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Nisong


Gaelung Island


Nisong was used to death. She was even used to having death follow her from place to place, content as a pup on the heels of its master. But she hadn’t counted on it coming for her throat.


“I told you they’d be after me,” Ragan hissed.


She clutched his arm, pulling him close so she could whisper into his ear. “Quiet.” Lozhi crouched on her other side in the ruins, a soft whine in his throat.


Ragan shrugged off her hand. “Take it out. You wanted to wait? Fine. The time is now.”


She wanted to walk away and to keep walking until she had no idea where she was or where he was, no matter how hard she’d worked to find him after the battle at Gaelung. Several months of scraping by, of avoiding discovery, of frenzied searching in the midst of grief. She’d tracked him to a drinking hall, though it had taken her a moment to recognize him. He’d smelled of sour sweat, his once-shorn hair grown over his ears. He hadn’t been wearing the monk’s robes anymore; he’d traded those in for farmer’s clothes – all in brown and faded white, with a straw hat to hide his face. It had taken a long time for them to come to an understanding. He’d fought her every step of the way, convinced he didn’t need to rely on anyone, least of all a construct. But she was the only one other than Lin who could remove the shard from his body and she dangled this knowledge like a fishing lure, teasing and pulling away, waiting for him to finally bite.


Not that she’d removed it yet. There had been a few times she’d considered doing so, but each time she’d stopped. This was the only lever she held over him.


His breath warmed her ear. “You’ve left it in me for two years now. If you don’t take it out, we’ll both die here.”


Nisong clenched her teeth until she felt they might crack. He just needed to stop talking. For a moment, he was blessedly silent and then she heard it again – the soft brush of bodies slithering through underbrush. If it had been raining, she wouldn’t have heard that first cracking twig. They’d have sat in their little campsite in the Alanga ruins, the sky slowly going dark, blissfully unaware of the people sneaking up on them, arguing until their throats were slit. Admittedly, she’d at first dismissed his insistence that someone was hunting down the Alanga. When they’d heard of the tenth Alanga death, he’d begged and pleaded. “They’ll come for me next,” he’d said, drunk, tears in his eyes, his hands held out to her. “Do you want to be responsible? How can I defend myself if I cannot kill those who would kill me?”


By then, she’d had to readjust her viewpoints. Someone was assassinating Alanga. She just wasn’t sure who. Still, she resisted removing the shard that Lin had placed into Ragan’s body. She knew by now how quickly he could turn from kindness to anger if she didn’t give him what he wanted. Nisong could still feel his fingers around her throat as he’d threatened her after that first time, trying to force her to do what he’d asked. She’d only laughed; he couldn’t do anything more than apply light pressure to her neck. His intention was always to kill, never to injure – in this way he was so predictable. The command Lin had placed in him always stopped him.


Lozhi pressed against her side and Nisong stroked the beast’s cheek absentmindedly. Better if the creature could calm down enough to help them. He’d grown to the size of a pony and looked quite intimidating now, but he still cowered around men. He still cowered around Ragan.


She needed to think. Her other hand found the cudgel at her belt. Ragan would be useless in a fight; he’d never learned to temper his emotions. He’d just want to kill these would-be assassins and then he wouldn’t be able to do the least bit of harm. But he could do things other than fight them. She checked the ruins around them, the small fire they’d built flickering with every gust of wind, the water gathered in between broken tiles. Everywhere, the jungle seemed to encroach on crumbling ruins. She could use this terrain to their advantage. They both could.


“We won’t die here if you listen to me. We keep our backs to this corner. Don’t bother trying to use your sword. There, there and there.” She pointed to places where the ruins were broken, where a little pressure would make them crumble. “Lozhi and I will push them toward these areas. Don’t watch the fighting. When I ask you to, shake the earth.” She held out a hand. “Give me Lozhi’s shards.”


He glared at her. She glared back.


For a moment she thought he might refuse. He only let her have them when he knew exactly what she would do with them, when he could supervise her closely. Because if Lin had used a shard from her ossalen’s horns to subdue him, how much more could Nisong do if given the chance? But then he reached for his belt, untied the pouch and handed it to her.


Bones clicked against one another as it settled into her palm. Only a few left. Her engraving tool was in her sash pocket. She tied the pouch to her belt but didn’t have time to say anything else.


The assassins chose that moment to materialize out of the brush, dressed in dark clothing, only their blades glinting by firelight. Nisong pulled her cudgel loose and went to meet them. Lozhi didn’t follow at her side, but she could feel his presence at her back. Distantly, her mind cataloged and assessed. Even when she’d had to acknowledge that Alanga were being killed, she’d thought it the work of disgruntled and angry citizens. No matter what Lin did to try and integrate these new Alanga into society, old prejudices died hard. Her predecessors had spent years painting the Alanga as the enemy and themselves as the saviors. That sort of thing didn’t change overnight. Or even in the span of two years. But now, seeing these assassins, she had to acknowledge they weren’t just townsfolk. These were professionals. Five of them.


Which meant she was in a good deal of trouble.


She feinted as the first one approached, letting herself appear small, weak. When he darted in with his blade to take advantage, she slammed her cudgel into the side of his head. He crumpled. Four left, and none of those would fall for the same trick. They slowed, circling like hungry wolves. Their faces were not covered, but they might as well have been. Each of their expressions was a mask of grim determination, showing neither pity nor fear.


Lozhi whimpered behind her. Three of the remaining assassins were men.


For the first time in a long time, Nisong felt a quaver of fear in her heart. She’d been subsisting with Ragan – unable to fully trust him but also unable to make much progress in her goals. There had been small victories. They’d worked with the Ioph Carn for a couple of jobs, bringing in enough money to live comfortably for nearly a year. And she’d had a few chances to experiment with Lozhi’s shards, building smaller, simpler constructs. Each of his shed horns only allowed for twenty shards – so with forty in total, she couldn’t build an army. But she’d built two little spies – neither of which were currently here.


Taking back the Empire? Making Lin and all those close to her suffer? It seemed a laughable goal now, though she burned for it. She needed it. She would survive because this was the only thing that would make the deaths of her friends worth something.


Nisong’s gaze darted about as she tried to keep track of all four assassins. She didn’t feel the warmth of Lozhi’s presence at her back anymore, and she’d stepped beyond the protection of the partially caved-in roof. The oppressive early-evening air settled over her shoulders, the humidity smothering as a wet cloth at her nose and mouth. Dimly, she registered a mosquito whining past her ear.


