good?”

			“Enough,” he said, throwing a hand out. “No more questions.”

			“But—”

			“Go!”

			I flinched back, my heart aching in the strangest way. I knew it was so much more than just Doc being snappish at me—it was Doc, and Zagger, and Tarik gone, and a bullet I could never put back, and the terrors of my own mind, lurking in the darkness like a trap set to cage me again.

			I turned away and leaned against the wall, my arms wrapped tight about my waist, my face catching the wind that gusted through the splintered boards over the door. A minute and something brushed my shoulder, naught but a snowflake touch, and when I glanced back I found Doc behind me, one hand hovering ghostly between us.

			“I’m sorry,” he murmured. “You did nothing to deserve that.”

			I nodded, not trusting myself to answer, and left him standing there with his hand tracing an apology to the shadows. But I’d barely rounded the corner of the nearest potline when I heard Rivano’s voice hailing Doc, and instinctively I ducked behind the reduction pots where they wouldn’t see me. 

			I was always too curious for my own good. 

			From my spot I could peek through a gap between the pots and get a good goggle at the infirmary, where the two men now stood face to face. Tension laced the air.

			“You’ve been gone for two weeks,” Rivano said. “May I ask where?”

			Doc straightened up, letting the bandage he’d been fussing with drop unheeded to the ground. Somehow he didn’t seem the least bit fitsy now, not like when he’d talked to me. If I’d been Rivano, I might have been a bit intimidated to face that fire in his eyes.

			“No,” Doc said. “It’s really none of your concern.”

			“What my mages do is always my concern,” Rivano said.

			Doc gave him a frigid smile. “That’s where you’re mistaken, then.” He leaned close to Rivano and said, almost too soft for me to hear, “I am not, and never have been, one of your mages.”

			I stifled a noise of surprise, but Rivano just measured Doc evenly. As they stood there face to face, unmoving and silent in those deep shadows, with the barest light from a nearby torch touching their faces, I got a strange feeling like I was looking on a painting from ages ago. Doc had always been a mystery to me, but lately I felt like even Rivano was some kind of cryptic text I didn’t have the cipher for. I couldn’t make sense of them at all.

			Finally Rivano said, “You were looking for him, weren’t you?”

			Doc laughed. I didn’t think I had ever heard him truly laugh before. It reminded me of the crow’s laughter, harsh and airy, and a bit otherworldly. 

			“Of course I was looking for him. I know you can’t stand the thought of him out there, free on the wing, any more than I can.” 

			“Did you find him?”

			“Why? What would you do if I did?” Doc moved to pass him, but stopped at Rivano’s shoulder and said, “I know what you would do with him. I know what you would do with both of them. You are no better than Kippler.” He hesitated, then added, “They are both safer far away from here.”

			Rivano spun and grabbed Doc’s arm, forcing Doc to face him again. He leveled a finger at his throat. “You think you would have done any differently, if you had been there in my place when it happened? Would you have interfered? I had no idea then that he would turn out to be such a threat. What in Wake’s name would have made you think he would?”

			Doc held Rivano’s gaze, his glass green eyes cold as sea ice, then he shook Rivano’s hand off his arm and gave him a bitter smile. “Wake?” he asked. “You dare invoke Wake’s name? I thought you Istians couldn’t abide a lie.”

			Without another word he strode away, disappearing noiselessly into the shadows. Rivano watched him go, the surprise on his face hardening into some other expression I couldn’t quite decipher. Anger, perhaps. Or fear.

			He didn’t linger there long, though, and soon as he had faded away into some other corner of the smelter, I said, “Shiver.” 

			Because I knew, I just knew that Shiver was somewhere nearby, and that he’d heard every word of the conversation too. Sure enough, a tick later he melted out of the smelter pot beside me. I half expected him to be wearing some kind of smug grin, but the lines of his face were oddly serious. 

			“What was that all about?” I said. “You heard it too, yeah?”

			He folded his arms and leaned back against the pot, which made me suddenly wonder if he actually had to try not to pass through the things he touched. In the torchlight the strange tattoos on his hands seemed to twist and curl, and against the warm copper of his skin, his green eyes were strangely bright.

			“Yeah, and dan’ that strike you as odd?” he asked. “No secrets in the Clan. No secrets here in the smelter. Everybody knows it’s true. Doc knows it’s true. So…dan’ it seem peculiar that he’d have a gab with Rivano right here in plain sight, where anybody might get a clam on it?”

			“Not sure,” I said. “I think he wanted me to hear it. He knew I hadn’t cleared out yet. I’d barely walked away when Rivano came along.” I shrugged. “Doc dan’ ever say what he dan’ want. If he said it, he had a reason for it. But, I just can’t figure why.”

			“Who were they even talking about?”

			I glanced around the quiet smelter, patches of inky darkness cut by halos of firelight and shadowed whispers, and said, “No secrets.”

			He nodded, and without a word we both headed out into the smelter yard. It was near night now, the overcast sky hanging low overhead in dark rusty waves, and behind us the wind had turned the factory yard into a great big snow globe with the drifty white flakes swirling about till we couldn’t even see the other buildings. Not that there was aught to see behind us anyway. All the folks who were still at the smelter had gathered inside the main building for what little warmth it offered.

			I hunched my shoulders and tucked one foot up behind the other calf, because the ground was so cold I thought my feet might freeze clean off if they both were standing on it. Shiver just laughed at me.

			“What’s funny?” I asked, cross.

			“You look like a great dafty bird is all,” he said, mimicking my pose, making me laugh.

			“Can’t help myself. Been her for too long. Can’t remember all of how to be Hayli.”

			Serious again, he reached out to touch my arm. “Dan’ lose yourself inside her, savv?”

			“What, Shiver, you worrying about me?” I asked, and tried not to feel alarmed by the thought that it might be possible…that if I stayed the crow too long, maybe I’d forgot I’d ever been Hayli.

			Not likely, Piper whispered. You’re too stubborn. You’d never let me hear the end of you.

			Shiver shrugged. “I worry about everybody these days, seems like. We’re all falling apart here. Ship without a rudder.”

			And I did shudder then, because his words made me think of Tarik adrift on the wild sea, and the weird certainty I had that he was in some kind of danger that none of us could ever understand.

			“So, who d’you ken Doc was pecking about for, out in the city?” Shiver asked, interrupting my musings.

			“Wish I knew,” I admitted. The wind nipped the words from my mouth soon as I said them, chasing them away like ghost-tails in the dark. “I know he can’t have been looking for Tarik.”

			“Then Kor, maybes?”

			“Why would Doc be looking for Kor?” I heaved a great sigh, poking at a snow drift with the toe of my boot. “Stars, I hate secrets.”

			“Me too,” said a voice behind us, and we both spun about to see Coins lounging against the wall, arms and ankles crossed. He grinned and added, “That’s why I make it my business to know everyone’s.”

			“Sneak-thief,” I muttered.

			He shoved away from the wall and came to join us out in the dark and the snow. He wore an old leather coat with almost as many patches as pockets, and had a wool watchcap tugged firmly down over his tangle of dark curls. Bundled up like that, he had to be the warmest person in our little group, but he never stopped moving.

			“Everything jake?” he asked, bouncing on his toes. “What’re you lot doing out here? Hayli threatening to fly off again?”

			That last he asked Shiver, but I scowled and muttered, “No.”

			Coins chuckled and threw an arm about my shoulders. “Luce was looking for you earlier. I tried to tell her you’d gone bird again but that didn’t make her feel better.”

			“Hey,” Shiver said suddenly, smacking Coins’s arm. “Who’s that?”

			I jumped and we both turned to see a dark bundle of a human being trundling through the gate. Since the sentry guards had let him past without a ruckus, he had to be someone friendly, but for the life of me I couldn’t figure who. Then, as he came into the little puddle of light that dripped out through the smelter doorway, I realized it was Tam. 

			My stomach turned queasy and I glanced away from him. Beside me I felt Coins tense. I didn’t think either of us could look at Tam, with the patch over his ruined eye, and not think of Vim. The grenade. The Chernayi guard whose throat I’d cut.

			I wiped my hand on my pant leg, again, again, but the blood never came off. It was burned into my skin forever. 

			“Tam,” Coins said, forcing a cheerful voice. “Did you come all this way just to see me?”

			“Oy, shut it,” Tam said, but he grinned fair enough and clapped him on the arm. “Where’s Tarik? Need a gab with him.”

			“Tarik!” I exclaimed, not sure what had got me more shocked—that Tam claimed he needed to see Tarik, or that, somehow, he had connected Tarik to us.

			Tam gave me a surly glare. “Dan’ be daft. I can put two bobs together. I know who he is. So, you ganna let me jabber with him or what?”

			When I hesitated, Coins gave me a little encouraging nod.

			“You can talk to me till he gets back,” I said.

			“I can wait, ‘specially if you let me sit by the warm nobby for a bitty tick.”

			Shiver and I exchanged a glance, then Coins shook his head and said, “It’ll be a long wait. He’s gone.” 

			When Tam just frowned at him, uncomprehending, Shiver added, “He went to Istia. You knew that, right?”

			“But—” Tam started, and pointed toward the smelter gate. “Not possible, mate. I just saw him out city way, not two hours past. Meant to gab with him then, but he div’n seem too keen on company. But I got news I think all you lot need to hear, so.”

			I stared at Tam like he’d grown another head, or like he might up and bite me like a rabby dog. 

			Coins drew a ragged breath and said, “You can’t possibly have seen Tarik.”

			“You calling me a fib, Coins?”

			Coins knotted his hands, but he backed down when I stepped between them with a hand on his chest. Behind him I spotted Derrin standing in the smelter doorway. I knew he’d heard enough to realize what Tam was claiming, but he didn’t make any comment, or any move to join our group. I watched him sidelong to see if I could read aught in his expression. Was it possible Tam was being truthsome? Could Tarik have decided to stay? And…if he did, did Derrin know?

			“Where’d you see him?” I asked Tam, trying to sound like I was actually willing to believe him.

			“Was up near the Avnaya. Well. On a rooftop overlooking the Avnaya.”

			“Avnaya?” I echoed, scowling.

			Coins cleared his throat gently. “Avnaya Square. That’s the name of the plaza.”

			I blushed. At least he didn’t do aught else to make me feel foolish at my ignorance—I felt foolish enough all on my own. Tam didn’t know what the other lads knew about me, that I didn’t have a ken what any of the streets were called, or the special buildings. To most of the Hole rats, the plaza was always just the plaza, as if that was its name, spelled in proper decorated capitals, as The Plaza or some such. Stars, the palace probably had a name of its own too—I was sure I’d heard Tarik call it something or other before—but I had no ken what it was. It just never mattered.

			“You said he was on a roof?” I asked, to change the subject. Even I had to admit that sounded an awful lot like Tarik, what with his manic tendency to climb on roofs and all.

			When Tam nodded, Shiver asked him, “Did he say aught to you?”

			“Said he was trying to make sense of something. Sounded a bit Jixy to me so I figured I’d steer clear till he’d got his nog on straight.” He frowned at me, then Coins. “You really thought he went to Istia?”

			“He did,” Derrin said, finally leaving the shadows to join us. “I watched him set sail myself.”

			Tam gave him a grudging nod of greeting. “Then how’s it possible—”

			“Oh stars,” I gasped, snatching Coins’s arm. “Oh, no.”

			“Hayli?” Shiver said.

			I almost didn’t hear him. Realization and fear showered through me like ice, then confusion, and all I saw, over and over again, was the dais in the plaza, and the mage who looked like Tarik. The mage Dr. Kippler had sent me to kill, making me believe he was the enemy. Could it be…? Nobody had seen the impostor mage at all since that terrible day, and me, I’d almost forgotten about him. 

			“Tam,” I said. “Did he…did he look like Tarik? Or like Shade?” 

			“Tarik,” Tam said, after a tick. “Why?”

			“Because Tarik’s not looked like himself since the whole incident on the dais. He Masked to Shade and hasn’t changed back since.” I shot a glance at Coins and Derrin. “Has he?”

			They both shook their heads.

			“But I saw him,” Tam said. “Plain as rain I saw him, not further than you from me. Who could it’ve been if not him?”

			“Did he know who you are?” Derrin asked, voice low.

			Tam got very pale all at once. “Well, that was the oddness of it. I div’n reckon he did. Just stared at me like he div’n quite see me. I couldn’t figure why. But…” Coins prompted him to go on, and he swore as he rubbed a hand over his face, letting his fingers linger over the edges of his eyepatch. “D’you think I bodged up? I called him Shade.”

			He didn’t say aught else to explain himself. He didn’t need to. If he’d called that other mage Shade…then he, whoever he was, would know Tarik’s secret. He’d know that Shade—the mage everyone was calling the Zealot—and Prince Tarik were really one and the same person. Even though Tarik had shouted the truth to the whole city from the dais, most folks, far as I knew, never quite believed it unless they’d known it already.

			Derrin cussed something fierce and stalked away, leaving me, Shiver and Coins with a distraught Tam.

			“Maybe he div’n draw the dots,” Shiver said, but Tam looked sore to slug him for saying it.

			I drifted a step away from them, too. My thoughts were churning and turning like mad, and I had the nagging sense I was stumbling over something obvious. I just couldn’t see it. 

			Finally I turned back to face the lads. “Dan’ worry about it tonight, a’right? We dan’ even know if that mage is dangerous.” I gripped Tam’s arm lightly. “We’ll figure it out. But dan’ gan looking for him. That ain’t Shade, and whatever he is, I dan’ want him knowing more about us than he already does. Got it?”

			He nodded.

			“But you said you had news for us?” 

			Tam hesitated, and Coins said a bit sharply, “Shade ain’t here. If there’s something we need to know, you’d better just spit tips and tell us, right?”

			Tam regarded us a long while, head canted to the side like he wasn’t quite sure what to make of us. Then, mouth twitching in a grimace, he said, “Look, it’s bad, a’right? It’s bad in the city. You think things’ve smoothed? They’ve not. Not a jot. It ain’t just Ministers truppin’ the fuss o’er what’s the game now, but all those folks as got their lives bodged up by the muckery. All them as div’n flock here to Shade’s banner. Them as div’n feel too keen on the way he and the King spun a knot up there on the dais like that. The anarchists and what. Div’n you wonder what came of them?”

			Coins and I exchanged a glance. “I wondered,” I said. “They’re still around? I never heard tell of them causing trouble so I figured they’d had enough, since the King died.”

			“Figured dan’ fix,” Tam said. “Just because they’re laying low dan’ mean they’ve thrown in the pot.”

			“What do you know?” Coins asked, stern enough that even Shiver regarded him in surprise.

			Tam took half a step back, raising his hands. “Dan’ get tetchy on me, Coins,” he said. “I div’n have to come and I dan’ have to tell you pittance.”

			“C’mon, Tam,” I said.

			“Y’ know the Bricks dan’ exist no more,” he said. “But remember the Cleavers?”

			Coins swore under his breath. My face must have mirrored Shiver’s blank confusion, because Tam looked from me to him and flicked us both a crude gesture.

			“Really? You got no ken at all? Where’s your nog been hid all these years? Up—”

			“I dan’ mix with the street gangs,” Shiver snapped before Tam could finish, with a bit more arrogance than he probably needed. “Never have.”

			“Oh,” Tam said. “Right. Sorry, Mage. Div’n mean to trash your high and mighty.”

			“Leave it be,” I said.

			Tam glared a minute longer at Shiver, then turned back to Coins with a shrug, ignoring me altogether because he probably reckoned I was too ignorant to talk to.

			“Well, they’ve all grown up a bit since what in the Avnaya. Not just bangers no more. Like I said, these are folks as wanted to see Shade turn full-out revolutionary, down with the Crown and all, and never liked him being so cautious-like, always playing both sides.”

			“Yeah,” Coins said. “Can’t please everyone, right? So?”

			“So,” Tam said, and let that word hang in the air much too long. “So take it you ain’t noticed your mate Red’s slipped the roost?”

			That got all of our attention. Coins and I looked at each other, then at the smelter like we expected to see Red walking out that minute with an armful of his cursed political pamphlets. 

			“Aw hell,” Coins said. “Where is the idiot?”

			“Where d’you think?”

			“Cleavers?”

			“Yeah, and not just. Told ‘em where you lot are hiding out, none less. I heard some of their boys talking. Mages, most, who dan’ stand for being second-rate citizens no more. They’ve a mind to come out, jaw with Shade, work out an understanding. Think they’ve a mind to win him to their side. Topple what’s left of the old regime, put up a new. That’s what I wanted to tell him about. Give him a head’s up. You got company coming.”