All four of the assassins darted in at once.


She swung her cudgel wildly, forcing two of them back. One of them missed as he sliced at her side, but she felt a sting across her calf, a shock, and knew the last one had found her mark. A trickle of warmth, but not a rush, which meant it couldn’t be that deep. She gritted her teeth and pushed forward. If she could just get two of them beneath that wall . . . She’d still have to hope it fell in their direction, but she’d have hope.


“Now!” she called out.


The ground trembled beneath their feet. Nisong, who had been expecting it, nearly lost her footing. Tiles cracked; stones tumbled. She held her breath as the wall she’d urged the assassins toward crumbled and fell.


It fell away from them, carved stones and plaster tumbling down the slope, disappearing into the long grass. Nisong backed away but then whirled, remembering she’d left two more behind her. They’d closed in, cutting her off from the guttering fire. Beyond them she could see Ragan, obediently facing the wall. Lozhi had stopped as she’d advanced, his belly low to the ground, ears flat against his head, his gray eyes wide.


“Did that do it?” Ragan called to her.


She heard footsteps rushing in behind her. She pivoted again, knowing that it would only open her up to attack by the other assassins. She met the two in front of her with her cudgel raised. At least she’d die fighting. At least she’d die cursing the names of everyone who’d wronged her. For Shell, for Frond, for Leaf and for Coral.


A gray furry shape rushed in front of her, nearly knocking her off her feet. Lozhi snapped at the two assassins, seizing one by the arm and tossing him into the underbrush. He seized the leg of the next one, teeth sinking deep. The man screamed, slashing at Lozhi’s face. The beast ignored the blows. Nisong knew from experience that he’d quickly heal from any cuts. “Leave!” he cried out. “Leave alone!” He stalked toward a third assassin who’d come to help his fellows.


For a moment, she couldn’t move. Nisong knew that ossalen could speak, but it was the most she’d ever heard Lozhi say. She’d come to think of him as a silent companion, one who said more with his gaze than with his mouth. The sound of steel being drawn came from behind her. She glanced over her shoulder.


The remaining two assassins advanced on Ragan. She cursed her foolishness – of course they were after him. If they killed him, she’d be back where she’d started. No friends, no one to help her. Alone. She hastily pulled the shards from her pouch, carving commands onto them. And then she rushed toward their backs.


One of them turned to face her, but the other one didn’t. Nisong calmed her breathing, forced herself into the concentrated, meditative state and then pushed her hand toward the woman’s torso. Her knuckles cracked against a hard leather breastplate. For a moment, all she could do was curl her hurt hand at her chest, the edges of the shard digging into her palm. It should have worked. Sometimes she’d been too distracted, too hasty, and she hadn’t been able to use the bone shard magic.


She’d only ever tried Lozhi’s shards on Alanga, not on mortals. Did it not work the same way for them? Was this weakness only unique to the Alanga?


There wasn’t time to examine hypotheses. Her cudgel felt heavy in her hand as she swung it, trying to keep the two assassins at bay. The woman sliced back at her while the remaining man lifted his blade over Ragan’s back. Nisong blocked him with her cudgel, barely in time. “Behind you!” she called to Ragan. He whipped about, drawing his sword in one smooth movement. He caught the assassin’s sword and then kicked out, fast and hard. The man tumbled.


The woman Nisong was fighting drew her blade back, circling and then lashing out again. She was used to the thick of battle against semi-skilled opponents. Not assassins, trained to take out opponents one-on-one. She dodged to the side and felt her injured leg give out as she stepped on a fallen stone. The assassin’s blade glinted above her.


Ragan came to her rescue this time, his sword flashing between her and the assassin. Briefly, his gaze met hers. “We have to trust one another or we’ll both die.” And then he stood in front of her, sword lifted to meet the assassin’s. She glanced down the slope and saw Lozhi, bloodied, three more assassins materializing from the bushes to surround him. They’d brought backup.


Part of her raged – how could he ask her to trust him? He’d tried to kill her once, no matter how ineffectually. Another part of her acknowledged that he’d given her the shards, that it had been two years, that unleashing Ragan was a chance she had to take if she wanted to make any progress toward Imperial.


She took a half-step forward and put one hand on his shoulder, another between his shoulder-blades. “Stay as still as possible,” she whispered into his ear. “Focus only on defending yourself and me; don’t think about striking back.”


His muscles tensed as the assassin attacked. It was difficult not to pay attention to what was going on beyond the wall of Ragan’s back, but she knew him well enough by now. He wouldn’t be able to hold his temper for long. As soon as he thought about killing them, he wouldn’t even be able to lift his blade. She needed to be quick.


Nisong breathed in deep, closed her eyes and pushed her hand into Ragan’s body.


This time, the body yielded beneath her fingertips, clothing and bones gone insubstantial. It was like dragging her fingers beneath the surface of a warm pond, with a little more pressure and a little less give. His body jerked around her hand as he blocked the assassins’ blows; she felt the tremor of his bones and flesh as his muscles tensed, as he called on the power that Lozhi’s bond had given him. From somewhere, she heard the sound of rushing water. The humidity she’d felt only a moment before dried up. And then she found it: a sharp-edged brightness within him, a shade warmer than the rest.


He will kill you, Coral’s voice whispered in her mind. In the end, he will kill you.


She ignored it, wrapped her fingers around the shard and pulled it free.


The change was quick, as stark as a room with all the lamps blown out. Even the assassins must have sensed it. They hesitated. The sky grew dark as full night, the guttering fire the only illumination. Ragan stepped forward with a confidence he hadn’t borne only a moment ago. “Don’t go,” he said, his voice soft. “Not yet.”


The woman attacked first. He slid past her swing and gutted her smoothly and calmly as he might have a fish. At the same time, he brought the water down.


He must have been gathering it while he’d still had the shard within him. It looked like an ocean’s worth of water dumping from the skies. Lozhi let out a little cry of delight as he bounded around his disoriented attackers, biting legs, arms and torsos. Most of the water fell to the ground, but some of it hovered in spheres around the heads of the assassins. Nisong watched, dread choking her as the assassins clawed at their faces, as they gurgled uselessly, as they tried to shake the water loose. And Ragan stood there, his hands lifted, black hair wet and sodden about his face, his expression cold and murderous.


No regret, no mercy in that one.


One by one, they fell, until the ruins were silent once more. Ragan turned to face her and she wondered if this was how past mortals felt when they’d displeased an Alanga. She swallowed past the ache in her throat. “You still need me,” she managed.


Lozhi padded back up the slope, winding first around her and then returning to Ragan’s side where he sat, ears flicking back and forth.


Ragan lifted a hand and she waited for the sphere of water she knew was coming. She didn’t have it in her to fight back, not when he was so much stronger than she was. She’d only look foolish and that wasn’t how she wanted to die. She’d face her death head-on, as she’d faced everything since she’d first awoken from the mind-fog.


But he only pointed past her, his stony expression breaking into a grim smile. Relief swelled within her, washing away the tightness in her throat and making her legs weak. It took her a moment to see where he was pointing. Past the treetops, in the distance, the lamps of Gaelung’s palace glittered like fireflies. “There. That is where we’re going next.”


He strode up to her, her heart beating in time with his steps. He held out his hand. “Give me the shards.” There was a hardness in his voice and a glint in his eye she didn’t like. He’d enjoyed killing those assassins. She might have been accustomed to death following in her footsteps, but Ragan treated it like a trusted friend. All he needed was an excuse.


She untied the pouch and let it drop into his palm. “You have a plan?” she said, and was pleased that her voice didn’t tremble. She needed to maintain control.


He hadn’t drawn back his hand. “The other one too.”


Only once he spoke did she feel the point of it digging into her palm. The shard she’d taken from his chest. Nisong opened her fingers over his hand and it joined the pouch. She couldn’t seem to calm her heartbeat, her mind racing through all the implications of what she’d done.


He closed his fingers around all of the shards. And then his face relaxed, as though he hadn’t just drowned all those assassins, as though he hadn’t stood over her, his expression begging her to give him a reason to do the same to her. “Of course I have a plan.” He gazed out over the treetops toward the palace. “We’re going to go on a little tour, you and I. We’re going to remind them all what it’s like to live with Alanga.”
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Lin


Imperial Island


Lin Sukai. 1522–1525. I watched the flames lick up the side of the ripped piece of paper I’d taken with me from the census book, turning the corner from brown to black and then to ash. I should have burned the thing years ago, should have hidden my origins better, but it was a part of my past – a reminder of who I was and where I’d come from.


I was Lin. I was Emperor. I was Alanga. The savior of Gaelung. That could be the whole of my story. My mind could be record enough of where I’d actually come from: grown from parts in the pool beneath the palace, stuffed with the memories of my father’s dead wife and set to wander the palace in search of keys. I needed to have my wits about me for this; I needed to be unshakable in my knowledge of who I was now.


Above me, heavy footfalls creaked, claws scraped against the deck and the ship listed to one side. Thrana had insisted on coming along, and really, there was nothing I could have done to stop her. She was larger than a war horse now, and could swim nearly as quickly as a ship burning witstone. She didn’t fit in my cabin anymore, though not for lack of trying. She’d become used to curling up next to my bed in the palace, her head resting on my mattress. My hand resting on her head.


I dropped the paper to the bottom of the lantern, letting it burn out. Something about the color of it, the way it shriveled, reminded me of the box.


Two years ago, the palace guards had found the box at the gates, labeled with my name, though no one could tell me who’d placed it there or when. One of my maidservants had insisted on being the one to open it in case the box was trapped with blades or poisons. But there hadn’t been either.


Instead, there’d only been a note – So you have something to burn – and beneath that, a leathery piece of skin. I felt it all over again, the jolt to my ribs, the sensation of the world going still around me, the weightlessness of my mind. And then the crushing, crippling pain. Shutting the box hadn’t made its contents any less real. Because inked into that piece of skin had been a rabbit tattoo.


Jovis had promised he’d return to me. In his own small way, he’d kept that promise.


Grief and anger poured over me, sluicing like the storm water outside. I let it drench me, let it fill me to the brim. And then, slowly, it drained away, leaving me exhausted and helpless. It had been two years, and still I woke hoping that it hadn’t been real. I wished I could rid myself of that hope so I could stop realizing all over again that it had indeed happened, that Jovis was gone. That I’d wandered so far now into this branching reality that even the remembered scent of him had become hazy, indistinct. I couldn’t quite recall the exquisite way our bodies had fit together, the feel of his hands in my hair. Had he told me he loved me or had that only been a dream?


And there was the anger. He’d lied to me, only admitting that he’d been spying on me for the Shardless Few once he’d been caught. I’d never had a chance to shout at him again for the lies, to hear him apologize once more, to feel the tightness in my chest easing with each repetition and response until I found my way to healing and forgiveness. I would have forgiven him had I only been given the chance. I wasn’t sure I could forgive myself. I shouldn’t have let him go after Mephi alone, to face Kaphra with only his steel staff and his magic and no one at his side. But I was an Emperor. I had obligations. Numeen, Thrana, Bayan . . . Jovis. I supposed sometimes death was being rushed from a play mid-scene, and never getting to know the rest of it. Regret was a feeling I had to live with. There was too much still to be done.


A knock sounded at my cabin door. I swallowed my sorrows and checked inside the lantern. There was no trace of the burnt page – only ashes and embers. “Yes?”


“We’re ready to disembark,” one of my guard’s voices said through the wood.


“I’ll be right out.” Quickly, I swung my oilskin cloak over my finery, ensuring my boots were snug and my white-bladed sword fastened tightly at my side. I’d remove it before any formal talks, but I wanted Iloh and his people to remember who they were dealing with. I’d not just brought an army to Gaelung to meet the constructs; I’d fought in that battle. I was not a person sitting on a throne, ruling from afar; I was invested in the safety of my people and I would defend them by whatever means I had at my disposal.


Even if it meant stopping a governor from mining his own island into the bedamned sea.


The downpour had not abated by the time I made my way above-deck. It was a wonder my cabin was dry at all. Thrana appeared at my side. “Good fishing weather!” she said, shaking off the rain. Her spiraling horns branched twice now, the black surfaces slick and gleaming. I couldn’t tell if she’d been back in the water recently, or if it was just the rain that had drenched her.