			“If they find out Shade ain’t here?” I asked Coins, digging my fingertips into my palms. “If they already div’n like how Shade was angling with the King and all, then if they think he’s gone…if they think he’s abandoned them…”

			“Reckon they either want you signing the ticket and boarding the train, or getting the hell off their tracks,” Tam said. “Reckon they’re willing to use force if need be. They’re fed up, and got nobody to stop them. They know if you lot dan’ join up, you’ll be standing in their way, and I dan’ think they’re keen to let you. Just ain’t their style.”

			Coins took a step closer to him. “How exactly did you learn what Red did? How d’you ken what he told them?”

			Tam said nothing.

			“They got a stoolie in the ranks?”

			Finally Tam gave him a nasty glare and threw one hand between them like an insult. “Maybes I heard ‘em myself, Coins. Not exactly had any place to gan what since the King bowed out and the country went to pot.” He shrugged. “They offered me a place. I took it. Dan’ see as I like ‘em over much, an’ like ‘em less and less every day. Mad as cats, that lot. Then this. This was the last egg. Figured it was time to haul out what I knew, see what Shade had a mind to do with it.”

			“Thanks,” I said, and everybody looked at me in surprise. “What? He div’n have to come and warn us. Too much to say thanks?”

			Coins just waved in dismissal, but Tam gave me a sharp nod and turned away.

			“Stay with us, Tam.” 

			He glanced at me over his shoulder. “Why?”

			“You dan’ like that lot. Maybe you’ll like us better.”

			He hesitated, his one eye scanning the broken smelter, Red’s burned-out office, the piles of snow and patches of ice. 

			“Dan’ like this place already,” he said. “But I s’pose I got naught left to lose.” He turned his head. “I got naught at all.”

			“You’ve come to the right place then,” Coins said. “We’ve all got nothing but each other here, right?”

			I nodded in agreement, but Coins’s words left me strangely sad. A minute and I wandered away from them, taking deep breaths of the frigid night air to clear my head. The snow was coming down thicker than ever, tickling my cheeks and clinging to my hair, chilling every inch of me until I wanted to turn bird just to enjoy the cozy warmth of downy feathers. But all the snow and all the cold couldn’t bring sense to my thoughts. 

			I couldn’t stop thinking about how Tam claimed he’d seen Tarik up in Brinmark. Part of me had hoped that the mysterious impostor mage had just…gone…when the chaos in the plaza had ended, like maybe he was some kind of an illusion and not really a man at all. But if he was still alive, and still here in Brinmark, loose on the streets, then Wake only knew what havoc he meant to rain down on us all.

			I startled when someone laid a hand on my arm, and turned to find Tam frowning anxiously at me.

			“What’s bothering?”

			“You really dan’ get it, do you? You lot…you’re all in such danger. Why dan’ you listen to me?”

			“We are listening,” I protested. “I’ll think of something, dan’ worry. We’ll keep these folks safe.”

			He flung his hands in the air. “That’s just what I mean. You dan’ have time to figure something out.”

			“Why not? You said the Cleavers had a mind to come see us, but I mean to clear us out before they can. We’ll find some place safe to gan and…” My voice trailed off, feebly.

			“No bloody time,” he said then, punctuating each word. “Yeah, they’ve got a mind to come jaw with you lot. But they’re on their way right now.”
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			Chapter 6 — Hayli

			I grabbed Tam’s arm, so tight he jerked back in surprise. “They’re coming now? Why div’n you say that in the first place?” 

			“Thought it was plain as rain,” he muttered.

			I released him and turned back toward the others, my thoughts whirling and twirling like mad leaves in a gale. Coins was watching me like a hawk, but Shiver had a thoughtful, wary look about him like he already guessed what Tam had told me.

			“So what’re you ganna do about it?” Tam asked, following me. “How d’you figure you can protect these folks?”

			“They’re coming to talk? Or to fight?”

			“Stars, I dan’ na. Cleared out before I heard that bit. Figured either way Tarik oughta know.”

			I glowered at him and shrugged up my shoulders, fighting the sudden urge to sprout wings and fly to the top of my favorite tree, where I could see the world so much more clearly. 

			They’re like rabid dogs, Piper said, harsh, disdainful. If they find out Shade’s not here, it’ll be like dogs drawn to the smell of a wounded beast. They’ll come after you all. Put you down so you can’t cause them mischief.

			I know, I thought back at her. But what can I do?

			Draw them away from the nest. It’s the only thing you can do right now.

			“Where are they?”

			“Holed up in the south streets,” he said. “Not two bobs from the Hole. But like as not on their way here already.”

			“Shiver,” I said, heading straight for him. “Come with me.”

			“Where d’you plan on going?” Coins asked.

			“We’re ganna gan and meet these folks,” I said, “and we’re not ganna do it here. If things hit the rails we’re the two most like to get away safe, ‘specially since I dan’ na where Derrin’s lammed off to again. I’m not ganna risk anyone else. We’ll hear what they’ve got to say, and see what to do from there.”

			“And if things do hit the rails?” Tam asked. 

			I fired the engine on Tarik’s motorbike. “Dole out the guns and double the guard on the gate and the roof,” I said, as the steam built pressure, “and hope to Wake you dan’ need to use them.” I swung my leg over the motorbike, then jerked my head at Shiver. “C’mon.”

			He got on behind me, holding me almost too tight as the motorbike swerved and skidded on the loose gravel. 

			“You sure you can drive this thing?” he hissed in my ear.

			“Course I can,” I said, and spurred the bike through the gate.

			The motorbike picked up speed on the river road, trailing clouds of steam like ghostly ribbons in the darkness. The cold wind bit my cheeks and brought tears stinging to my eyes, and even the leather of Tarik’s riding jacket couldn’t keep the chill from my bones. We’d almost reached the outskirts of the city when I spotted movement off the road in a broad field, a few flickers of torchlight glinting off the blanket of snow. I braked the motorbike so fast it skidded and almost bucked us off into the hedges. 

			Shiver tensed behind me, and I knew he was seeing what I’d already seen. There had to be fifty people there off the road, trying to trace a shortcut through the open fields to the smelter. In the patchy torchlight, I realized that probably half the folks were carrying weapons. I let my breath hiss out.

			“Dan’ look like they’re in a chatty kind of mood,” I said.

			“We should get back,” Shiver said. “Warn the others.”

			“Not yet.” I climbed off the motorbike and took a few steps away from it, then shouted, strong as I could, “Hoy, on the road!”

			The group came to a stop, and ten torches all flashed in my direction. I flung a hand over my eyes, but too late—I’d already lost what little night vision I had. 

			“Hayli?” someone called.

			I waited, hands in knots, as a familiar figure ambled toward me, with two goons at his back carrying rifles that looked much too big for them. A third followed with a torch, but at least he had the sense to keep the beam trained on the ground, and not on my face. 

			“Hullo, Red,” I said curtly, as they joined me. “Wondered where you’d lammed off to.”

			“Someplace warm, since I got burned out of my last space.”

			I bit my lip on bickering with him. We could argue for hours, Red and me, and it would never do anybody a jot of good.

			“What’s the fuss tonight?” I asked. “You lot look like you’d a mind to head down my way. Planning to join us again, or is there something I should know about?”

			“What put you on the road tonight, at this time?” Red countered. I could see suspicion in his eyes, an ugly, twisted kind of thing. “Not a civilized time to be out.”

			“No, it ain’t, is it?” I said. “I had business in the city. Saw what looked to be trouble heading toward my home, so you wonder that I stopped?”

			He shrugged and stepped onto the road. Two of the others stayed back, but one of them came forward with Red—an older man, maybe in his late thirties, who had a mean look about him and a mage sign I guessed was a Knack’s on his temple. I swallowed, trying to remember everything Pika had ever taught me about guarding my thoughts from nosy Knacks. For all I’d practiced with her, I’d never been very good at it. I just hoped I was good enough.

			Red stopped too close to me. “So? Talk. Where you headed?”

			“My business is my business,” I said, and nodded toward the little mob. “But your business looks like my business, so maybes you’re the one as should be talking.”

			“Who is this girl, Red?” the older man asked. “Why are we wasting time with her?”

			“I’m not talking to you,” I snapped. “I asked him a question.”

			“Don’t get your feathers ruffled, Hayli,” Red said, the words laced with mockery. “This is Klissen. He’s in charge of the Grey Mist.”

			“The Grey Mist? Is that s’posed to sound intimidating?”

			Klissen’s mouth twisted and he took a half step toward me. “Funny thing,” he said, “little girl like you, having such airs, thinking yourself so important.”

			Red cleared his throat softly. “She’s important,” he said, half under his breath. “She’s Shade’s girl.”

			My cheeks flushed hot at his words, but somehow I found I didn’t mind the title. I’d snapped at Shiver once for calling me Kantian’s girl, but that was entirely different. 

			Klissen’s brows shot up. One was singed off in a bad way, webbed with scars, but the other was unnecessarily thick, and it stuck out from his forehead like a protest. I couldn’t get a sense of the color of his eyes, but they were cold, and hard, and made me feel far too young.

			“Really,” he said. 

			He folded his hands behind his back and took another step toward me. Behind me I could sense Shiver drawing himself up, and I suppressed a smile. 

			“We’ve a mind to speak to Shade,” Klissen said. “Will you take us to him? Maybe we’ll get a friendlier reception if you lead us in.”

			“Not likely. If you think I’m ganna lead an enemy right through my own gates, you dan’ na me a bit.”

			“Enemy!” Klissen echoed. “You’ve got us figured all wrong.”

			“Well,” I said, waving a hand toward the field. “What else was I s’posed to think, seeing a mob of folks hedgehogged with guns sneaking off toward me home in the fox hours of the night? I mean, obviously that’s how I’d send out a delegation if I meant to jaw with someone peaceful-like.”

			“Delegation,” Klissen said. “Listen to you with the proper words. Then I’ll tell you what. You run home, tell your boy Shade that we’re on our way to talk We’ll even give you a five-minute head start.”

			“Shade ain’t a boy,” I snapped. “And that dan’ suit me. You keep coming like this, and I’ll tell our guards to open fire soon as they see you. I’ll tell you what. You lot turn about, gan off home, and come back in two weeks, just the two of you and your two lackeys, and then we’ll listen to what you have to say.”

			I didn’t much like the smile Klissen wore now. “Red, you never told me Shade kept company with master tacticians like this,” he said. Then, turning back to me, “Makes me almost wish you were one of mine. Suppose Shade would lend you to me for a while?”

			“No,” I said, crosser than I meant, and crosser than ever when it just made him laugh. 

			“All right, girl, we’ll—”

			“Name’s Hayli, not girl,” I interrupted.

			He pursed his lips, then finished, “We’ll play it your way. We have time. But two weeks is an eternity these days. Anything might happen in that amount of time. No chance he’d see us sooner?”

			“Shade’s a very busy person,” I said, “or why d’you suppose he sent me an’ him out to run his errands?” I jerked my thumb at Shiver. For half a tick I hesitated, then gambled and said, “Not like I’d choose to go spy on the Cleavers in the middle of the night if I div’n have to.”

			Klissen’s eyes sparked, but he kept his face neutral. “The Cleavers? What does Shade want with that lot?”

			“He heard a rumor they were plotting something big. Some kind of alliance with the Chernayi, way I heard it.” I cocked my head. “Heard aught like that on the street?”

			Klissen and Red exchanged a glance, but Red looked a bit more nervous than I thought he had any right to. Maybe I’d struck a nerve without meaning to. I’d just tried to say the most unlikely thing I could think of, but…he almost looked guilty. 

			Always scheming, that one, Piper whispered. He’s weaving himself into a web he can’t get out of.

			I got a sudden scratching feeling at the corners of my mind, and panic flared up inside me.

			Piper, he’s trying to read me, I told her, frantic. What do I do? I can’t blank my thoughts like Tarik can.

			I felt her smile. Let go of your mind, she said, and let me do the thinking.

			I grinned, mentally, because I knew the way Piper’s thoughts worked, and it was nothing like the way mine did. 

			“Shiver,” I said, very softly, “you should go.”

			I barely sensed him retreating, step by step, into the shadows, and I thanked all the stars that he hadn’t picked this moment to argue with me. I waited until he’d gone, then I turned my attention back to Klissen, and smiled, and let down the wall in my mind. 
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			The man stares at Hayli, confusion in his eyes. I carry my thoughts to the skies and set them free, in the clouds and the currents of the wind and the rhythm of color in tree branches, the vastness of forever and the smallness of a carrion rat seen from hundreds of feet aloft, fur and claws and twisted tail, dull in the brightness of gleaming light, a roost and a cacophony of voices and the taste of fear under the watchful eye of a hawk…

			“What are you?” Klissen asks. He steps away from Hayli. “I don’t…I can’t…” He turns to the boy with the red face and suspicious eyes. “You didn’t say she was a mage. What…what kind of power…”

			All at once the fingers of his mind withdraw, and Hayli is released, and I return her mind to her control.
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			“Been a crow for a while now,” I said, catching in a quick breath. “Can’t keep my thoughts quite sorted yet.” I looked him full in the eyes. “Not in proper order yet for folks to go snooping about in.”

			Klissen actually blushed bright red at that, which surprised me a fair bit. “You’re a Moth,” he said. The man with the torch startled, but Klissen just studied me a long time, not saying aught at all. Then he asked, “Why did you send your friend away?”

			“Div’n need him here, and you dan’ respect people’s thoughts.”

			“Why,” Klissen said, smoothly, “is there something on your mind I shouldn’t know about?”

			“Not a thing,” I said. “Just dan’ care much for folks who muck about in other folks’ heads without their ken, is all.” I took a step back toward the motorbike. “I’ll see you in two weeks. Better know what you mean to tell him, because Shade dan’ have much patience for nonsense these days.”

			“Wait,” Red said. “Where…where are you going?”

			“Told you,” I said. “Trying to hunt down where the Cleavers roost.”

			“You don’t know where they are?”

			“Got no grobbing clue,” I lied. “Got a ken?”

			“Nah,” Red said, too quick.

			Klissen said, too glib, “Think I heard they were holed up in a building that got burned out in the uprising. East of the Avnaya.”

			“Much thanks,” I said, and flashed them both a grin. “Shiver’s gone back already. He’ll have told my people about you lot being out here, and what I told you. So they best not see you prowling about tonight. You’d never know what you walked into.”

			They nodded, and I fired the engine on the motorbike, letting it chuff and build pressure before kicking up the stand. As I turned the bike toward the city, Klissen turned to one of the other men.

			I didn’t hear what he said, but Piper’s sharp ears did: “Follow her.”
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			Chapter 7 — Hayli

			I wove the motorbike through the streets of Brinmark, all too aware of Klissen’s man following behind me, too fast to be human. Or, too fast to be possible without magic. My heart was pattering like mad. I could get clear of the man easy enough if I Shifted, but that would mean abandoning the motorbike someplace and risking it being stolen off. I wasn’t much willing to do that, but the deeper I trailed into the city, the less likely it seemed that I’d have any kind of choice.

			I made a show of going the direction Klissen had pointed me, toward Avnaya Square and the streets beyond where we’d searched for the transmitting tower, where Tam had lost his eye, where I’d betrayed Tarik to Dr. Kippler, where Coins had almost died. The streets were still a mess from the fighting—windows shot out, walls scorched from incendiaries and rogue fires, rubble piled in the streets. There was no light. It brought a sick ache to my heart to be there again, and the farther I went, the less reason I gave myself to continue my charade. 

			But if Klissen’s man saw me give up my search before finding anything, he would report back to him and Red that I’d been lying. And that would put everyone in danger all over again.

			So I kept moving, and presently I came to a tall building just east of the plaza, which looked like a fire had raged through every one of its stories. The walls around the windows were charred black, and there wasn’t a single pane of glass left unbroken in the whole building. Even weeks after the fighting had ended, it still stank of ash and smoke. I cut the motorbike’s engine at the end of the street, walking it into the mouth of an alleyway as if I were still set on sneaking inside. With Zagger’s revolver clutched tight in my hand, I crept up to the building’s broken door and poked my head into the shadows.

			I heard the growl before I saw the gleam of eyes, and I jerked away, stumbling back over the rubble-strewn street until I hit the wall of the building behind me. A minute and a dog appeared in the doorway, all mottled fur and gleaming teeth and eyes. I couldn’t quite tell if it was a dog or a wolf—either way, it didn’t look friendly.