My guards fell in behind me. One of them gestured to the hold, where several boxes of witstone lay. “Should we bring the witstone up to the palace?” I still remembered, years ago, stealing a handful of witstone from one of my father’s stores. Back then, the supply had seemed limitless – enough to fill entire rooms. But the more we used, the less we had, and at some point everyone would run out – fostering isolation. And the Ioph Carn kept harrying my ships, stealing and smuggling what witstone they could, exacerbating the problem. But “low” was not “empty” and it was still a problem for another day. Iloh was a problem for today.


“No, not yet.” I’d had time to form plans on the way to Riya. The winds had fortunately been favorable, the trip quick. We hadn’t flown the Imperial flag. He wouldn’t know I was coming and I preferred it that way. The man had been a thorn in my side ever since I’d put a moratorium on witstone mining. Now that thorn had turned into a dagger poised to plunge into my heart. “It’s quicker if I go alone. Follow after me with the witstone.”


Before my guards could protest, I mounted Thrana and urged her to the gangplank. It bent beneath her weight so sharply I thought it might crack. But then we were onto the docks, people moving out of our way, exclaiming at Thrana’s appearance. Alanga had been returning to the Empire, but none of their ossalen were quite Thrana’s size yet. She maneuvered through the late-morning crowd with a gracefulness that seemed impossible given her bulk. I felt her shoulders roll beneath me and loosened my hips to maintain my center of balance. The main street of Riya’s capital city rose from the docks in a gentle slope. Some of the stone lanterns lining the street were still lit, their light doing little to cut through the gloom. People stumbled out of the door of a drinking hall near the docks, smoke wisping after them into the rain. A whiff of fresh steamed bread reached me, only to be whisked away in a puff of wind in the next moment. Even the rain couldn’t completely drown out the smell of fish and rotting seaweed.


It faded the farther up the hill we climbed. I felt the way Thrana drew everyone’s gazes, heard the whispers we left in our wake. The palace walls rose before us, the tops lined with blue tiles. The gates were open, guards standing on either side, a few servants moving in and out. I slid from Thrana’s back while she was still moving, water splashing beneath my boots, my momentum carrying me forward and toward the gates. With a quick flick of my hand, I removed the hood of my cloak.


“I am here to see Iloh.”


The guards stared at me. No one said a word.


“Well? Will you let me pass or will you refuse the Emperor an audience with her governor?”


That got them moving. I’d put them in a difficult position – should they send someone to Iloh and make the Emperor wait? – but I couldn’t be sorry for it. One of the guards slipped away to tell Iloh, and another moved to the side to give me larger passage. Yet another put up her hand as if to stop me and then thought better of it. I felt Thrana’s hot breath on the back of my neck and strode confidently into the courtyard.


Men and women rushed out of our way as I followed the guard I’d presumed had gone to tell Iloh. It wasn’t until we reached the entrance hall that he noticed me following him. He blanched, stopped, shifted from foot to foot, opened his mouth, shut it and then turned to resume his path.


“Is he in his study?” I called after him as I dogged his steps. “His bedchambers?”


He was in his dining hall. As soon as I saw where the guard was headed, I overtook him and placed my hand on the doorknob. He drew his hand away before he committed the grave offense of touching me without my permission. My father had been known to execute people for that.


“Eminence,” the guard finally ventured, “if you’d only sent word—”


I stared him down and he backed away, hands raised as though afraid I might attack him. Or maybe he was afraid Thrana would. I felt her looming behind me, a constant presence. From behind the door I heard muffled voices. “And what of everyone else? If we secede and no one else follows? She still has an army.”


“And Alangan magic,” someone else added.


I flung the door open.


Iloh sat at the table, several men and women sitting with him. He hadn’t changed much in the past two years, his straight black hair tied back, his beard neatly trimmed. The lines of his face might have been deeper but it also might have been a trick of the light. Bright and calculating eyes fixed on mine, and though I registered surprise there, he quickly hid it. He sat on his cushion with the upright ease of someone who knew how to appear relaxed in even the most tense of situations. I recognized a couple of those near him – governors of islands near Riya – and the others I did not. But I had the sense from the richness of their clothes and their immaculately groomed hairstyles that they were powerful and important.


So. The rumors were true. He’d not just been hounding me to allow witstone mining again; he’d roped other governors into his schemes. If even Riya seceded, however, the Empire would fracture.


It took them a moment to register who I was and what I was doing there. Everyone else was not quite so stoic as Iloh. Faces paled, gazes darting to both the sword at my side and Thrana’s large head over my shoulder. And then they rose, all of them bowing. I caught several hands trembling and felt some measure of satisfaction. They should be afraid, fomenting rebellion against the Emperor. Thrana sat on her haunches as I walked further into the room. “Eminence,” they all murmured.


I returned their bows with a tilt of my head.


Deliberately, I unstrapped my sword, made my way to the table and sat upon an empty cushion. Everyone else sat as well, the tension lifting only marginally. I wasn’t here to serve as executioner.


“You didn’t tell me you were visiting,” Iloh said, his voice as smooth and deep as the Endless Sea on a windless day.


Then again, I wasn’t here to befriend anyone either. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed the rumors, the unrest, the resentment – all wafting from Riya like the stink of a days’ old fish.” I set my sword on the table but did not remove my hands from it. My neighbors on either side of me leaned slightly away. The day was not overly warm, but I caught the bead of sweat on the face of the woman to my left. “And now I find you conspiring against me.”


Iloh waved a dismissive hand. “We were discussing, not conspiring. You happened upon a private conversation, not one that is meant to be taken seriously.”


“And yet all of these governors have traveled here to be in this room. No matter what you may think of me, I am not naive, Iloh.” I wanted to rebuke him more severely; I wanted to draw my sword and make him tremble before me – but I still needed Riya’s support. “Tell me exactly what it is you want.”


We both knew but I wanted him to say it. I wanted to make him defend his foolish decisions in front of the other governors – so that I might defend mine.


Iloh sighed, as though he knew exactly what I was thinking. “We need you to lift the ban on witstone mining. While Imperial may have its own stores to bridge this gap, other islands are beginning to suffer. It’s taking too long for goods to get from one place to another. No islands have sunk since Luangon. It’s time for the mines to reopen.”


No doubt he had a vested interest in this policy changing, given that Riya had the largest mines of all the islands. “No islands have sunk because of this policy.”


Iloh scoffed. “Surely a small bit of mining won’t sink us.”


“We cannot know that,” I said. I glanced about the table, and only two of the governors dared to meet my gaze. Finally, I let go of the sword, tried to temper the sharpness in my voice. I’d reminded them of who I was. Now it was time to remind them why I’d enacted the ban in the first place. “The ban is temporary. I have the smartest people at the Scholars’ Academy on Hualin Or working on the problem. As soon as we have more information or a solution that allows us to use less witstone, I promise things will return to normal.”


“The way you promised me to help develop Pulan’s mine?” Iloh spat back.


Oh, he would dig and worry at that broken promise like a dog licking at the very last marrow in a bone. I wanted to shout back that it was not my fault, but knew that would only make me seem a child. He’d successfully made me seem the fool before. I’d not let him do that to me again. “As your Emperor, I have to keep the best interests of all citizens at the forefront of my mind. It’s not in my nature to break promises, but new information warrants new strategies.”


“And how is that strategy working out for us? For the Empire?” Iloh gestured broadly. I watched those around him nod, given courage by his boldness. “You are an Alanga. We all know this now. You worked miracles at the Battle of Gaelung. And yet you cannot solve this one thing? Are we really supposed to believe this is beyond your power? It’s been two years!”


Two years of scraping by, of calculating how little witstone we could use, of trying my best to distribute caro nuts equitably. And all the while, grieving the man I’d just come to love, whom I still didn’t know exactly how to forgive. Iloh couldn’t know what it had cost me. I didn’t think he would have cared if he had. “So you think I’m doing this on purpose?”


His lip curled. “Your father often played such games with his governors.”


Before I could stop myself, I was on my feet, my ears ringing, hands lifted to the stormy skies. The rainwater obeyed my commands, sliding in between the cracks of the shutters, coalescing on the floor into larger and larger droplets – until we were surrounded by a moat of water, knee deep. It roiled, tendrils of it lashing out and making the people sitting at the table jump. Iloh’s face paled, his hands curling into fists so tight that his knuckles whitened.


I heard the shuffle of feet behind me and knew I’d unsettled my guards too.


“Don’t think this will frighten me into keeping my silence,” Iloh said, though his lips trembled. “Riya will secede if it doesn’t get what it needs.”


And there it was – the threat I’d been fearing ever since I’d taken the throne. He’d break this Empire apart and sink his own island, all to satisfy his coffers. “Riya will not,” I said. The water surged.


He let out a hollow laugh. “And what will you do to stop me? Murder me?”


Thrana’s nose touched my elbow and that was all it took. I’d worked so hard to differentiate myself from my father, to ensure that my rule would be different. Shiyen would have threatened Iloh with the same fate the man’s mother had met – death by the shard sickness. He would have sent his constructs to watch Iloh’s every move, to loom over those he cared about.


I wasn’t Shiyen. And much as I didn’t want to admit it, I needed Iloh. Carefully, I lowered my hands, directed the water back between the shutters and into the storm outside. There had to be things I could offer him, ways I could make him understand. “I’d like to speak to Iloh alone.” I kept my voice soft as I sank back onto my cushion.


They fled from the room as though I’d shouted.


And then it was just me and Thrana and Iloh, the sound of rain dripping down gutters filtering in from outside. We regarded one another in silence. I could see his pulse quicken at his throat, the way his chest rose and fell rapidly. He was not as at ease as he wished to appear. I’d frightened him. I wasn’t sure whether to feel satisfied or irritated with myself. My father had often let his temper rule him. I couldn’t allow myself to do the same. I’d come here intending to intimidate him only a little, just enough so that he’d take me seriously.


I wouldn’t murder him. I wouldn’t threaten him. I folded my hands in my lap, arranging my skirts. “Witstone is the problem.”


“Yes,” he responded. He let out a soft huff of breath, though it didn’t have the venom behind it that his earlier scoffing did. “Obviously.”


“We still have stores of witstone in the palace. I’ve been holding it in reserve, but if you’re truly that desperate . . .?”


Iloh shifted in his seat and I could see the struggle on his face. He was desperate but didn’t want to admit that he was. “Eminence,” he said finally, “it’s not just my impatience; it is my people’s impatience. Trade has slowed, and with it the flow of goods and money. Luangon was two years ago. We can reopen mining and set quotas. We can be careful.”


“I understand your position. And I am sorry about Pulan; I didn’t—”


He cut a hand through the air, his expression dark. “I don’t wish to speak of it.”


We lapsed back into silence. A soft knock sounded and a servant entered with tea.


“Give me time. We’re close to a solution and I don’t wish to risk any more islands sinking. I’ve brought a small box of witstone with me as a gesture of goodwill, though if we can come to an agreement, I’ll send you more. It’s all I can spare, but I do want to help.” The servant set the teapot between us and left two cups next to it. She bowed and left the room.


“And what am I supposed to do about everyone else? That takes care of Riya for a time, but what about them?”


“This isn’t a matter of life or death.”


“It is for those with bog cough, waiting for caro nut oil.”


I wanted to dash my teacup to the ground in frustration. Someone always had to suffer, no matter what decisions I made. “And you care about every individual on each of these islands?”


He tilted his head and gave a little shrug. “All I’m saying is that it isn’t enough. You dictate the use of our lands and Riya wonders if you truly are doing what’s in our best interests. Give me a reason not to break this Empire, Eminence. By my reckoning, it’s already broken.”


Iloh was an opportunist; he wasn’t a philanthropist. I had to make this his problem, not just mine. And then, as my hand drifted to Thrana’s head to stroke the soft fur behind her ears, I knew what I could offer him. My mind went again to the box, the piece of skin inside, the withering of my dreams. I’d once hoped that when Jovis found his way back to me, we could build a life together. An Emperor and her Captain of the Imperial Guard – not the most advantageous of arrangements, but we could have made it work. I would have found a way to make it work.


I needed to keep this Empire together – at all costs. Even if the cost was to myself. I couldn’t be Jovis, chasing his dead wife across the Endless Sea. There were people who relied on me. I let the grief rise in me, let it pass through me.


At some point, I had to let go. I just hadn’t thought it would be today.


“Be my consort,” I said. “Take a place at my side. Together, we can decide what’s best for Riya. And for everyone else.”