			And yet I could feel the pulse of energy lingering all around it, and felt a sudden sharp certainty that the dog was actually Klissen’s man.

			In all my life, I’d never met another Shifter. For the longest time I’d thought I was the only Moth in all of Brinmark. Some bitty part of me wanted to talk to him, to ask him if he and his dog had the same kind of kinship me and Piper had, but the look in the dog’s eyes was all feral, all wild. There was nothing human about it.

			Another guttural growl drifted across the street toward me.

			“Wait,” I said, holding out my hand. “I know you’re a mage. You’re a Shifter like me. Please, please dan’ hurt me!”

			The dog stopped midway across the street, shoulders lowered in a warning crouch. 

			“Look, I could get away from you any time I want. But I wanna talk. Can we talk?”

			The dog crept forward one more step, then, in a flurry of shadow and wind, Klissen’s man appeared in front of me. He wasn’t a big man, and his hair was almost as mottled as the dog’s, but his face would have been pleasant enough if not for the dark suspicion in his eyes.

			“So,” he said, sidling forward. The way he moved still reminded me of a dog, lithe and rangy. “A fellow Shifter.”

			“Never met another Moth before,” I said, brave as I could.

			“Klissen doesn’t want me to hurt you,” the man said. “But this is a dangerous part of town.”

			At least he was halfway honest. I gave him a wild kind of smile and took a step closer to him. “You have no idea.”

			He just laughed. “Cute, kid. Not impressive.”

			He stopped laughing when I leveled Zagger’s revolver at him. “Why’d you follow me?”

			“Why are you looking for the Cleavers?”

			“Told you that already. But they ain’t here, are they?”

			“How do you know? They may be.”

			“’Cause Red may be an absolute leadhead and Klissen dan’ seem much brighter, but still, dan’ think they’d go gabbing off the location of their safe house to the likes of me.”

			“You know?” he asked. “Then why would you come all the way here? Pretend to be looking for them?”

			“Maybes I just wanted to lure you out here, all alone, away from your friends,” I said. “Worked, div’n it?”

			“You are cracked, girl,” the man said, but he watched me warily now, like I was some kind of snake in the grass—like he thought I might actually use Zagger’s gun on him. “You’re half my size, half my age, and you think you can take me on?”

			“Got no desire to take you on. Just wanted to talk. Shifter to Shifter.” When he opened his mouth I held up my hand and said, “I ain’t magic-deaf, y’know. I felt you following me the whole time.”

			“All right,” he said. “You want to talk? I’ll talk to you.”

			“Talk honest.”

			He dipped his head in agreement.

			“Your folks div’n really want to talk to Shade, did they?”

			“Well,” he said. “We meant to surprise him, put his back to the wall so he would have no choice but listen to us. We meant to convince him to join us, if he wasn’t too bull-headed and belligerent to reason with. Otherwise, I suppose they meant to just get him out of the way.”

			“What for?”

			He waffled, so I fired the gun near his feet. That made him jump back, breathing hard. “Stars, girl,” he said. “You’re insane.”

			“You think I’m dangerous?” I asked. “You might think twice before trying to cross Shade, or reckoning you could do aught to put him at a disadvantage.” I waved the gun at him, just carelessly enough to make him nervous. Doing it made me nervous, too. “Answer my question.”

			The mage shifted his weight, scanning the narrow street around us. If I didn’t know better, I might’ve thought he was gauging his odds of escaping me if he bolted. Funny, I was wondering the same thing. 

			“Look,” he said, finally. “It wasn’t my idea. I like Shade well enough but I liked the stability of the monarchy better, even if we got a rough end of the deal now and then. This is all madness. It’s never going to work. But they won’t listen to me.”

			I studied him curiously. His support of the monarchy might’ve surprised me, except he spoke fair and proper like a high street gentleman, which made me wonder if he was one. Or had been.

			“Can’t make heads or horns of what you’re saying,” I said. “Who wants to do what, why?”

			“Red, and Klissen,” he said, as if it was obvious. “They mean to topple what’s left of the old regime, start fresh with all power in the hands of the mages. Turn the tables on the establishment—if we were kept out of power before on account of being born mages, now they want to keep everyone else out on account of them not being born mages.”

			“And…Shade?”

			“They’d a mind to ask if he would take the reins.”

			“Red did?” I asked, astonished, because I was fair certain Red hated Shade as much as it was possible for one person to hate another. 

			“It was his idea. And if Shade doesn’t agree, I guess they figure he’ll be standing in their way.”

			“Do they really think they can stop him?”

			“Maybe he can stop those Chernayi weapons, but I don’t think he can stop a plain old bullet.”

			I laughed out loud. “They’ve got no idea.”

			“He’s too dangerous,” he whispered with a violent shudder. Then his gaze flashed to my face and he held up his hands. “I’m sorry. I know you care about him. But surely you see…”

			“The only folks who should worry about him being dangerous are the folks who’ve a mind to hurt the people and the things he cares about. Including Cavnal.”

			“They say he’s Istian.”

			“He’s a lot of things.”

			“They say that too.”

			We stood in uneasy silence, me trying to make sense of what the mage had said, the mage still looking about as if hoping to find someone to rescue him. I heard a clatter of rocks some distance away—at the end of the street, maybe, or within the burned out building. It put all my senses on alert, but nothing followed except the wind whistling through the broken windows and the distant wail of a fire siren.

			“If Red wants to set up Shade as some kind of Mage King, why’s he dealing with the Chernayi?” I asked. “And what’s in all this for Red anyway? He ain’t a mage.”

			I didn’t know for sure that he was dealing with the Chernayi, I was just playing a hunch because Red had acted so nervous about it before. The mage shook his head violently.

			“I don’t know anything about that, I swear. What you said earlier—that’s the first I’ve heard about it. Makes no sense. I mean, as you said, Red isn’t a mage, but now all his allies are, unless…”

			“Unless he’s not being completely forth with you,” I said.

			He scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “It wouldn’t surprise me. Still, it doesn’t quite fit with his plans for Shade.”

			I took a step closer to him, holstering the revolver in a show of good faith. “Listen. You obviously aren’t too keen on what Klissen and Red are up to. You dan’ trust Red, and I dan’ blame you for that. Shade dan’ want aught to do with overthrowing the monarchy or the Ministries. He never did. But he won’t give up on the mages either.”

			He considered that, studying me under his heavy eyebrows. “Maybe I’m standing on the wrong side of the street then,” he said.

			“Maybe you could stay there,” I said, “and tell me what you see.”

			He nodded slowly. “Stupid thing, telling a dog to chase a crow,” he said. He held out a hand. “Name’s Creech.”

			I hesitated, then took it, but my gaze never left his other hand. It didn’t even twitch, and Creech just shook my hand warmly and dropped it again, welly fair and proper, like a gentleman. 

			“You realize I can’t trust you just like that,” I said, quiet.

			“I know how it works.”

			“I’ll come back here in a week, in the evening. You can tell me if you’ve learned aught useful.”

			He nodded and turned away, and the next minute I saw the black and tan dog trotting placidly away down the street, leaving me standing there alone in the dark.
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			When I got back to the smelter, I let out a breath of relief when I saw no plumes of fire and smoke staining the sky, no signs of any kind of mischief. Instead I found Shiver out in the yard, still talking to Tam. Coins and Derrin were nowhere to be seen. 

			“Hayli, thank the stars!” Shiver said, soon as he saw me. “You jake? What happened? Did he read you?”

			Tam shot him an alarmed look, but I waved a hand at them both. “The crow took care of it,” I said, fighting a grin. “You should’ve seen his face. I’m surprised she div’n show him a whole lot of crow memories of eating dead rats.”

			You wouldn’t have been able to handle it either, Piper said, smug.

			Shiver laughed, but Tam said, “You were gone a bloody long time. What’s the what?”

			“Had to trick a way clear of them,” I said. “Klissen’s man followed me into the city, but we had a nice chat.” I shook Tam’s arm. “C’mon, mate, why dan’ you come in and get warm?”

			“That bodged up stack of bricks?” he said. “Dan’ look warm to me.”

			“Warmer than out here.”

			He shrugged, and finally gave in. We found a corner of the smelter where someone had left a fire burning, and Shiver did the kindness of bringing Tam a cup of hot tea, which, that time of night, was all Miss Nan’s makeshift kitchen had to offer. We sat around the fire, and little by little the rest of Tarik’s crew drifted over to join us, first Coins, then the rest. When Jig sat down across from Tam they exchanged a glare so fierce that I was dead sure they’d start throwing fists for no reason at all, but then Jig shrugged and Tam looked away, and that was that. 

			“You two got a history I need to know about?” I asked.

			“Exchanged words a few times,” Tam said.

			Jig grinned at him, feral. “Yeah, what you threw at me sure div’n count as punches, like.”

			Tam tensed, looking apt to jump over the fire at him, but Coins flung an arm around his shoulders with a cheerful grin. “Don’t let him rib you, Tam,” he said. “He’s just sore you’ve got a bigger vocabulary than him, right?”

			“I dan’ even know what that means,” Tam said.

			“Me either,” Jig said. “But wha’ever it is, I’m sure mine’s bigger.”

			Coins just laughed, and I caught Griff stifling a smirk. I scowled, part because I had no ken what Coins was talking about either, and part because I was sure Jig and Tam hadn’t seen the end of their quarrel yet. But Shade had won Jig over, too, and they hadn’t started out friendly, so maybe there was hope for Tam and Jig yet. 

			Come to think of it, Shade had made a lot of folks friends who hadn’t been before. I glanced at Anuk and Coins, sitting side by side, jostling each other good-naturedly. Before Shade had come along, they’d been indifferent to each other at best, but now, close as brothers. Shiver and Scorch—those two weren’t quite friendly yet, but at least content to sit in each other’s company without spitting insults. Shade had made us all a family. A big, messy, quarrelsome family, sure…but family all the same.

			“So Tam,” I said, hooking my arms over my knees. “Now we’ve got some time, anything else you can tell us about the Cleavers?”

			“Cleavers!” Jig spat. “Stars, not that lot. Bloody awful scumbags.”

			Tam ignored him. “It’s as I said. They’ve got in thick with the mages who want your kind to take the upper in society. They’ve got a common enemy, anyway, in the Ministers.”

			“Klissen called the folks heading our way the Grey Mist,” I said. “You ever heard aught of that?”

			“Aye, that’s the faction of mages holding hands with the Cleavers. Klissen and Red, they’re the what, unified front? Mage and non-mage, working together for the good of society, tok dalzhu. Red ain’t in charge of the Cleavers, but they trail him more an’ more every day, and that dan’ set with me neither.”

			“They planning anything yet, or just talking big?” Anuk asked.

			I held my tongue to see what Tam would say.

			“Chits and chats, mostly,” Tam said. “Still trying to sort what they dan’ agree on. The mages have a mind to treat with Tarik, make him see sense as they see it, put him on the throne and make mages respectable again. Cleavers dan’ want nobody at all on the throne, nor in the Ministries. Want the common folk in charge. Which, they can’t even agree on their own name, so how they figure to agree on laws is trups to me. But your mate Red, he’s got big plans he wants everyone to know about. Plans that’re too big for his head, way I see it, but Red’s got their ear and I dan’, so.”

			That all seemed to confirm what Creech had said, so, I thought maybe I could trust the other Shifter after all.

			“Shade should’ve taken Red down when he had the chance,” Anuk muttered.

			“Shade should’ve done a lot of things when he had the chance,” Tam said. “But wishing dan’ change dung to diamonds, though, now do it?”

			Everybody got a thorny kind of annoyance about them at his words, and he lifted his hands.

			“Dan’ mean I dan’ respect Shade. Div’n have to come, did I? But he left us a royal mess, no laugh intended.”

			“He did what he thought was right,” I said. “He did what he thought would help the most.”

			“Am I disagreeing with you? Dan’ change the facts though, love.”

			“But what can the Cleavers possibly do?” Griff asked. “I’ve heard of them—long story. But they’re just a street gang, right?”

			Jig snorted and Anuk folded his arms, muttering, “Katzo.”

			If the katzpotivyek called mages Jixies as an insult, south-streeters liked to call the high street folks katzoi. They usually got a mite skundered at being called little piggies, but Griff just laughed. 

			Anuk went on, “Street gangs already caused a mighty mess in this city, Farro. Not something I’m particularly proud of, but don’t be too quick to dismiss them. And the Cleavers have got numbers we never had, so. Adults, too. Not just a bunch of kids like us.”

			I looked instinctively for Zagger, to grin at him for being called one of the kids, only to remember he wasn’t there. My breath escaped in a sigh and I hunched my shoulders up.

			“And mages,” Scorch said. I almost hadn’t noticed him, lingering in the shadows at the corner of the potline. “Militant mages,” he added, “who won’t sit quiet by a fight.”

			Shiver glared at him. “Dan’ tell me, you’ve got a mind to join up? Wave their little banner, tear down the Court?”

			“Don’t insult me, Shiver,” Scorch hissed, sidling closer to the fire. “Their ambitions are petty.”

			I frowned. Tarik had said the same thing, once, about Red. He sees one problem and one solution, he’d said, but he doesn’t really want change. Had Tarik talked to Scorch about that? Was it change that Scorch wanted? And if so…what kind of change?

			“Thought Rivano had most of Brinmark’s strongest mages tight in his corner,” I said, looking at Scorch thoughtfully.

			“I don’t hear Rivano preaching against the evils of the Grey Mist, do you?”

			“What do you mean by that?” Shiver asked.

			Scorch held his gaze briefly, a grim smile on his lips. “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed,” he said. “Rivano has plans that he’s not talking about to anyone. It wouldn’t surprise me if he wasn’t working in the background to build up this Grey Mist. Use them for his own purposes, just like he’s been using that damn Cromner book. And no one would be the wiser until it was too late.”
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			Chapter 8 — Tarik

			I spent the entire night pacing back and forth along the deck, desperate to stay awake, until even the sailors who kept watch throughout the night gave up trying to tell me to go to sleep. As the sun broke free of the horizon, Mattac emerged from below-decks and took one long look at me, but he didn’t have time to do more than shake his head before one of the sailors called him to help with the fishing dories. I left the rail a few moments later, offering my poor help to the fishermen as they cast the little boats into the gold-glimmering expanse of the sea and laid out the nets. 

			A part of me wanted to go down into one of the dories with them, but the sea was too unpredictable; only the most experienced of the fishermen took that job. So I stayed on deck with Mattac, and helped to haul in the morning catch. By the time the morning had shifted to afternoon—the daylight already fading—and the work had ended, I was stumbling from exhaustion. Mattac kept saying something in my ear, but I couldn’t focus long enough to comprehend it.

			Finally he grabbed me by both shoulders and turned me to face him. “You’re a dead man walking!” he shouted.

			The wind had picked up; that was why he was shouting. I hadn’t even noticed. 

			I pushed him away, shuddering at his words, and didn’t answer. 

			“Skeyfyr’s orders, mate. You’re to stay below-decks for the rest of the day.” I glanced back at him, surprised, but he just came closer and yelled, “Go to sleep!”

			I can’t…don’t make me sleep.

			But I knew if I didn’t sleep they would make me work…and if my fatigue put the crew at risk, I would never forgive myself. Maybe, if I only took a short nap, I could avoid the nightmares.

			“Fine. But wake me up in an hour, will you?”

			“Why in Veka’s name should I? You need the rest. And food. You haven’t eaten anything since last night, have you?”

			“Please,” I said. “Don’t ask. Don’t…don’t make me explain. Just do it, won’t you?”

			He shook his head and waved a hand at me. “All right. An hour.”

			I slipped through the hatch and claimed some leftover food from the sailor’s lunch, but the bread and salted fish turned strangely dry in my mouth, and I couldn’t bring myself to eat more than a few bites. Finally I gave up and stumbled into my berth, but for a few long moments I just sat on the edge of the low bed, head in my hands.

			Don’t let me dream. I don’t want to dream any more…

			But my head was already nodding, so I rolled onto the thin mattress and pulled the pillow over my head.
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			I’m standing at the edge again, but this time, not the dais, in the snow. I stand at the edge of the sea, staring out over endless dark water, so smooth it catches the light of the stars and scatters it back to the sky. A wind—hot or cold, I can’t tell—howls around me, but its raging breath doesn’t touch the surface of the sea. I can feel its fingers on my neck, and my mouth opens to scream…but I make no sound.

			“Tarik,” a voice says, and when I look again I see Zagger standing in front of me.

			He is holding a crow, cradling it close to his chest, and both his hands are made of flesh. But they are bleeding, or the crow is bleeding, because in the monochrome of my night vision, the red of blood trickling through his fingers is the only color I can see.

			“Where are you?” I whisper. I want to step closer to him, but I’m at the very edge, the brink of the abyss, and I know no one will catch me if I fall. “Come onto the wall, won’t you? What are you doing out there?”

			I try to reach for him, but he is right in front of me and a million miles away, and my hand moves like it’s trapped in water. He looks down at the crow, and I realize all at once that the crow is dead, its parted beak gently touching the edge of his finger, a hollow where its eye was meant to be. Grief lances through me. I can’t breathe.

			And already Zagger is fading, as if he is part of the night, and part of the wind, and nothing but the darkness between the stars.

			“Zagger! Zagger…don’t leave me. Don’t you see I need you?”

			“They say you shouldn’t fear death,” Zagger says. He is looking at the crow, but then he lifts his gaze to mine, and his eyes are white and empty. “They’re wrong.”

			And the sea opens beneath him, swallowing him into shadow.

			“Zagger!” I scream.

			And the wall heaves and cracks under my feet, and I am falling into the darkness with him…falling endlessly…
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			I slammed into the floor, landing on my stomach. For a moment I lay shaken, my breath coming in ragged, broken gasps through the fire of grief in my heart. Almost too late I saw the wooden pail in the corner of the cabin tip and roll straight for me, and I swung out an arm to knock it away. It spun across the tiny space and rolled again as the ship lurched beneath me. 

			I could almost hear the beams and boards of the ship’s hull screaming.

			In a wild panic I dragged myself to my feet, stumbling through the narrow corridor and up the ladder to the deck, but halfway through the hatch I froze. My mind couldn’t process the chaos. The ship’s mainmast was split in half, the base barely standing, the other hanging like a broken twig over the side of the ship, a skeletal hand dragging through the foaming waves. Black clouds scarred with lightning churned overhead like roiling water. The gale tore the sails like bits of gauze. One of the sailors was overboard, clinging desperately to a splintered timber as the sea heaved beneath him. The other men couldn’t spare the time or the hands to save him. 

			Agnir stood behind the helmsman, arms outstretched to the sky, but the sky wasn’t listening.

			“Taumir!” he shouted when he saw me.

			I caught a mouthful of ocean water as a massive wave crashed over the deck. Blind, choking and sputtering, I somehow managed to gain my feet. But I couldn’t go any further. 

			I couldn’t erase that image of Zagger, blood on his hands, eyes white with death. I couldn’t forget his words.

			“You’ve got to help me!”

			The voice came from beside me now, and I glanced up to find Agnir leaning over me, face pallid with fear and desperation. I was on my knees. I didn’t remember falling.

			“I can’t…” I said. “You said it, I’d do more harm—”

			“Not now! There’s no more harm can be done!” He straightened up, staring into the sky, saying over and over again, “Veka…Veka…”

			“What should I do?” I asked.

			“Help me. Soothe the winds. Whatever you know how.”

			He closed his eyes and opened his arms at his sides, and I turned my focus inward to find his magic like I’d done before. But the ship pitched again and a flash of lightning just off the starboard bow stood my hair straight on end. The immediate crash of thunder set my ears ringing, deafened. I lost the thread of Agnir’s magic but reached for the sky with my own power, trying to find the electrical currents in the clouds. If I could draw them down to me, like I’d done once in Esobor, then maybe I could send them away, too…

			“They say you shouldn’t fear death…”

			“Taumir—damn it, I can’t control it! Help me!”

			“I can’t,” I gasped, grinding my teeth and focusing with all my strength. Threads of power slid endlessly through my fingers. “I’m trying. I can’t…” 

			“They were wrong.”

			My head pounded. I knew it wasn’t just from the crack of thunder too close to my head. The world swam before my eyes, starlight in water, blood in the moon.

			“Couldn’t you have saved me?”

			I was on my knees. Drinking sea water. The ship was dying all around me and I couldn’t move to save her. 

			The timbers groaned and the ship keeled, and somewhere I heard the crack and whine of breaking wood.

			“Taumir, look out!”
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			Chapter 9 — Tarik

			The sea was swallowing me.

			One minute I clawed free of the waves, gasping for breath, the next I was hurtling through the black, the currents tearing me apart. Broke the surface, breathed water instead of air, plunged back into the depths, lower, lower. I couldn’t tell the night from the sea. Couldn’t force my arms to claw the waves. Couldn’t kick, couldn’t swim. Too numb to move. I was sinking, or rising, tumbling or climbing. Dizzy, bewildered, lungs caving in.

			The sea spat me out. I tried to catch a breath but again the waves crashed over me, filling my nose, filling my mouth. Bitter salt abraded my throat, burned my lungs. Something brushed my leg but I couldn’t see what. Couldn’t see anything except foam and swirling black, the heaving sea, waves like mountains looming above me, on the verge of falling. Then something grabbed the collar of my coat, dragging me back, dragging me free…

			Too numb to feel. 

			My ears rang and I couldn’t hear anything else, but I found myself sprawled on my stomach across slick wood, wood that shook and lurched under the tearing waves. Someone’s boot was planted next to my face. 

			Slowly the ringing in my ears narrowed to a shrill, constant whine, then faded away.

			“Veka…” someone said.

			I closed my eyes, coughing feebly with the first broken gulps of air. Blood pulsed at the edges of my blurry vision. Somehow I knew I should be doing something about the storm, but my thoughts scattered too wildly.

			Breathe…focus…

			I turned my gaze inward again, found the chaos of the storm at the heart of the night. Agnir’s magic was there, working desperately, weakly, but it was like watching a man trying to stop a raindrop in a downpour.

			But at least he’s alive…and at least he’s still fighting. Unlike you.

			No.

			I slammed a mental hand down with that word, striking the surface of the water. 

			And a calm fell, and the waves, and the sea grew still.

			“What the devil?”

			That was Agnir, and he was standing directly over me. I blinked against the saltwater once, then again, and realized it was his boot so close to my face. I rolled limply onto my back and found him staring at the night-dark sea, hands listless at his sides. From what I could tell we were in one of the fishing dories, battered from the storm but still watertight. Mattac lay over one of the rear benches, unconscious or dead. One of the other sailors— the one who’d said I would only be useful for ballast—sat hunched over his knees beside him.

			What would he think of me now, if he knew the truth?

			I glanced up again and found Agnir watching me, an unreadable expression haunting his eyes. Terror, grief, awe, relief…an odd jumble of emotions that made no sense put together, but which somehow felt strangely right. He bent and helped me to a sitting position, and as I coughed up water he crouched down in front of me.

			“Taumir,” he said. His voice was hoarse from screaming. “Thank Veka…I thought you were lost to the sea.”

			“I am,” I said. The words fell from my lips like saltwater, and I pressed my head into my hands. 

			He gripped my shoulder fiercely. “We’re alive, do you understand? We’re alive. And…I don’t know how. Another minute and this boat would’ve gone the way of…” His voice broke, and I looked up to see him staring out at the settling waves, dotted with driftwood and bits of canvas. “My ship,” he whispered, the words honed with a keening sadness that I wasn’t sure I would ever understand.

			I turned away so I wouldn’t see him weep. The other sailor was watching me now, so steadily that I wanted to turn away from him too, but I forced myself to hold his gaze.

			“Why did the sea spare you?” he asked. “Of all the souls on that boat?”

			Mattac groaned and his head lolled back. In the thin moonlight I could just glimpse the gleam of a livid cut across his forehead. The other sailor bent to blot away the blood, and Agnir sat down wearily on the bench behind me.

			“You should be grateful she did,” he said.

			“Why?”

			“Because he just saved your life. Didn’t you, Taumir.”

			Saved your life, after destroying all the others. 

			And for some reason—I didn’t know why—my heart flinched with grief at the thought of Sevnar, surly, cross, impossible…and now, lost to the waves forever. God forgive me.

			I was too weary to argue, so I only nodded.

			“Saved us?” the sailor asked, scoffing. “If he’s powerful enough to stop that storm, who do you think started it, skeyfyr?”

			“He was asleep!” Agnir shouted.

			“You know that for certain, do you?”

			I pressed the backs of my numb fingers to my mouth and looked away. For too long the little boat bobbed on the choppy water, in silence, the emptiness of the sea around us nothing compared to the emptiness between us. Finally Agnir moved, drawing a pair of long, slim oars from their brackets along the inner wall of the dory. The other sailor followed his example, taking his position at the stern bench and shoving his set of oars a bit too violently through their thole pins.

			“Mattac is going to die,” he said over his shoulder as he set his oars to the water.

			I tried to stand but my legs were still numb, too weak from battling the sea to support me. But I managed to pull myself over Agnir’s bench, and edged across the wet planks to Mattac’s side. He still hadn’t gained consciousness. Blood mixed with seawater pooled in the tangled fringes of his beard, and his round cheeks, always red from the wind and cold, were almost as pale as the foam on the sea.

			“What’re you about?” the other sailor asked me. “We’ve got no stock on this skatr thrigundrakkeyn boat. No medicine, bandages, nothing. Thu gyr drakkeyn vinga drakkur. Do you hear? We hold out till we reach shore.”

			“And when will that be?” I asked, shooting him a dangerous look. 

			He exchanged a glance with Agnir and didn’t answer. As they plied the oars in silence, I focused my attention back on Mattac.

			It isn’t much. Just a little more magic. If you didn’t fight it so much, do you really think it would damage you so badly? 

			Don’t fight the sea. 

			You are the sea.

			I shook my head, trying to banish the nonsense whispered in the back of my mind, and placed my hands on Mattac’s temples. 

			Should I let you have him back?

			I tore my hands away, shaking all over. That voice…I knew that voice. It was the voice constantly in my thoughts, the voice that sang blood to the moon, the voice in every darkest moment of my life. But…I had never heard it like that before. Before it had always come with my own words, my own thoughts, the voice of my fragmenting mind. But this…this was different.

			Like it belonged to someone else. 

			“Taumir?” Agnir asked, shaking me from my bewilderment. “Is he dead?”

			“No.” I gritted the word through my teeth. “Because I won’t let him die.”

			I took Mattac’s head in my hands again and closed my eyes, feeling out with my magic for some slip of life I could take hold of. Finally I found it, a tangled, fraying thread fast unraveling. And I did what I had seen Agnir do with the winds, smoothing the fibers, untangling the knots, ordering its warp and weft like a master weaver. 

			I tried to ignore how every movement of my magic unraveled something inside my own mind just a little more.

			All at once Mattac gasped and lurched forward, and I caught his shoulders to steady him. The other sailor almost dropped one of his oars.

			“Oh, stars,” Mattac said, his gaze fixing blearily on my face. “I thought…I thought I’d died.”

			“Not quite,” I said.

			This time I managed to actually stand up, and I climbed carefully over Agnir’s bench to sit on the one behind him, facing away from the others so they wouldn’t see my pain.
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			Agnir and the other sailor rowed for almost an hour, then handed off the oars to Mattac and me so they could rest a while in the belly of the boat. I let Mattac lead, since he had a better sense for the direction we were supposed to be heading, and lost myself in the rhythm of the sweeping oars. 

			“There are four of us on this boat,” the other sailor said, when it felt like we’d been rowing for an eternity.

			“Aye,” Agnir said.

			He was lying on the floorboards in the middle of the dory, arms wrapped tight around him against the cold night wind. The other man was nestled in the narrow stern, past Mattac, so I couldn’t see his face at all. But Mattac twisted slightly to catch my gaze, and shook his head as if that might mean something to me.

			“We’ve got no water, no skatrdrakkeyn food,” the other sailor said, leaning against the edge of the boat to see us both. “We can’t all survive. If we could have rigged a drakkeyn sail we might have made better headway, but how are supposed to row all the way to Istia?”

			I was starting to get a sense for what the ubiquitous word drakkur meant. I had to appreciate the loving way the Istian sailors lingered over it, giving each syllable a particular emphasis. It seemed that Istians said everything fast except their profanity.

			“There was no canvas fit for a sail, Vaskar,” Agnir said.

			And that was all. He made no effort to argue the sailor’s other points, which made me more nervous than anything he might have said. Istian honesty. 

			“How far out are we?” I asked.

			“Five days, if we still had Hastol.” Agnir lowered his arm and studied me thoughtfully. “Fewer, maybe, if we can get the sea on our side.”

			I turned away, staring at the foam glittering in starlight where my oar cut through the waves.

			“Taumir,” Agnir said, just when all my focus had been swallowed by the sea. “Can you help me?”

			Mattac darted a glance at me over his shoulder. Vaskar said nothing, and I wouldn’t look at him, but I felt the hostility of his stare like a candle too close to the skin.

			“I don’t know,” I said.

			Agnir joined me on my bench, sitting away from the others so he faced the boat’s prow. “You healed Mattac,” he said, voice almost soft enough to be lost in the splash of the sea on the dory’s hull.

			“Yes.”

			“And you can control the Wind.”

			I nodded.

			“Yet your mage sign is a mask.”

			“Are you asking how many Gifts I have?” I asked.

			He let out a quick breath that might have been a laugh. “Gifts,” he said. “I forgot how you people like to categorize magic that way.”

			“You people?” I echoed.

			He shrugged. “Cavners. By upbringing if not by blood.”

			“What do you mean about categorizing magic?”

			“You talk about Gifts as if that is the sum total of magic. As if magic could ever be so neatly defined. I was only marveling at the spectrum of powers you apparently have proficiency in.”

			I gritted my teeth and focused on matching my oar strokes with Mattac’s. My mother had made an enigmatic comment to the same effect, I recalled. The thought plunged me into a memory of the Kalethelia ball, of standing on the balcony of Brigun Palace, in the snow and the wind, when I’d broken Samyr’s heart and my mother had told me of my father Eyid’s descent into madness. 

			“You should know that being a mage is so much more than just having a Gift,” she’d said. “A Gift is an expression of magic, but not the fullness of it…”

			“What you call Gifts are like so many currents in the sea,” Agnir said, startling me from my thoughts. “They aren’t the sea.”

			I am the sea…

			I struck my oar too hard against the water, spraying icy foam over me and sending the boat skittering sideways.

			“Careful,” Mattac said.

			“I can’t help you,” I said to Agnir. “I’m not sure what would happen if I tried.”

			I must have said it too loud, because Vaskar started from his seat in the stern. The boat shuddered and dipped, and Agnir was off the bench and halfway to Vaskar before I could blink.

			“Sit down, Vaskar.”

			“That vingathur thrigundrakkim as much as admitted he sank Hastol!” Vaskar shouted.

			I gave him a feral smile. “If I’d meant to sink the ship, do you think I would’ve chosen to save you?”

			Vaskar lurched over Mattac’s bench. Agnir planted a hand on his chest, positioning himself between us in the narrow hull. “I’m not telling you again. Sit down.”

			“What, Agnir?” Vaskar asked, pushing forward and forcing Agnir a step back. “You prefer this foreigner to Lekke? Avnan? Iskathur? Don’t you care that they’ve been claimed by the sea, robbed of the sun before their time?”

			“Of course I care,” Agnir said. “But you have no idea who that man is.”

			“What is he? The scion of the mad god? I don’t care.”

			“You’re a blasphemer, Vaskar. Maybe it was your impiety that brought Hastol down.”

			“Can we focus on getting to Istia?” Mattac asked. “I can’t steer with you two rocking the damn boat.”

			“Shut it, Cavner,” Vaskar said. “You never belonged on the ship anyway, no more than this vingaskatr foreigner.”

			Mattac shoved himself off the bench, setting the boat rocking dangerously. “Do you want to say that to my face?”

			I dipped the oars again, again, watching a strip of the sea turn to silver flame like a river of moonlight. 

			Won’t you stop them? They’re fighting on account of you.

			I shook my head. It wasn’t my concern what they did. I had only one concern, and that was to reach Istia. It didn’t matter to me if I made the shore alone or in the company of three.

			Did it?

			You can’t really believe that.

			“Both of you, sit down, now!” Agnir shouted.

			I glanced up to see the captain grab the two men by the front of their wool jumpers, driving them apart. Mattac sat down obediently, picking up his abandoned oars and slamming them rather too violently into the waves, but Vaskar refused to relent. He broke Agnir’s grip on his shirt, his arm swinging so fast I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing until Agnir staggered back, blood pouring from his nose. Then Vaskar had him by both shoulders, holding him precariously over the edge of the dory.