His black eyes widened slightly, his back straightening. Something changed in the way he regarded me and I felt myself being sized up in an entirely different way. I wanted to shrink from his gaze; it was as palpable as the skittering of insect legs against my skin. But I was the one in power here. So I sat still and returned his stare. Iloh was a bit older than me, but that wasn’t unheard of in these sorts of arrangements. And he wasn’t bad to look at. He was no Jovis, with his graceful brow and long-fingered hands. But then, I was no great beauty either. He was the governor of Riya and the leader of a coalition looking to either unseat me or to break up the Empire. I needed him on my side. That was enough.


He gave a slight nod as though deciding I satisficed. “And in return?”


“You help me keep this Empire together. You help me keep the islands united.” I left unsaid the threat we all faced. The Alanga were returning. And beyond that, there’d been skirmishes between citizens and Alanga – fights that bred more distrust. A fractured Empire invited predation, and given everything I’d learned about Dione and Ragan, I would not make the mistake of thinking all Alanga wanted peace.


“We make the announcement soon,” he said briskly. “I’ll keep the other governors in line. If you give me that witstone, I can dole it out, give them something to hang on to as I urge them to wait.”


Now that I’d made the decision, I wished I could take it back. I’d always known, somewhere in the back of my mind, that I’d need to choose a consort or at least to choose an heir.


“Yes,” I said, rising to my feet. “And once you’ve sorted things, you’ll move to the palace. You’ll have to choose a steward you can trust to watch over Riya.”


He rose as well, approached me hesitantly. I did not step away. He smelled of green tea and the hint of smoke. His presence was wholly different than Jovis’s, and it wasn’t just that he was shorter. “I know you’re not making me this offer out of any great love of me.”


I felt the ghost of a smile touch my lips. “Was it the sweeping, romantic proposal that tipped you off?”


He laughed and took my hands. His skin felt papery beneath my palms, his hands thick. I closed my eyes briefly, wishing it was Jovis. Wishing I could feel his lips against my skin one last time. I cut that feeling free, let it drift away with the wind and the rainwater. This was here and now. I could not go back.


I felt the brush of lips against my cheek, the roughness of stubble. His voice sounded in my ear. “If we don’t kill one another, I’ll count our arrangement a success.”


There was a part of me, the larger part, that wanted to pull away from him, to shout, to demand that he obey – that screamed at me not to do this. But Jovis was gone and the Empire needed this, so I merely smiled. “Keep your word, Iloh, that’s all I ask.” He’d broken it once before – although to be fair, I’d broken mine first. “I’ll leave one of my constructs with you – use it to send word to me if there is anything urgent.”


A swift knock at the door and then it opened before either of us could respond. I whirled, annoyed and surprised.


One of Iloh’s guards stood there, a box in her hands. “Eminence,” she said. She held the box stiffly, farther away from her body than seemed comfortable, given its size. “This came for you.” She set the box on the table and stepped away.


If Iloh was to be my consort – and I still wanted to run from the thought – then he would be privy to nearly everything. I went to the box and opened it. It felt as though the floor were dropping out from beneath me, my mind floating behind. Somewhere I was aware of my heart beating in a rising crescendo.


Urame’s severed head was in the box, smelling strongly of brine and rot. The last I’d seen her we’d been saying our goodbyes in her palace study, repair work going on around us as her workers rebuilt broken walls and gates. She’d survived the Battle of Gaelung. And now, two years later, she was dead. I didn’t need to ask who’d killed her. One word was carved into her forehead, the flesh red and gaping as the mouths of baby birds.


Ragan.
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Jovis


In the Endless Sea, south of Riya


I’d always thought that being a ghost would mean haunting all those who’d wronged me. Frightening the man who’d once spat at me as a boy, rearranging the clothes of the teacher at the Navigators’ Academy who’d made me sit in the back of the class. A bit spiteful, perhaps, but I imagined it might make me feel alive, if only for a moment. Instead, I found myself standing at the prow of a ship, fingers tracing the messy scar on my wrist, wishing again that things had played out differently. Lin was alive and I was a ghost. I’d grown a small, short beard to mask my features, and I now had another scar across one cheek. As far as most people knew, Jovis was dead. I felt dead, cut free from a life I could no longer return to. I flattered myself sometimes by thinking how Lin must miss me. But no matter how she felt, I couldn’t deny that I missed her, that I missed the man I’d been then, conflicted but in love, full of hope.


But those were morose and brooding thoughts, better suited to a world-weary hero than to me. The ship in front of us was burning witstone, but so were we. And I’d made sure I had a damned fast ship. You had to, when you were carrying black market goods and raiding Imperial boats. “Ready yourselves,” I called to my crew. “They’ll be armed to the teeth, with plenty of Imperial guards to back them up. It won’t be an easy fight.”


Someone – I wasn’t sure who – let out a brief snort. Everyone began their preparations to board. Archers pulled strings from oilskin packets, fitted them to their bows. Others checked their swords and daggers, tightened the buckles on their armor. I paid them little mind; they’d been through this sort of exercise enough times. Each time I said it wouldn’t be an easy fight, and each time, my Alangan gifts proved that pronouncement wrong. I wasn’t sure if I was making a joke or just hoping that this time I’d be proved right.


The mines might have been shut down, but witstone was a valuable commodity, and valuable commodities were still traded. Which meant they could be stolen and smuggled and sold illegally.


I pulled my steel staff from where it was fastened on my back, feeling the crosshatching of the grip beneath my fingers, drawing my hood over my head. Ready to fight those I’d once protected. I could see the faces of the people on the Imperial ship as they ran back and forth across the deck, could hear the shouts of their captain carried on the wind. The air between the ships seemed filled with white witstone smoke, swirling about the sails like a mist. The smell – like burnt marrow – didn’t make me sick the way it did Mephi, but I now found it extremely unpleasant. It roiled my belly, left me with a faint, lingering queasiness for hours afterward.


My crew fired their first volley at the other ship. I ducked behind the rail as they returned fire. Arrows thunked into the deck and a tremor started in my bones.


The shouting grew louder. The battle waging around us felt like the burgeoning storm cloud above, dark and ominous. One of my crew near me went down, an arrow wedged into her shoulder, her face twisted in pain. I waited until I heard the knock of the ship’s prow against the side of the Imperial ship. And then I sprang to my feet and leapt aboard, a chill wind biting at my cheeks.