			“You were the one who took him on board in the first place,” he growled. “Maybe it’s you we should be blaming, skeyfyr. Weren’t you supposed to be able to harness the seas? Those men trusted you with their lives!”

			“Take your hands off me! You’re a fool if you imagine you can navigate the coastal rocks without me,” Agnir said.

			As he spoke, he shifted his weight, carefully. I was just expecting him to kick Vaskar off when Vaskar moved, hooking his leg around Agnir’s ankle and jerking it back. Agnir crashed against the boat’s hull with a cry of pain, tipping the vessel precariously as half his weight dangled over the dark churning waters. A gust of wind crashed over us under the cloud-blackened sky, and Vaskar’s head snapped up, his eyes on mine, wide with alarm.

			I didn’t even realize I had stood up. I watched myself as if from somewhere outside of myself, gripping the oar like a weapon, swinging, striking. I never felt the impact of wood on bone. 

			I felt nothing at all.

			Vaskar crumpled, landing over Agnir. Both of them tumbled over the edge of the boat, nearly capsizing it as they went. Mattac shouted; I sprang forward, reaching blindly into the moonlight water, grabbing the collar of an oilskin coat. Mattac helped me haul Agnir into the boat, then scrambled back to the edge beside me. I was staring into the depths of the sea. I could still see Vaskar’s pale face blurred by the deep, still see his eyes staring up at me, the blood threading from his head like a wisp of red smoke on the wind. 

			I didn’t reach to grab him.
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			Chapter 10 — Tarik

			Hours dragged by. I had never been so bitterly cold in my life. The damp sea air kept our clothes from drying, but none of us were willing to risk exposure to the frigid wind by taking them off. As the temperature dropped to a glacial chill, I could feel my sleeves and pant legs starting to freeze, but my hair had long since frozen in a tangled mess, stiff and cold against my forehead and neck. 

			The three of us sat huddled close together in the belly of the boat, shivering like mongrel dogs, letting the waves jostle the dory with a rhythm and a force that was never quite gentle enough to lure us into sleep.

			I’d never longed for death so keenly.

			“We’re going to die,” Mattac said, as if he’d read my thoughts.

			I gritted my teeth, biting back tears of frustration, grief…regret. Fear. My head pounded with a splintering ache, and that was the first moment I realized that something must have struck me when Hastol was sinking, because my scalp just above my left ear was torn and swollen. Bleeding. That ear still rang, a sharp, whining hum that turned my stomach sick.

			“Move,” I said, nudging Mattac away. 

			As he and Agnir shifted around, watching me uncertainly, I edged back until I sat against the bulwark, then cupped my hands in front of me. I closed my eyes and focused. Drew a deep breath. Heard Mattac gasp in surprise.

			“Taumir,” Agnir whispered. “Are you all right?”

			I opened my eyes, just enough to see the little blossom of fire curling above my palms. The flame behaved itself, burning contentedly in the space I gave it and shedding the most wonderful warmth I’d ever felt. So why was Agnir staring at me in such pale alarm?

			“I’m fine,” I said. My lips felt numb.

			“You’re bleeding. Stop, whatever you’re doing. Stop.”

			I closed my eyes wearily. My face felt warm, from the fire, I guessed, until I saw something dark drip down onto my sleeves, my hands. Agnir reached out and grabbed my wrist, wrenching it so hard that I cried out in pain and pulled back. The fire winked out, leaving us cold and dark once again.

			I coughed, tasting blood in my mouth and the back of my throat. Choked and spat, and stared at the red flecks spattered over my hands.

			“God,” Mattac said.

			He caught me when my spine gave way without warning, and I searched the sky and wondered what it meant to ride the stars.
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			A blaring ship’s whistle startled me awake. It must have only been moments since I collapsed, because the blood on my face was still wet, cold but not frozen. But sure enough, the stars were blotted out on the starboard side of the boat, and a smell not of salt or rain drifted over us, as a steamship bore down on the dory.

			It was little bigger than Hastol and had no sails, just a cloud of grey fog curling over a single funnel and a Cavnish flag snapping from a midship pole. In the dark I couldn’t see its colors, but I would have recognized its stylized sun and diamond ordinary anywhere. The horn blared again, and suddenly, fearing the skipper would miss us in the darkness and catch us in the ship’s wake, I lurched to my feet, stretching one hand straight above my head and calling the brightest spark of flame I could manage.

			The boat slowed as it approached, and finally settled to a drifting stop as it drew up alongside us. Men shouted above us as a rope ladder cascaded over the hull, and I let my arm drop, staggering and dizzy with relief. Mattac had his arm around my shoulders but I barely felt it. Agnir climbed up the ladder first, then Mattac, but I only managed to twine my arms through the ropes before my strength gave out. Vaguely I felt the ladder swinging, pulling me up, then Agnir and Mattac were grabbing my elbows and hauling me onto the deck.

			“Who are you?” one of the steamship’s sailors demanded, standing over the three of us as we sprawled at his feet, wet, half-frozen, exhausted. “Do you speak Cavnish?”

			“Yes,” Agnir said. His Cavnish was good, if a bit overly formal and weighted with a heavy Istian accent. “We’re fishermen. There was a storm. I…I lost my ship.”

			I let my head roll back so I could get a look at the Cavnish sailor. He wore a plain wool cap and heavy fisherman’s coat, and with his sparse blond beard he looked fairly young, but the way the other sailors lingered behind him I guessed he was their skipper. At Agnir’s words his expression changed from scowling suspicion to pity. He reached down and hauled Agnir to his feet. 

			“Captain,” he said, and tipped the ridge of his hand to the middle of his forehead in a curious salute I’d never seen before. “My condolences.”

			Agnir returned the salute, then glanced over his shoulder at Mattac, standing close behind him, and the man’s other sailors, who were busy lashing our dory to the side of their ship. 

			“We’re half-frozen, Captain. Please, we beg a few hours by your fire. We’ll work for a meal. And then just let us be on our way to Istia.”

			“Fishing vessel?” the Cavnish captain asked, and Agnir nodded. “Not military?”

			“No.”

			The man glanced down at me. “And what’s wrong with that one?”

			“Our ship was entirely destroyed,” Agnir said rigidly. “He was injured in the wreck.”

			“You said there was a storm but we’ve had naught but smooth seas. How long ago were you wrecked?” 

			I closed my eyes, fighting back a surge of anger, as my fingers drifted over the sticky blood under my nose and lips. 

			Are you truly going to doubt our story because I’m still bleeding?

			“I’m sorry,” the Cavner said then, waving a hand as if to will the question out of existence. “We saw a light on the water and came to investigate. It looked like a fire but it was too small, gone too fast.”

			“That was my doing,” I said. “I’m a Flint. I was trying to save their lives. We were freezing to death. We are still freezing to death.”

			The man drew up in alarm, snapping his fingers at two of his sailors. He muttered something to one of them, and before I could blink they had circled behind me and hauled me onto my knees, twisting a bit of rope around my wrists.

			“Honestly!” Agnir exclaimed.

			“Who are you?” the Cavner asked, staring hard at me. “You look pure-blooded Istian but you speak Cavnish without a lick of accent.”

			“Does it matter who I am?” I gritted. “Let them get warm, and you can do whatever you want with me.”

			“You’re here by my hospitality. You’re in no position to make demands.”

			I staggered to my feet, dragging the two sailors with me as I brought my face inches from his and gave him a cold smile. “If you value your life and the lives of your crew, don’t make the mistake of thinking you can mute my power by tying my hands.”

			Was it bravado? I didn’t know.

			“Are you threatening me, Mage? Because we can and will throw you back to the deep.”

			“Taumir…” Mattac said.

			I glanced at him, his eyes red-rimmed, beard rimed with ice and salty seawater, body racked with shivers. Agnir, beside him, barely managing to stand upright. 

			If I didn’t do something, this Cavnish captain would send us back into our dory, and we would be left to float helplessly adrift and await the hand of Death. If I pushed the threat too far, he would throw us overboard without the courtesy of returning us to our boat. I could defeat him easily enough, I thought, but what good would that serve in the end? But I didn’t know what else to do. I had no authority here, no influence, unless…

			“How long have you been at sea?” I asked the Cavner.

			“Ten days…?” he said, baffled.

			“You were in Cavnal before that?”

			“Of course, yes.”

			I took a breath and swallowed back my doubt. I said, “And you don’t recognize me?”

			He grabbed a lantern from one of his sailors and swung it in my face so he could peer at me more closely. Then all at once he swore and stumbled a step back, pale and wide-eyed.

			“Get them inside,” he said. “Leave this one to me.”
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			Chapter 11 — Hayli

			After the midnight chase through Brinmark and hours of conversation with Tarik’s crew after, I slept almost the whole of the next day away and didn’t wake up till most everybody else had eaten dinner. Now, while the rest of the folks had gone to bed, I was wide awake, my thoughts a restless kind of chaos. I stood in the doorway of the smelter with Anuk beside me, both of us quiet and watching. It had to be late, near the middle of the night, and only the amber glow of a few low fires and a handful of magic-fueled torches broke the darkness. 

			I’d told Tam we would find someplace safe for everybody to go before the Cleavers could smoke us out, but the more I thought about it, the more muddled I felt. If only Shade were here, he would know exactly what to do to keep everybody happy and safe. I didn’t have much of a mind for planning and strategy, and I couldn’t think of anybody who did, except…

			“Anuk!” I said, grabbing his arm so suddenly that he jumped in surprise. “What happened to Lieutenant Bridnow? Did he come back?”

			“He did. Got pardoned by Minister Farro after the King’s funeral. Could’ve gone anywhere once they set him free, even back to the Army, way I heard it, but he came back to stay with us here instead, so.”

			I nodded, relieved. Bridnow had training and experience none of the rest of us had, no matter how we puffed ourselves up and imagined we could change the world all on our own. 

			“A’right, that’s good,” I said. “Bring him to me.”

			He gave me a funny kind of look but sauntered off into the smelter, which made me realize that I’d gone telling him what to do, as if I could. I wasn’t in charge—what made me think I could order him about like that? And not just tell him what to do, but tell him to wake up Lieutenant Bridnow, in the middle of the night, just because I’d a mind to talk to him. 

			I fretted, wondering if I ought to chase him down before he got to Bridnow, but faster than I thought was possible I saw them coming toward me, with Jig and Scorch trailing them, and Coins and Griff a few paces behind. A moment later Derrin stepped out of the shadows, and I’d a feeling Shiver was likely in the walls somewhere too. Tam was the only one missing, but he’d been keeping mostly to himself, and never seemed too keen to fit in with the crew.

			A minute and the whole group of us stood in the doorway, awkward and silent. The lads looked cross, like as not because Anuk had woken them up—and I wanted to shake Anuk for doing it, too, because all I’d wanted was Bridnow.

			“It’s freezing. Let’s talk somewhere else,” I said, when they all kept watching me, and none of them spoke.

			By habit I turned left inside the smelter, tracking down the long corridor to Shade’s office. Even when we all crowded inside, the room felt strangely empty without him there, darker and colder than it should have been. Scorch stooped without a word and started a fire in the stove, then stirred his fingers toward the oil lanterns. The light brightened and steadied, showing us all our haggard and anxious faces.

			“So, what’s gannin’ on?” Jig asked, watching me hawkishly through his shaggy black hair as I pulled myself onto the edge of Shade’s desk. 

			“I actually just wanted to talk to the lieutenant,” I said, peevish. “Div’n mean to wake all you lot up, too. But since you’re all here, you might as well stay and give us your thoughts.” I hesitated, hands clasped between my knees, and looked straight at Bridnow. “We can’t keep living here, not like this. We need to move everybody out. And if the Cleavers mean us harm, we need to do it soon.” 

			Of all of them, only Bridnow didn’t seem shocked.

			“What?” I said, when they said nothing. “Look at this place. It ain’t fit for decent folks now, with everyone in everybody’s business, and nowhere proper to eat and sleep. And what happens if we get attacked again? We’d never survive.”

			“Aw, hell,” Coins said. “And I was just starting to enjoy sleeping on concrete.”

			“It ain’t your call, is it?” Jig asked me. “Maybe we should wait on Shade getting back before we gan moving about. We dan’ na what he even wants us to do, like. Maybe he’d rather we all just went home. Back to the Hole. Or wha’ever. Forget this whole mad business. It dan’ concern us no more, what with the King corpsed and all.”

			“Dan’ be a grobbing idiot,” I said, then added softly, “And dan’ talk about the King like that.”

			Jig shifted and no one else spoke, but I read a silent thank you in Bridnow’s eyes.

			“Anyway,” I said, “Shade wouldn’t want us just giving up and throwing in the kips, not after all…”

			Not after all we did. Not after all we lost.

			“Who put you in charge?”

			“Shade’s not here,” Bridnow said, voice low. “Hayli is in charge.”

			I stared at him, as stunned speechless as the others. “Wha—” I faltered. “I am?”

			“She is?” Jig asked at almost the same moment. “Why?”

			“Because,” the lieutenant said, “that’s what Shade instructed me before he left.”

			“Yeah, but why?”

			I was asking myself the same thing. Tarik had left me in charge of his crew? And not just his crew, but the whole motley group of mages and krizanyi who’d left all and everything to follow him? Why not Derrin, or Bridnow himself? Either of them would’ve been so much better for the job than me.

			Bridnow measured me quietly. I couldn’t tell if he was doubting the smarts of Shade’s choice too, or if he just was trying to figure out if I deserved it. But under that hard gaze I felt much too young.

			“Because he trusts her more than anyone,” he said finally, answering Jig without taking his eyes off my face.

			I glanced at Derrin, uncertain, but to my relief he didn’t look sore about it. Maybe a bit sad, but I knew that had naught to do with me and everything to do with himself, even though he’d never done worse to Tarik than I’d done. In fact, I had done worse. I’d come that much closer to actually assassinating him, firing the bullet at his heart that ought to have killed him. I wasn’t sure what made Tarik trust me in spite of all that, but I swore I’d do whatever I could to make sure I earned it.

			“Fine, wha’ever,” Jig said. “I dan’ care. What’s your plan, Hayli?”

			“That’s why I wanted to talk to the lieutenant. We’re hundreds of people here. If it were just us, we could squirrel out in ten minutes tops and den up in any place we like. But we’ve all manner of folks with us now. Some old, some young. Some mages, some not. Some healthy, but a lot ain’t. We can’t just empty out on an hour’s notice. We likely wouldn’t even last a day.”

			“We’ve posted extra guards at the gates,” Coins said. “And on the roof. We’ll know if something’s coming.”

			“Not good enough, Coins. We can’t be here if something comes.”

			“You really want to take all these folks with us, wherever we go?” Anuk asked.

			I chewed the inside of my cheek. It would be so much easier if it was just us, not having so many mouths to worry over feeding, not having to wonder if everybody hanging about was actually loyal. We could stay on the move, we could hole up in an abandoned house somewhere, and weather out the days until Shade came back. But somehow I knew that was never what Shade had in mind.

			“These folks’ve got naught at all,” I said quietly. “They’ve been burned out of their homes, lost their stavos and their work crews. They’re hungry and desperate. And they came here because they trusted Shade to take care of them. Shade ain’t here right now, so that means it’s our job to do it. We’re not ganna turn anybody away. So, Lieutenant.” I turned to face Bridnow. “If we were a regiment deployed someplace far away from home, how would you gan about getting shelter for everybody?”

			Bridnow’s mouth quirked in a smile. “Well, you could either take over a site that already has enough space to house everyone, or you’d have to build a temporary bivouac. If you’re planning to stay a while, you’d probably build a permanent post.”

			I ground my teeth, my stomach pitching into knots. Trouble was, I did know of a place that had plenty of room for all of us, safe and secure, warm and dry and tricked out with decent enough furniture. I just didn’t know if I could ever force myself to go there. I could barely bring myself to think its name.

			“What about Borokhev?” Derrin asked softly.

			And that was exactly what I didn’t want to hear. Every pair of eyes turned straightaway to me, waiting to see if I would melt down. And I wanted to. Everything inside me wilted just at the thought, and I wanted to throw something at Derrin for even saying it.

			It’s not about you, Hayli, I told myself, firm as I could. Or maybe that was Piper’s harsh, airy voice I heard, scolding me deep in my mind. What do these folks need? Remember what you just told the lads. Tarik left the folks in your charge. Are you going to let them suffer and freeze because you’re too scared?

			I wanted to say yes. Part of me thought I’d happily let everyone stay in the smelter if it meant I never had to set eyes on Borokhev again. Too late I realized I had my arms clamped tight around my waist, that I was bending over, that my head pounded like a thunderstorm and my breathing was coming too shallow, too fast.

			“Oh, God,” I whispered, which wasn’t what I meant to say at all. 

			Pull yourself together. How can you be in charge of anything if you can’t control your fears?

			Borokhev. 

			I can’t I can’t I can’t

			Coins said, his voice low and a little rough, “Would you give her a minute?”

			“No,” I said, willing myself to be calm. My shoulders shook and I dug my fingernails into my arms, fiercer, tighter, hoping the pain would drive away the fear. 

			“We’ll go to Borokhev,” I wanted to say.

			I opened my mouth to say it, but those weren’t the words that came out. Nothing came out but broken breath. An inhuman whimper that couldn’t possibly belong to me. I dragged my gaze away from the door, the door I wanted to run through and never look back, and turned to Derrin.

			I nodded.

			All at once the room spun into motion—how long had time felt suspended, like a breath held too long? Everyone was talking, shuffling papers on Tarik’s desk, and I sat alone like an island in the middle of the tempest, and tried to hold myself together.

			I didn’t notice Coins until I felt his hand gentle on my shoulder. He sat against the edge of the desk beside me, worry in every line of his face.

			“Hey, you jake?”

			I hesitated, then shook my head, wishing desperately, stupidly, for Tarik to come walking through the door. He was the only one in the world who could take the terror out of my heart. 

			He was the only one still alive who could, I realized in a rush of grief, as I remembered how Zagger had comforted me when I’d seen Miss Farrady…

			Miss Farrady.

			The name pierced the fog in my thoughts like a shaft of lightning.

			Oh stars, how’s it I forgot about her?

			“Coins,” I whispered. He waited, quiet and expectant, while I stared dumbly at the wall, trying to cage in my fluttering thoughts. Finally I jumped off the desk and dragged him out into the corridor. “What happened to Miss…to Miss Farrady?”

			He let out all his breath in one exasperated puff. “Wish I knew, right? Honest. Either she had help, or she’s got quickfinger skills that would put mine to shame.”

			“What d’you mean?”

			“When we got back, after…after everything…she was gone. Door open, cuffs laid on the table neat as could be, holding down the kindest thank-you note you could ask for. She flew the stew.”

			“Flew the stew?” I echoed, but something had Coins bothered because he didn’t even smile. “So we got no ken where she lammed off to?”

			“No. I’m sorry. Wish we’d kept better guard on her. I don’t like the thought that she’s free on the wing again. That woman’s a bloody lunatic.”

			I wanted to scream—in anger, in fear, I didn’t even know—but I kept it trapped inside, holding it in with my arm tied like a chain about me. Drove my knuckles against my teeth. Bit down until I bled.

			Coins swore and snatched my hand away from my mouth. “Stars, girl,” he murmured, and caught me in a tight embrace. “It’s all right. You’re safe. We’ll never let her hurt you, you know that, right?”

			“She should die,” I said into the rough wool of his jumper. The violence of my own voice startled me. 

			A minute and he didn’t say aught at all, then he sighed and released me. “I know,” he said. “But Shade let her live for some reason. Maybe he never got to do what he planned, I don’t know. Maybe I could track her down and bring her back for him.”

			“Just dan’ tell me, if you do. I dan’ ever want to see her again.”

			“And you’re sure you’re all right, moving everyone to…the prison town?”

			I was walking away from him before I realized I’d moved, but he caught up to me as I stepped out into the snow-swirl darkness. Everything inside me was so numb I didn’t even feel the wind, but Coins beside me was bouncing on his toes to stay warm, hands tucked tight under his arms.

			“I dan’ na,” I said finally. I tipped my head back, blinking against snowflakes, then dragged in one deep breath and grabbed him by the arms. “Dan’ let them cage me again! I dan’ wanna be caged up. Not ever.”

			I knew he wanted to ask what I meant, but he couldn’t possibly understand. We all used that saying—free on the wing—but not a single person here had a ken what it really meant.

			I took a step back, fingers stirring the wind and feeling its currents, longing to fly.

			“I dan’ wanna die,” I whispered. 

			“Die?” he echoed. “Cage you? Hayli…”

			“Haven’t you ever noticed?” I threw my arms wide to the night and turned my face to the wind. “Wild birds dan’ die.”
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			Chapter 12 — Tarik

			The sailors ushered Mattac and Agnir away, though both of them kept glancing anxiously over their shoulders all the way to the ship’s hold. I stood as straight and still as I could until they disappeared down the ladder, then I let out my breath and staggered to one knee. 

			“Shade, isn’t it?” the captain asked, dropping his voice. “I don’t believe it. What are you doing out here, halfway to Istia?”

			“Please,” I muttered. “I can’t feel anything.”

			He straightened up, and the curiosity had left his eyes. All I read in them now was hatred. 

			“Brought low, are you?” Without warning he backhanded me across the face. I sprawled on the wet wood of the deck, unable to catch myself with the rope binding my hands behind my back, and fresh blood rushed from my nose and mouth. “Never thought you’d be at the mercy of a mere fisherman, did you? What did you do to the King, traitor?”

			“I didn’t do anything to him—”

			“Shut up,” he hissed, driving his boot into my stomach, just below my ribs.

			I coughed and curled in on myself, the deck wobbling weirdly beneath me.

			“Maybe you got some of the common folk flocking to your banner, Zealot, but we’re not all turncoats. Some of us loved the King. Some of us were actually loyal.”

			“I loved him,” I said. “More than you know. You know nothing about me.”

			He dragged me off the deck, but only so he could slam his fist into my face again. My vision showered sparks and I sagged in his grip. Then I closed my eyes and focused, directing all my strength, all my energy inward. A moment later I smelled the char of burning rope, and a comforting heat seeped over my wrists. I pulled outward against the bonds, testing, waiting until the precise moment the heat from my skin burned through the fibers. 

			The ropes snapped all at once and I threw my hands forward, planting them both against the captain’s chest. And I Pushed. He flew across the deck, his back slamming against the metal-clad bulwark on the other side of the ship. I stumbled to my feet and staggered after him, rage burning through every vein in my body.

			He shrank back, hands held defensively before his face. “Oh God,” he gasped. “Don’t kill me.”

			“I asked for nothing but a boon for those two men,” I hissed, dropping to one knee beside him. My hand, sticky and red from my blood, clamped on his jaw. “I don’t care what you think of me. Take care of them, and I’ll leave you in peace. Give them any trouble, and I will sink your ship and everyone on it.”

			“Mad,” he whispered. “It’s true…”

			I released his jaw. “What’s true?”

			“They said you were mad. The scion of the mad god. I thought they were fools for believing it.”

			“They are,” I said. “The mad god has no claims on me.”

			I got to my feet, leaving him crouching against the bulwark, but not two steps away I heard his voice, or a voice, drifting after me, whispering, “Doesn’t he?”

			I hesitated, then shook my head and forced the thought away. Taking the ladder down into the hold of the ship, I found Agnir and Mattac laughing with the other fisherman over mugs of ale or grog. One of the Cavnish sailors glanced up at me when I appeared in the galley, eyes widening when he saw my face.

			“The hell happened to you?”

			“We came to an understanding,” I said. 

			His gaze shifted past me, as if expecting to see his captain coming down the ladder on my heels. “Where’s the Chief?”

			I jerked my head toward the hatch. “On deck.” When his face turned a ghastly shade of pale, I added, darkly, “Alive.”

			I pointed at his cup and beckoned, and he stood without a word and poured me my own mug. Mattac got up to give me his spot by the furnace, an oddly deferential gesture he probably didn’t even realize he had made. I slipped onto the edge of the bench and leaned gratefully toward the fire. One of the sailors handed me a damp rag, which I took with a nod of thanks. Once I’d cleaned the blood from my face and hands, I tossed the cloth into the fire and watched it smoke and burn.

			“Why’d, ah…why’d you burn that?” the sailor asked.

			They were all staring at me, and the sensation was agitating. I focused on the cup of grog—it was hot, and strong, and the burn of it in my throat was so much pleasanter than saltwater and blood.

			“I’m not leaving my blood here,” I said.

			For a moment no one said anything at all.

			“You’re joking, right?” Mattac asked then, staring at me like I’d said something absurd. “What would anybody do with your blood?”

			Agnir shuffled his feet. “It’s superstition,” he said. “Fisherman’s lore. I don’t know that anyone actually does it any more.”

			“Does what?” the Cavnish sailor asked, frowning.

			“Stars,” one of the others said. “I told the Chief not to dabble in that nonsense.”

			“What nonsense?” the first sailor cried, thoroughly vexed. “Am I the only one here with no bloody idea what any of you are talking about?”

			I ignored him, keeping my gaze on Agnir, fear and frustration and anger like a blaze inside my veins. “Was it true what Sevnar told me, that there was more blood than paint in Hastol’s timbers? Not that it worked, apparently.”

			Agnir rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “My father believed the lore. He’s the one who built Hastol, when I was a boy. And that’s what he always said. More blood than paint.”

			The first sailor flung his hands up and slumped onto the bench.

			“There’s lore that working a mage’s blood into a ship’s timbers will give it special protections,” the second sailor said, quietly. “Whatever the mage’s particular ability. The blood of a Flint,” and he nodded in my direction, “would protect a ship from being destroyed by fire.”

			“And a weather-worker’s?” I asked. “Would it save a ship from being smashed by a tempest?”

			“It’s supposed to,” Agnir said, regarding his forearms with their lightning tattoos. “And it always has. Until now. I suppose there are some powers stronger than blood.”

			“Just depends on whose blood, I suppose,” I said, straightening a little and draining the mug. “It’s not just fisher lore, either. Every culture has it in one form or another, but fishermen all share the same lore, regardless of what country they hail from. I suppose the sea claims stronger allegiance than any flag.”

			“You’re thinking about Arnthor?” Mattac asked quietly.

			I nodded. Everyone knew the story how, when the Cromners executed him at the end of the Scourge, the archmage Arnthor was left without so much as a drop of blood in his body. But every drop he had spilled was collected and taken to the Towers of the King. For a century they’d rubbed a drop of that blood into the skin over the heart of every Cromner born into the royal family. They’d despised Arnthor, and murdered him, and yet they didn’t see the irony of using his blood like a talisman of protection. It was meant to keep them safe.

			Maybe Arnthor’s blood was never meant to stop bullets, because seven dead royals drew a heavy burden of proof.

			I sighed and ran a hand over my forehead. Cromis had been the first country to turn away from the ancient piety of its people, but somehow they’d never managed to let go of that custom. They were the first to issue edicts permitting people to be executed for the crime of being born with magic in their veins, but they never stopped anointing their royal infants with a mage’s blood. Sometimes, I thought, the world made altogether too little sense.

			“You actually rubbed your blood into your ship’s wood?” the Cavnish sailor asked Agnir as I shook myself out of my thoughts.

			“Every sheet and timber, and every sail.” Agnir rubbed his fingers over his forearms, and I noticed for the first time that every stroke of the blue-forked lightning tattoo was inked beside a scar. “I’ve been tied to that ship since I was five years old. And now she’s gone.”

			The two sailors moved away after a while, going about their duties in the galley and leaving the three of us to dry ourselves out by the fire. Agnir was quiet—grieving the loss of his ship, I wagered—but I endured Mattac’s curious attention until finally I turned to him, throwing my hand at him in a mildly obscene gesture.

			“Spit it out, Mattac.”

			“With all your gifts, what…what do you suppose would happen if they used your blood on their ship?”

			I met his gaze, surprised to realize I was grinning. “Honestly, if they tried it, I think it might just sink the damn thing.”

			Mattac stared at me; Agnir swore under his breath.

			“Didn’t you wonder what happened to Hastol?” I asked. My voice had pitched up; it sounded strange, raspy, almost manic—not the least bit like me. “I bled on your ship, Agnir. My blood was in the ropes and the rails. It’s my fault. Vaskar was right. First I called down the storm and then my blood rotted the ship out from under you.” 

			I put my head in my hands, shoulders shaking. Agnir reached over and clasped my upper arm. I flinched, expecting pain, feeling only reassurance.

			“You need to rest, Taumir. And let someone see to that wound on your head.”

			“You think I’m delirious?” I whispered. “Don’t you realize…it’s madness.”

			“Raving lunacy,” a voice behind us stated. I twitched my head, just enough to see the Cavnish captain standing at the bottom of the hatch, watching me in pale fear. He held a heavy rucksack in one hand and an armful of grey wool in the other. “Food and water. Blankets. Now get the hell off my ship.”

			I caught Agnir’s eye and nodded toward the hatch. “Let me talk to Mattac a moment.”

			Agnir followed the Cavnish captain wordlessly, leaving Mattac and me huddled around the coal hearth.

			“You should stay,” I told him. “Let them take you back to Cavnal, find a new ship to hire out on. Agnir and I have to go to Istia, but it’s not going to be a safe journey. You’re better off here with these men than with me.”

			“Who are you, really?” Mattac asked. “The captain seemed to recognize you. Should I?”

			I straightened slightly, considering the prudence of telling him the truth, then said, “It doesn’t matter. I’m no one you need to concern yourself about.”

			He snorted. “I doubt that very much.” 

			He got to his feet as I did and trailed me up onto the deck of the ship, where Agnir and the Cavnish captain waited in tense silence. When we joined them, I expected Mattac to volunteer his services to the Cavner, but he stood uncertainly, weight shifting from one leg to another, watching me. I sighed.

			“Let Mattac stay on board with you,” I said to the captain. “When you make port in Cavnal again he’s free to sail where he will. Just give him safe passage home.”

			“Is he a spy? One of yours?”

			“I met the man less than a week ago. Draw your own conclusions.”

			He grimaced and spat to the side, then eyed Mattac skeptically. “What do you have to say on the matter?”

			“If you’ll take me, I’d be glad to go home,” Mattac said, with an odd wistfulness in his voice. Perhaps the sea’s claim on his heart was not as strong as he’d believed.

			“Very well,” the captain said. “You two?” 

			He glanced at Agnir and me and jerked his head toward the side of the ship without further comment, then swung away. Mattac embraced Agnir briefly and shook his hand, then turned to me.

			“I’d wish you good fortune,” he said, “but I’ve a feeling a man like you makes his own. Be safe, Taumir. If you ever need a place to stay, my family in Greydowns would welcome you. I’ll see to it they know.”

			I clasped his forearm. “Thank you.”

			The other sailors had lowered the ladder for us again, bidding Agnir a polite farewell and watching me with suspicious scowls and folded arms until I was safely off their ship. Mattac leaned over the rail as the ship’s engine built up steam, and we rowed the dory clear of her wake. I closed my eyes briefly, because suddenly I remembered how the Cavnish captain had struck me, and how I’d spat blood on the deck of the ship.

			Maybe it’s all nonsense. Maybe it means nothing at all.

			“What are you, that your blood could sink a ship?” Agnir asked quietly as we rowed.

			I tossed my head back to stare at the sky, the dark so deep. “I’m nothing,” I said. “Just a shade.”
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			Chapter 13 — Hayli

			“You really need to stop staying up all night,” someone commented, as I perched on the bottom wing of the downed aeroplane two nights later, when it was far too late to be civilized. 

			I leaned onto my elbow so I could look up at Shiver, who was laying on his stomach on the aeroplane’s upper wing with his arms folded along its edge. He grinned when he caught my eye, and I scrambled up from my wing and onto his so I could sit beside him. It was colder up on the top wing, with no shelter from the sleet and wind and snow that swirled around us, but Shiver didn’t seem to care two bobs about the weather.

			“Can’t sleep,” I said.

			“Psh,” he said. “You been sleeping like a dog all day.”

			I made a face. “Well, maybe I like it better at night. Fewer folks to bother me.”

			“You really think everybody’s that sore to have you back?” he asked in surprise. “Is that why you’ve been hanging about at night like a bitty owl instead of a crow?”

			I shrugged. “True though, isn’t it?”

			“Maybe they dan’ na what to think,” he said. “Maybes it’s time you set their minds at ease. Talk to them. Someone’s ganna have to tell them we’re moving out, anyway.”

			I grumbled in response and dropped down to the ground. “I know,” I said. “I’ll do it, just…let me do it in my own time.”