I’d raided trading ships before, but this wasn’t a trading ship. It was an Imperial caravel, with all the trappings of Imperial. Uniformed soldiers strode across the deck before me; I saw one leveling her bow at me out of the corner of my eye. I’d once fought Imperial soldiers, had stolen children from their Tithing Festival. And then I’d joined Imperial as the Captain of Guard. Now I’d gone so far round the bend I was back where I’d begun, my feet unsure of the path I’d taken.


The deck rocked gently beneath me. A silence descended on my mind, blocking out thoughts of Lin, of my time with her, of my time on Imperial. I was here, on a ship, and I had witstone to find. That was all that mattered.


I ducked, feeling the buzz of the arrow where my neck had been. And then I lifted my staff to meet the first of the soldiers.


I’d lived so much of my life on the Endless Sea, feeling its motion beneath me, comforting as a mother’s arms rocking me to sleep. I moved with the swell of the waves, using the rolling of the deck to add force to my blows, to slip away from blades that would otherwise find my flesh. I’d not been formally trained before, but I’d trained with some of the Empire’s best fighters in the past two years, not using my Alanga talents and holding back some of my strength.


I’d received a different kind of beating at their hands. But I couldn’t complain too much. Not when the staff now felt like a part of me, an extension of my arm that moved with the same precision as my fingertips. Soldiers fell away as I fought, unable to hold their own against my blows. I felt one sword graze the skin of my back, but the wound healed as I retaliated. They circled me, trying to find openings.


“Don’t make me do this,” I said to them. I nodded to the south. “There’s a small isle that way – if you’re a good swimmer, you can make it. This route is well traveled. Someone will pick you up.”


One of the soldiers gave me an incredulous look. “Don’t make you do what? Die?”


The others laughed.


“Don’t make me hurt you,” I said. “I really don’t want to do this, I promise you.”


But they didn’t listen. They never listen. They rushed in, blades leading the way.


I didn’t fight to kill. The men and women I fought would awake with heads aching or would fall against the mast, bones broken, unable to rise to fight me again. A chance – they’d have a chance. My gaze found the hatch leading into the hold. I made my way toward it, batting away a soldier the way someone might a fly.


“Alanga,” I heard someone behind me mutter. And then someone else shouted the word. I gritted my teeth as I pulled open the hatch and slid down the ladder. There would be a shift in the way they fought against me. More cautious but also more angry. More hateful.


For all that the people of the Empire had once praised me as their hero, I now knew what it felt to be an Alanga who was not the Emperor or a folk hero. These two were acceptable; the rest were treated with unease and distrust. In this case, I really couldn’t blame them. I was attacking their ship.


Footsteps sounded above me. The rest of my crew would be boarding now, engaging with the soldiers still able to fight, giving me time to search for the witstone. Lamps shone dimly from the walls, barely illuminating the floor beneath my feet. The hold in the ship was small, not meant to carry much cargo. Somehow I knew it wouldn’t be so simple, but I turned the place over anyways, feeling like a common thief as I emptied boxes and rifled through crates.


If Lin was sending the witstone to Riya from her personal stores, she would have overseen this operation herself. She knew trading ships were being raided for witstone, so this time she’d chosen an Imperial caravel. But she wouldn’t have counted on that being enough cover. Lin was a woman of layers – a sharp, exacting exterior, a tender heart, a hidden identity she’d not revealed to anyone but me . . .


I was getting distracted. The longer I took, the more Imperial soldiers would die.


I’d once smuggled items in a hidden compartment of my ship. I pried at the floorboards, searching for any that felt a bit loose. But that had been the way I had hidden things. Frustrated, I left the hold, my staff in hand, tapping it against the boards with every step. There was a sparse crews’ quarters. I did a quick search through it and found nothing. Above, someone screamed, the sound running like a shiver down my spine. One of my crew or an Imperial soldier – I couldn’t tell.


Think – I had to think.


As much as Lin tried to distance herself from her father, she was like him in many ways. The same piercing gaze, the same intelligence, the same propensity for keeping secrets. She’d hidden things behind the locked doors of her palace, the locked door of her ship’s cabin, in the locked chest at the foot of her bed.


I tried the other doors and only found one locked.


I whispered an apology to Lin as I threw my shoulder against it and felt the wood creak. The door didn’t budge. I felt a smile touching my lips in spite of myself. She’d had it reinforced. She knew the strength of Alanga and had wanted to plan for all contingencies, it seemed. Trying to ignore the sounds of fighting, I tapped my staff against the wall on either side of the door, listening for a hollow-sounding knock where the wood was thin. And then I swung the steel at the wall.


Wood cracked. I pulled the broken board loose and slipped sideways into the captain’s cabin. It was a small, cramped space, but the bed was broad, taking up nearly half the room. I moved for it, knowing somehow that this was where she’d hidden the witstone.


The faint whiff of jasmine wafted into my nostrils as I lifted the mattress. For a moment, I was struck still.


Come back to me. Lin’s arm around my neck, another around my back, fingers tracing patterns along my spine. I shivered at the remembered feel of it. I’d made her a promise, one I’d never intended to break. I was a person who kept my promises – or at least I’d thought I was.


But a ghost couldn’t keep promises. A ghost could only drift through the world, carried by whispered breaths, by dreams that faded with the morning, by hopes that took too long to die. I didn’t have enough substance to contain promises. And then my gaze was focusing on the space beneath the mattress, the dark hollow, the boxes of witstone that lay beneath. I took in a breath and whistled as loudly as I could. I heard shifting from above.


One of my crew members found me, barely managing to squeeze past the boards the way I had. “They’re better fighters than we are,” she said, breathless. “The Emperor sent her best soldiers with this shipment.”


I considered. “Get some of the others and take the boxes. I’ll handle the soldiers.”


I emerged from below-deck to fighting. A soldier swung a sword at my head as I climbed the ladder, and I lifted my staff to block the blade. I saw the fear in the man’s eyes as he looked upon my scarred cheek, my rough face. “Take a good long look,” I said as I pushed my way onto the deck, annoyed that no one – no one – had taken my earlier advice. They were all still here, awaiting their dooms. “I might get better posters made this time.”


The words barely made their way past my throat. It was a bit too close to revealing who I was. My bones hummed, the power within pressing against my skin, searching for release.