			He huffed and faded into the wing of the aeroplane, leaving me standing all by myself.Fighting a faint shudder at his peculiar leave-taking, I wandered out to check on the lads at the sentry post beyond the gate where, to my surprise, I found Bridnow standing on watch. He didn’t seem surprised to see me, just nodded once in greeting, and turned back to face the road. He was on post with a younger man I didn’t know, who goggled at me much too long before getting his mind back on his duty.

			“D’you two need aught?” I asked. “Thought we’d doubled the guard on the posts.”

			“We’ve got two up on the road, keeping an eye at the turning. Lev and Quickly are in the hut.” 

			He pointed at a small tent just off the side of the road, which glowed a bit from the can fire burning inside. I could see the two men’s silhouettes as they hunched over a low table playing at a game, but I didn’t hear a sound from inside besides the rattle and clatter of dice. That didn’t surprise me over much—Quickly hardly ever said a word unless he had to.

			“Good,” I said. “Have the two up the road got flares or whistles?”

			Bridnow nodded, but the younger guard suddenly smacked his arm and pointed at the road. We both turned to look, and saw the dancing splashes of light from a pair of torches, drifting to and fro over the gravel. When the two guards came into view of the sentry post fire, I narrowed my eyes, realizing it wasn’t two, but three. And the third man was, inauspiciously, wearing the uniform of an Army officer.

			“Krigs?” Bridnow said suddenly, starting forward.

			“Oh, thank God,” the officer said. “I was afraid you wouldn’t be here, and these two would go on insisting I wasn’t a friendly and nick me away for a hostage.”

			He jerked his arms roughly, and I realized the two guards had been marching him toward the post with their hands locked on his elbows. Bridnow stepped around the barricade and caught his friend in an embrace, which finally made the guards release him.

			“It’s good to see you,” Krigs said. “After everything, I didn’t know—”

			Bridnow nodded, clapping a hand on his shoulder as he led him over to the fire. “It’s late for a visit.”

			“Had to wait until now, when a friend was standing sentry at the garrison gate. We’re not allowed off post otherwise.”

			“Not at all?”

			“Not at all, unless under orders.” 

			He rubbed his hands over the fire, and I watched him, curious. I remembered Bridnow telling us about his friend Krigs, the mage grenadier, and how he’d decided to stay in the Army and pass intelligence to us as often as he could. He was maybe a little older than Bridnow, with a thick black mustachio cutting a severe line across his round face, but his eyes were kind and warm, and I liked the look of him.

			“Well?” Bridnow asked. “What news could be bad enough that you would come out in the middle of the night in this dastardly weather to tell us?”

			Krigs studied me briefly as I tried to hide in the shadows, then he glanced back at Bridnow and said, “Word has it the King’s assassin is here at this smelter.”

			“What?” Bridnow and I said at the same time. 

			I added, “That’s bodgy. Nobody here laid hand or power on the King. We dan’ even know that he was assassinated.”

			It certainly wasn’t me, if that’s what you’re thinking, I wanted to add, but the words wouldn’t come out.

			“I know,” Krigs said. “The inquest never turned up anything useful about how he died. But it doesn’t have to be true, does it? That’s the report. At any rate, the Army claims the assassin is here, and some of the highest ranking officers in the Ministry are intending to request permission to send a squadron out. They’re going to recommend a kill-or-catch order.”

			Bridnow swore.

			“What is that?” I asked.

			“Open orders to kill or capture anyone they find in a certain location,” Bridnow said quietly. Then, to Krigs, “Is Farro going to approve it?”

			“I don’t know. They were going to bring the intelligence to him in the morning. If he gives the order, it’ll happen fast.”

			“Fast,” Bridnow echoed, snorting.

			“Actually fast,” Krigs said, laughter in his eyes as he and Bridnow shared some private joke. Then he sobered and added, “Three companies have all been given a stand-by order, to be ready to march out as soon as they’re given the nod.”

			“What?” Bridnow exclaimed. Obviously, by the horror in his eyes, this went against some sort of military policy I had no notion about. “Who gave that order? They can’t even authorize a stand-by without Farro’s approval.”

			“I know,” Krigs said. “It’s unheard of. As far as I’m aware, it was Lieutenant Commander Vickery.”

			“Vickery,” Bridnow gritted.

			“Bastard, I know,” Krigs said. He gave me an apologetic nod. “Don’t mind us, miss.”

			“Dan’ mind me,” I said. “Ain’t aught I’ve not heard before.”

			He got a rather pitying look about him at that, which made me feel half prickly with indignation and wounded pride, and half ashamed of myself and the way I’d grown up wild, so far from the pretty manners and sensitivities of the Court.

			“We’re planning to clear out of the smelter,” Bridnow told Krigs. “You’ll understand if I don’t tell you where we’re removing to.”

			“Don’t want to know,” Krigs said, holding up a hand. “Just have a care. I don’t know how soon they will act, but the sooner you can move out, the better. It’s what I was coming to recommend, but you’ve already thought of it.”

			“We had reasons to,” Bridnow said.

			Krigs nodded and tugged a pocket watch from his inner coat pocket. “I should get back. Didn’t trust a messenger with this news, and honestly, I needed an excuse to get off post or I’d’ve gone barking mad. But my friend will be changing shift in a few hours, so,” he clapped Bridnow’s shoulder, “best be off so I can get back in without a court martial on my head.”

			“Thank you,” I said.

			He nodded to me, and Bridnow shook his hand. “You’re sure you won’t join us?”

			“How would you have heard about this if I’d joined you?” Krigs asked, and, waving a hand in farewell, disappeared down the dark street.

			Bridnow watched him go, then said, “What a colossal mess.” He laid a hand on my shoulder. “Try to get some sleep, if you can.”

			“My clock’s all wrong. Can’t seem to sleep at night these days.”

			His mouth twitched in a smile and he nodded, and I gave him and the other guard both a wave of farewell and headed back toward the smelter. I found Derrin by the gate, leaning against the post with his arms crossed and a dark scowl on his face. It cleared a bit when he saw me, and he straightened up as I joined him.

			“What’re you doing out and about?” I asked him, leaning against the wall beside him.

			“Can’t sleep,” he said. “Too much on my mind, I guess.”

			“Anything you wanna talk over?” I asked.

			He waffled a bit, then said, “Guess I’m just worried about that impostor mage. I don’t understand him, and that makes me nervous.”

			“D’ you suppose he’s got a bad streak?”

			“I don’t know,” he said. “I think I remember him from the Science Ministry.”

			“You do? Was he…was he a prisoner like us?”

			He looked a bit uncomfortable, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “I honestly don’t know,” he murmured. “My own memories…they’re so confused. Was I a prisoner of Kippler’s? I don’t even know that. How much of it was my own choice? You know how it was. And it could be no different for him. Maybe he was Kippler’s hostage. Or maybe he was cooperating with him. Plotting with him. One of the masterminds of the scheme that unfolded in the Avnaya. Stars, I wish I knew.”

			“D’you suppose he’d make a move for Tarik’s crown?” I asked. “He did a fair job impersonating him once.”

			“There’s no telling what he could do,” Derrin said. “This is a nightmare.”

			I chewed the inside of my cheek, my mind whirling over possibilities and improbabilities, then let out all my breath in a weary sigh. “Drat,” I said. “I gotta warn the Ministers.”

			“What? Warn them, why?”

			“They need to know. They need to know he’s still out there.”

			“Fine,” he muttered. “Say you’re right, and he does mean to kick up a fuss, and the Ministers do deserve to know. Why do you have to do it? What about Bridnow?”

			I shook my head. “Reckon I’ve got a better chance than him. He was just a lieutenant. There’s no way he’d be able to get in to see the Ministers.”

			“Just a lieutenant?” he echoed with a faint laugh. “Just an officer in the King’s Army? And you’re what, sixteen, seventeen? Street rat who knows more about picking locks than the customs and courtesies of the Court? You think you could do more with them than Bridnow?”

			“I can be persuasive.”

			“What about Farro?”

			I clacked my teeth shut. Of course, Griff would be a much better choice than me, seeing as he actually belonged inside the Oval Wall…except sending him would mean making him face his father again. I had no notion if he’d be willing to do that, even for us. Even for Tarik.

			“I’ll ask him,” I said. “But maybes…maybes I should go with him. I need to talk to the Ministers anyway—Farro especially.”

			“Why?”

			I waved back toward the guard post where I’d left Bridnow, and didn’t explain, and when I headed through the gate he didn’t follow. He would go and ask Bridnow what the situation was, which was for the best. Bridnow could explain it all so much better than I could anyway, and maybe between the two of them they could scheme up some kind of plan to save us all.

			


			[image: ]

			Chapter 14 — Hayli

			I left Derrin and headed into the smelter, torn between trying to find a spot to bed down for the night like a civilized person and tracking down Griff, who like as not was already asleep. But to my surprise I found him near Doc’s infirmary, sitting up on top of one of the reduction pots along with Coins, Kite and Gem. Coins waved a greeting when he saw me, and Kite, who was sitting closer to Coins than I’d ever seen her, actually gave me a friendly kind of smile.

			“Hey, Li!” Griff called cheerfully.

			I startled, and stared at him, but all I could see was Vim’s face—Vim, who had said that almost every day for three years until I’d half wished to strangle him for it. Vim, who had died in a clumsy accident, and would never say it again. I never would’ve believed it, but I almost missed it, and though we’d never got along, somehow I even missed him.

			Griff must’ve seen something in my face because he sobered and dropped down to the ground beside me. “Sorry, did I say something I oughtn’t’ve?”

			“It’s nothing,” I said.

			“You don’t expect me to believe that, do you?” he asked. When I didn’t say aught else he threw an arm around my shoulders. “Something we can do for you?”

			“Need to talk to you,” I said. Gem looked a bit sore at that so I made an effort to grin up at her. “I’ll bring him right back, dan’ worry.”

			She blushed and Griff threaded his fingers through his hair, and Coins shot me a quirk smile that was all shared mischief. I laughed and pulled Griff after me, back toward Shade’s office where we could talk in private. But when I opened the door, I found Scorch sitting inside—not in Shade’s chair, which nobody had sat in since he left, but on the edge of the desk, staring down at Shade’s maps of the city. He glanced up at us in surprise, one brow lifted in such a way that my face grew foolishly hot.

			“Scram, Scorch. I gotta talk to Griff,” I said, refusing to let him needle me. “What’re you doing in here, anyhow? It’s grobbing late to be up.”

			“It is, isn’t it?” he said, just a bit maliciously. When I just crossed my arms and scowled at him, he shrugged. “I’ve been going over Shade’s maps. I like the ones he drew.” 

			He held one out to me and I took it, my mouth tugging into a faint smile. Shade always belittled his ability to draw accurate maps, but I agreed with Scorch—I liked his best. There was a firmness to every pencil stroke, bold and decisive but almost whimsical at the same time, so that even when the details weren’t quite right, they seemed to show a deeper sort of truth than the official maps with their perfect measurements and scales. Like how he’d drawn the courthouse bigger than it should’ve been, taking up most of the space he’d allotted for Avnaya Square. Given everything that had happened there, the larger-than-life size of it seemed right. 

			I held the map as if it could keep me close to Shade, and even when Scorch stalked out of the room I kept hanging onto it. Griff rifled through the other papers on the desk while I looked on, torn between disapproval and curiosity. It felt like we were invading Shade’s privacy by poking through his things, but, he’d left them strewn about his office when he left. He could’ve tidied the place up if he didn’t want us seeing them.

			“So what’s this all about?” Griff asked finally, dropping a sheaf of newspaper clippings onto the desk. “Why are you owling about tonight?”

			“Got a mission, and I need your help,” I said. “I need to gan and talk to the Ministers.” 

			“Stars,” he said, brows lifting in surprise. “I’m sorry. Why? Because of this business with the Cleavers?

			“Them—and Scorch, and Jig, and all the other grobbing anarchists who’ve a mind to see the Court fall.” I studied the map a minute, tracing the shape of the plaza. “But they’ve got another problem, too. You know that mage who was there on the dais with Tarik, wearing Tarik’s face, claiming to be the Prince?”

			Griff’s gaze snapped to mine, but he just nodded once and said nothing at all.

			“Well, Tam says he’s back. Or still around.”

			Griff sat down on the edge of the desk, whistling softly. “So…do we know what he has planned?”

			“No…” I said, the word wisping away in uncertainty. “Dan’ na if he’s got aught at all planned. But just think, if he still looks like Tarik, how would anyone know if this bloke is the real Prince or not?”

			“Surely they could question him and learn the truth?” Griff said, frowning. “He can’t lie that well, can he?”

			“Maybes,” I said. “Got a strange sense he’d do a better job of it than we might think. Unless we could convince someone to test him with one of those EMS weapons…” My voice trailed off, as I worked out the likelihood that I could persuade the Ministers to fire one of those Chernayi guns at the man who looked like their Crown Prince. Then I pushed the idea aside and said, “Griff, what if he tries to claim Tarik’s crown? What would the Ministers do? And if the Cleavers put us in a ruck by attacking the Court, will there be anybody left strong enough to stop him?”

			Griff frowned at me like he didn’t quite understand what I was saying. I didn’t blame him—I barely knew myself. It felt all wrong. Backwards. Twisted and warped like a carnival mirror.

			“So…” Griff said. “Let me get this straight. You want my help…to prop up the Court of Ministries? The seditious Ministers who hurt you so badly, who imprisoned the King, and tried to drive this nation into a civil war? You want to help them?”

			The seditious Ministers…like your father? I wanted to ask.

			“Let me rephrase,” he added. “You want to help them?”

			“What,” I said, “you think I shouldn’t bother about it?”

			“It’s not that I think you shouldn’t, it’s just surprising that you do. That anyone here does, really.”

			I laughed under my breath. “I’m surprised myself. Never did care two bobs about what they did up northside, not until Shade came along. Now, seems like I can’t think about aught else.” With a sigh I dropped the map onto the desk and sat down beside it, leaning my head in my hands. “They’ve got to be better than nothing. I just think Tarik would rather see the Court in power than a bunch of anarchists who dream big and dan’ na aught at all about how the world works. He’d certainly rather see them in power than some mage who stole his face.”

			Griff leaned back on the desk beside me. A few long minutes and he didn’t speak, and I only knew he was thinking hard about what I’d said by the flickering of his gaze over nothing at all.

			“If it’s a choice between my father, that impostor mage, and Red—or Scorch, or any other bunch of bloody anarchists—you’re damn right I’d rather see my father in charge. He’s not a bad man. I know what he did, but…I think he meant to do the right thing.”

			“Like us,” I muttered. “Wake knows if we’re ganna shift off as terribly wrong as he did. Times like these, how do you know if what you’re doing is the right thing?”

			“I wish I knew,” he said quietly. “I really do.” He heaved a great sigh and slapped his hands on his thighs. “All right. We’ll warn my father and the Ministers about the little anarchists in the city, and the impostor mage, and hope that the lot of them together can be as strong a leader for this country as Trabin was.”

			He said those last words bitterly, eyes shining in the low light. Puzzled, I reached out and touched his arm.

			“Did you think Trabin was a good king?”

			He turned to me, now unabashedly distraught. He had one fist pressed against his heart, like a fealty gesture, and I didn’t think he even realized it. “What kind of question is that? He was our King.” When I didn’t say aught, he sighed and said, “He wasn’t perfect, and of course he made mistakes, but he was our father. That’s something I think my father and his allies forgot about somewhere along the way. Cavnal’s always had a king. Having a king reminds us…it reminds us that we’re all brethren.”

			That reminded me of what Shiver had told me the very first time I’d met him, that we were both mages and that made us brethren. At the time, I’d thought it was absurd, but since then I’d seen enough to know what happened when those ties of brotherhood failed. Half the buildings in south Brinmark still bore the scars. They were the broken heart of the city. 

			I’d never considered that it was the King who held Cavnal together—not so much by forcing it into unity, but because he was the sign of trust among his people that everyone counted on without even realizing it.

			Now he was gone. 

			Tarik, who might’ve taken his place, was gone.

			And that was what made the impostor mage so dangerous. Cavnal needed her King, and apparently there was only one bloke around who could fill the role. Wake save us.

			“So, what’re we ganna tell them?” I asked.

			“I’m not sure.” He thrummed his thumbs on his legs. “Tarik was always the one with the head for politics. He insisted he didn’t like it, but he watched everything. Drank it in. He would know what to say to get them to listen. Me, I just feel like a dog running home with my tail tucked. Nothing for it, though, I suppose. I’ll check in with Luce and see if she’s got anything proper for me to wear. I can’t go looking like this.”

			I glanced at him sidelong. Coins had given him a pair of trousers and a worn jumper after Kor had snatched him from the nick, and though they were fine enough for the smelter, he’d surely be laughed out of the Palace if he showed up there wearing them. My own clothes weren’t much better, with my breeches torn from a bullet hole and my boots all covered in mud.

			So in the end we both went to see Luce, early the next morning as the smelter was just starting to wake up. She was in her usual corner, already busy mending a wee skitter’s jumper that had got a big raggedy hole in the elbow, while the boy sat beside her chunnering on about Wake knew what. As we joined her she tucked a few last stitches through the sleeve and piled the jumper into the skitter’s waiting arms.

			“Thankth, Luthe!” he lisped through gappy teeth, and bolted off into the shadows. 

			“Well? What can I do for you?” Luce asked, leaning against the wall and tipping her head back to see us better.

			Her sleek dark hair was hanging loose, framing her pale face and setting off the dark circles that made her eyes a brighter blue than ever. She looked dead tired, but then, we all looked tired these days.

			“We need some clothes,” Griff said, and I waved a hand at him to make him shut up.

			“Y’ a’right, Luce? D’you need a rest? You look grobbing horrid.”

			“Do I? Oh, Hayli, you’re so sweet,” she said, mocking a glare at me. 

			“Div’n you get any sleep last night?”

			She just looked at me, then nodded and brushed her fingers over her eyes, which made me doubt she was being truthsome. Griff, oblivious as always, started listing off the things he needed, so I slipped away while she was busy with him and grabbed a cup of tea from Nan’s corner. By the time I got back, Griff was describing the precise kind of shoes he would need. And Luce was just staring at him, mouth quirked in a skeptical smile.

			“That’s quite the laundry list,” she said when he finished. “Don’t know if I can oblige you quite so particularly. But I can scrounge up some decent stitches.”

			I sat down beside her and held the cup out. “Here. You look like you could use this.”

			“Thank you,” she murmured, with so much warmth that my cheeks burned. “Nobody… Thank you.” She took a small sip and smiled at me. “And you? What is your list of requests?”

			“Not a thing,” I said. “Just need to brush the muck off my trompers, and I should be good to gan.”

			“In that,” she said flatly. “Say, I’ve got a dress you could wear. Looks decent enough for high society, but it won’t turn you into a katzpotim.” I nodded, and Luce shooed Griff away. “Go on, now. I’ll have your things ready tomorrow. Will it be soon enough?”

			I’d hoped we might get to warn Minister Farro about what the Army was planning before it happened, but amazing as Luce was, she couldn’t work miracles. It wasn’t like Griff or I could just pop effortlessly into high society.

			“It’ll be fine,” I said. “We’ll do our best.”

			As Griff wandered away, I curled up in the nest of fabric and folded my arms under my head like a pillow.

			“Did you sleep at all last night?” she asked me.

			“Eh,” I said. 

			She glanced at me under a raised eyebrow. “Coins says you’re in charge now. You could probably sleep in Shade’s old room if you wanted, on a proper bed and everything.”

			I goggled at her, eyes wide, blushing fierce at the thought. She laughed and got to her feet, cupping her hands around the mug of tea and holding it close to her face so the steam could soothe her eyes.

			“What were you ganna say earlier,” I asked, “when I gave you the tea?”

			She just gave me the saddest kind of smile and shook her head. “It was a kind thing to do. It just surprised me.”

			She took a few sips of the tea, then set the mug up on a bit of broken machinery and started sifting through her collection of garments. I watched, strangely melancholy, as she pulled out a pair of black trousers and a black waistcoat, faded a bit to grey around the edges—they were Shade’s old clothes, the ones he’d been wearing when he first came to us, so long ago. They weren’t fine by any stretch, but combined with a rather nice long-coat she tugged from the pile, they’d do well enough to make Griff presentable.

			She left the clothes in a neat stack and climbed onto her own little pile of fabrics where she slept, and tugged out a dress in midnight blue silk and velvet. When she held it up against her, smoothing a hand over the lace-trimmed bodice, the lantern light caught and glimmered on bits of silver thread embroidered into the sweeping skirt. I reckoned it was the finest dress I’d ever seen.

			“Where’d you get that?” I whispered, reaching out to touch the fine fabric. “It’s beautiful.”

			Luce’s eyes shadowed. “It was mine,” she said. “My mother made it for me, when I was sixteen. She was a seamstress, like me, but my father was a watchmaker. He had a customer who always came to look at his wares. A young man. I guess he’d been studying abroad a few years, in Meritac, but he’d come back to see what he could salvage of…his family’s fortune. My parents thought he was the finest young man in Brinmark. And I…I did too. He was handsome, wealthy, brilliant, but kind to a fault, always attentive to me, like I wasn’t just a shopkeeper’s daughter but a proper lady deserving of his notice. So one day my mum dressed me up in this gown and sent me into my father’s workshop. I suppose she thought we’d make a smart pair.”

			Her voice trailed off, and her eyes grew dark and sad.

			“Luce?” I whispered. “What happened?”

			She caught in a sharp breath. “It’s the past. I don’t like to think about the past. I haven’t thought about him in… Well, it doesn’t matter.”

			Much as I wanted to hear how the story ended, I got her reluctance to talk. I respected it. Most of the kids in the Hole, and now the smelter, never talked about what came before, and what they’d left behind—all that was nobody’s business. Our lives began when we joined the crew, and that was all anybody cared about. 

			For much too long she was much too quiet, and when I glanced up at her again there were tears on her cheeks that she tried—and failed—to wipe away before I saw. I scrambled to my feet and laid a hand on her arm. 

			“What’s wrong?”

			She pressed her lips together and shook her head, then whispered, “How do you all bear it?”

			“Bear what?”

			“All this. Living like this. Uprooting again and again. Never having a home. Living on the fringes of society like outcasts. I can’t…I miss…” She covered her mouth, staring at the scar-pocked ceiling as if the sight of it could drive away her grief. “I miss my life,” she whispered. “I’m not strong like you. I don’t want to have to be strong like you.”

			I lowered my hand slowly, struggling to find something—anything—to say to her. It had never even occurred to me that Luce had only just been thrown into our life, and rather traumatically at that. She hadn’t grown up in the Hole. She’d had a proper life, a proper family…even an honest job at a shop. I couldn’t imagine how hard it had been for her, to be suddenly surrounded by strangers, and stripped of everything she’d ever known. She’d buried herself in her work, and nobody around her—even me—had cared enough to see how she was struggling. Except, strangely enough, Scorch. Scorch, who I thought had a burnt-out cinder in place of a heart, and the nastiest mean streak imaginable, had always seemed to care about Luce.

			“I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

			And that was all I could say. She wrapped her arms around me unexpectedly, murmuring a thank you that I could barely make out through her tears. A minute and she let me go, rubbing a hand over her cheeks and offering me a wavering smile. 

			“Let’s have a look at this,” she said, shaking out the dress. “I doubt it’ll fit you as it is, but it shouldn’t be too much work to fix it up for you.”

			She helped me step into it, putting it on me inside-out so she could take in the side seams a bit, and when I told her I meant to wear my breeches underneath she just laughed. Eventually she persuaded me to leave them behind, but at least I won on the matter of wearing my boots instead of the pair of too-large fancy court slippers she offered me.

			“I’ve never imagined wearing such a fine thing,” I whispered, toying with the hand-tatted lace at the hems of the sleeves. “It’s even pretty inside-out.”

			She laughed again and shrugged, almost shyly, and kept her attention on her needle. “It’s proper enough. I’m just happy to see it get worn again.” She worked a few moments in silence, then asked, “Are you nervous?”

			I twisted a little to try to catch her eye. “Can’t you tell?”

			“I’ve been good,” she protested, pouting her lower lip. “Mostly.”

			“I’m terrified,” I admitted with a shaky laugh. “Luce…can you read Tarik at all? Do you know how he is?”

			There was a strange pause, then she said, almost resentful, “I’ve never been able to read him.” She tipped her head to meet my gaze and smiled faintly. “Sorry, Hayli. I’ve got nothing.”

			I sighed, then winced as Luce pinched in the dress a little tighter. “I think it was good the way it was,” I gasped.

			“Could you breathe normally?” she asked sourly, and I nodded. “Then it wasn’t good enough.”

			I blew out all my breath in annoyance at that, and was rewarded with Luce taking the opportunity to pull it even snugger.
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			Chapter 15 — Tarik

			We took turns rowing all through the night. It was the only way to keep the sea from carrying us farther adrift, since we had neither sails nor anchor to help us hold our course. By morning Agnir had gotten enough rest to use a little weather magic, drawing up a strong current to ease the burden of rowing. I would have helped by calling down a southerly wind, but without sails it would have made little difference. Instead I focused on the oars. At least I knew how to handle those from my years of crew, back when I had lived another life, in another world.

			Agnir filled the time telling me stories from Istia’s history and lore. I’d heard the Cavnish versions of most of them long ago, but there was a raw and sharp cleanness to the original tales that gave them a life all of their own. He turned to other topics after, and I marveled at the pride in his voice when he told me more than I’d ever wanted to hear about Iskari, his twenty-year-old son who so loved the sea, and Nika, the daughter a little over a year younger, who loved nothing at all. My heart burned, thinking of Trabin, wondering if he had ever looked on me with that sort of pride. It was too late to hope.

			Near midday on the second day, we had both been rowing so long that neither of us had the energy for magic or the strength for oars. I heard a low thump behind me, and as the boat lost speed, I realized I was the only one still rowing. With a glance over my shoulder I saw that Agnir had shipped his oars, and had slumped down to lay in the belly of the boat, one hand flung over his face to ward away the cold, sharp sunlight. 

			“Take your rest, Godarson,” he said, as he heard my oar strokes falter. “We’ll be dead of exhaustion if we keep going like this, and that’ll never serve to get us where we’re going.”

			“The current…?”

			“It’s in our favor right now. Let the sea carry us a while.”

			I shipped the oars gratefully and turned around on my bench to face Agnir, but he was already asleep. The dory rocked, swayed by the low swells of the quiet sea. Overhead the sky was cloudless, but a blue so pale it almost looked white, and the sun was a bare glittering silver disk low on the horizon. The water reflected the pallid sky, so that the whole world was so cold and bright I could hardly bear to face it.

			But I was terrified of falling asleep. I’d caught snatches of sleep over the last day and a half, but never for long, never long enough to dream. With Agnir asleep, I had no notion if I’d be able to wake myself in time to keep the nightmares from coming.

			I leaned my arms along the top of the dory’s bulwark and rested my chin on them, staring out over the endless expanse of sea. My mind was strangely calm; it occurred to me once that Agnir and I might never make the coast of Istia, but I dismissed the idea as soon as I became aware of it. There, adrift in the empty nothingness, I felt nothing at all—no fear, no worry, none of the paralyzing uncertainty that had plagued me the last two weeks. 

			If I felt anything at all, it was a pale sort of horror at my own indifference.

			Presently I turned my gaze from the horizon that hung an eternity away from me, and lowered it to plumb the depths of the sea below me, a churning grey-green swarm of foam and water, the thin sunlight glinting every now and then off the silvery body of some lithe fish. 

			Then I saw the face.

			It was Vaskar, I realized too late, pale, staring open-eyed straight up through the water, straight at me. Blood still curled and drifted from the wound in his head, and he stretched one hand toward me, reaching for help, perhaps, or pointing at me in silent accusation. My heart shuddered, and I gripped the edge of the boat, willing myself to look away. I could not.

			It’s not real, I told myself. He’s not there. He can’t be there…

			Vaskar’s lips lifted in a smile that was colder than the sea itself.

			And then I realized it wasn’t Vaskar at all, but Andon Vrey, with a hole in his head where one eye was meant to be. A choking breath escaped me, and I reached out toward the water, my fingers spasming on the empty air. 

			“You’re not here,” I whispered.

			He said, “Neither are you.”

			He closed his one eye, and when he opened it again both his eyes were whole, but a slow white fire sparked at the heart of his irises, and spread, and spread, until his eyes were bright as lightning, staring and burning into my soul.

			And still his hand stretched toward me, and somehow he reached me, and he grabbed my shoulder to pull me with him into the deep. I cried out and pulled back, my body wracked with tremors, and snatched my knife from its sheath behind my back.

			“Taumir, wait! Wait, it’s me!” Vrey shouted, and his face filled my vision, but it wasn’t Vrey, and there was no brightness in his eyes, and I couldn’t make sense of who was shaking me. 

			All that made sense was the frail sunlight on the edge of my knife, held like a warning in front of me. 

			“Veka, what’s wrong? It’s me, Agnir.”

			There was no sunlight on the blade’s edge; it was the gleam of blood I saw. 

			Did you kill him too? whispered the voice in the back of my thoughts.

			I let out all my breath in a strangled noise that somehow sounded like a sob, and tightened my fingers on the hilt. The hand never let go of my shoulder, but I couldn’t blink away Vrey’s face, leering over me. I squeezed my eyelids shut and those brilliant lightning-bright eyes seared into the darkness of my mind with a pain like fire.

			I scrabbled backwards, and fell from the bench, and that was the first moment I realized that Agnir was leaning over me, that he had one hand gripping my shoulder, and one hand clasping my right wrist, muscling the point of my knife away from his throat.

			“Agnir,” I gasped.

			My fingers slackened on the knife, and it fell to the bottom of the boat, and it was silver and clean and unstained.

			“It’s all right,” Agnir said, releasing my wrist, holding his hand up in front of me as if I were a skittish child. “Taumir, look at me. You’re all right.”

			The dizzy confusion faded to the edges of my mind, but slowly, too slowly. I lifted a shaking hand to my eyes and found my face wet with salt spray, or tears. Agnir reached down and gripped my elbow, helping me to sit upright, and claim my seat on the bench again. I kicked the knife as I stood; it clattered dully against the wall of the dory.

			“Did I…did I hurt you?” I murmured. 

			I was still trembling as I sat on the bench, and Agnir wrapped one of the Cavnish captain’s wool blankets around my shoulders as if it were the cold that shook me.

			“No,” he said. “Scared me a fair bit, that’s certain, but no, you were waving that knife a bit too blindly to do any harm.”

			My cheeks warmed in a flush of shame, and I, not daring to look at the water again, bent my gaze to my hands instead. They were raw and red, chafed from wind and saltwater, and on my knuckles the aching skin had split and begun to bleed. 

			Agnir reached past me and retrieved my knife, handing it back to me without the slightest hesitation. When he’d settled in the belly of the boat again, he tipped his head back to look at me.

			“What was it?” he asked softly.

			“What do you mean?” I asked, pretending it was possible to misunderstand him.

			“You were looking at the water and you were dead pale, shaking like a loose sheet. Looked at me like I wasn’t even there. What…what were you seeing that had you so terrified? Were you asleep?”

			“Not asleep, no,” I said. “I wish I had been.”

			“Why?”

			“Because what I saw would make sense in sleep, in dreams, in…in nightmares. It doesn’t make sense, seeing it with my waking eyes.” I shuddered again and pulled the blanket a little closer. Agnir waited patiently, saying nothing. He wasn’t even looking at me now, but I could sense his expectation. I couldn’t explain to him about the blazing eyes that I could still see like an afterimage seared against my eyelids, and I didn’t want to explain to him about Andon Vrey, so instead I said simply, “I saw Vaskar. In the water.”

			“Ah,” he said. He studied his hands briefly. “Vaskar was responsible for his own fate. It doesn’t matter if you’re on a schooner or a dory—mutiny is mutiny.”

			“I could have saved him.”

			He regarded me in surprise. “Would you have?” 

			“I didn’t,” I said flatly, as if that answered the question.

			And somewhere in the back of my mind I could hear Rivano’s smooth voice, trying to give me counsel in one of the bleakest hours of my life: “If someone dies at your hands, perhaps they were meant to die at your hands. Perhaps their lives were yours to take. Perhaps it was your right.”

			I don’t believe that, I told the voice, snatching at certainty as desperately as I had the first time I’d heard him say it. I will never believe that.

			“I wouldn’t have saved him either,” Agnir said, interrupting my thoughts, “if that makes you feel better.”

			“He was one of your sailors.”

			“He stopped being that the moment he turned on me,” he said, with an indifference that startled me. Then he reached out and clasped my knee. “You’re not a murderer.”
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