I lifted my free hand and water flowed up and over the sides of the ship, wrapping around ankles, climbing up legs, slowing movements, making people gasp and sputter as it made its way to their mouths. I’d grown in this way over the past two years as well. I couldn’t come close to the destruction that Dione wreaked – not yet – but I could feel my control firming up, my abilities and concentration broadening. It probably helped that I’d had so much opportunity to practice lately.


I shoved the man I was fighting, tossing him like he was merely a fish on a line. He landed with a splash in the water I’d drawn onto the deck, coughing and sputtering. I glanced about, taking a quick count. Six of my crew left fighting above-deck against ten soldiers. Bad odds for them; easy odds for me. The water I’d brought on deck parted before me as I strode toward the fighting. I couldn’t shake the ground, not on a ship, but there was plenty of water to be found in the Endless Sea.


If I wanted to, I could kill the soldiers – one after another, swiftly and efficiently, my magic lending me strength. But that wasn’t what I wanted. I lifted my hand again, concentrated, drew it in a circle. The water around me moved with my thoughts, gathering into a glittering wall that surrounded the fighting, water moving within it in shimmering droplets.


“Put down your weapons,” I called out. “Or I will drown you all.”


I didn’t have to have Lin’s perception to see the fear blossoming on their faces. It swept over them clean as a wave, their hands shaking, their gazes trained on the top of my wall, expecting it to come crashing down at any moment. “The Maelstrom,” someone whispered. “It’s him.”


I could drown them with little tendrils of water, but this was a far more impressive display. They stopped fighting, but no one dropped their weapon. I cast my gaze about and found their commander unconscious on the deck. No one to tell them what they should do. I tried a different tactic. They’d know what they’d been brought aboard to guard. “It’s witstone,” I said. “It’s not a construct army. It’s a good, bought and sold and traded within the Empire. You don’t want to die for that.”


Still, they hesitated.


A bit of truth, sprinkled in. “Lin wouldn’t want you to die for that.”


The soldier nearest me gave me a sharp look and I realized my mistake. Lin, not the Emperor. I’d stopped thinking of her as the Emperor in my mind, her name holding far more meaning to me.


The man was still looking at me, his sword lowered but still in his hand. “Who are you? I know you from somewhere.”


I shook my head. “No. You don’t. Drop your weapons.”


This time, they obeyed, blades clattering as they fell to the deck. I let the seawater retreat, sending it back over the railing, undulating in flowing lines along the wood like serpents. My crew was carrying the boxes onto our ship. I waited until the last one was safely aboard. “I didn’t want to do this,” I told them. “I hope . . .I hope some of you survive.”


They only stared as I backed away, as I retreated onto the deck of my ship. “Get us out of here,” I told my captain. She nodded and called out orders to the crew.


I remained at the rail, one last task to complete. I lifted a hand. The Endless Sea roiled beneath us. All those people on the Imperial ship, people who were only doing what Lin had asked them to. But I couldn’t leave the boat to pursue us. My bones trembled and the water rose between our ships. The crew around me tended to the sails; one readied a chunk of witstone to burn. No one paid me any heed. The wave built, water pushing gently against the other ship, testing its balance. The soldiers ran about, trying to get the sails filled again, trying to flee.


They’d not be able to get away in time. I wished they’d left the ship when I’d told them to. I wished I could stop this. But my will was weak.


It felt as though I watched through someone else’s eyes as the water crashed over their ship, as it heaved at the hull, at the mast, forcing the boat past the tipping point. Wood creaked and cracked, men and women screamed, and above all of it the roaring crash of water against water. Around me, my crew carried about their business, not caring at all for the people who were about to drown.


I was still Jovis and yet – not Jovis. The Maelstrom – that’s what they called me. A name that better suited me now. A wonder that the man on the Imperial caravel had been pricked by recognition at all in spite of my slip. I turned away, not wanting to watch the ship sink into the Endless Sea. The clouds above took that moment to let loose, rain pattering in big droplets across the deck, wind flinging it into my eyes. Blinking, I dashed the droplets away, retreating below-deck for my usual post-raid sulk.


I tried not to think about those men and women dragged into the endless depths.


It took three days of storm-filled sailing to reach the safe house. By the third day, the sky cleared, a rare bit of sunlight glittering across the Endless Sea. We docked mid-morning, the sun strong enough to make me feel a bit of burn at the back of my neck. Uncommon for a wet season day, but not unheard of. My crew brought the boxes of witstone above-deck, stacking them for inspection. There was no Imperial bureaucrat at this short, small pier. There was nothing on this small isle except the safe house.


Kaphra was waiting for me at the end of the dock.


He stood facing the sun, squinting, a tight-lipped smile on his face. The wind off the ocean did its best to ruffle his slicked-back hair, though it succeeded only marginally. Mephi sat next to him.


Two years might not have marked Kaphra in any noticeable way, but Mephi had grown. His head towered over Kaphra’s, horns spiraling and branching twice like some cross between a deer’s antlers and a gazelle’s horns. His brown fur seemed even thicker than it had once been, his front paws like two massive serving plates.


Kaphra held the white-bladed sword to Mephi’s throat. “Ah, Jovis. I see you’ve brought me that witstone. And it’s good to see you in one piece.”


“Kaphra,” I said, nodding my head. There was a tightness in my chest, a sharp-edged feeling urging me forward. I couldn’t stop my feet from moving, even had I wanted to. The gangplank bowed beneath my weight. “I wish I could say the same.”


You will return to me when you have completed this job.


And then I set my foot on the dock and the command shards within me stilled.
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Jovis


In the Endless Sea, north of Imperial


I could convince myself, in those rare moments between, that this was what I wanted – to be out in the Endless Sea with Mephi at my side. Kaphra liked to think of himself as both merciless and merciful, a dichotomy which meant that while he kept me on a tight leash, he also made sure I had time with Mephi. Or maybe it was just that Mephi was persuasively likable. I’d found that out when I’d once tried to set him free into the Endless Sea. I’d only discovered him waiting for me later, ready to continue on at my side. And I hadn’t been able to say “no” to him, much as I’d thought I’d wanted to.


But we were fast approaching Imperial, and all the lies I’d told myself were crumbling. The rain was light this evening, more of a mist than anything. I blinked it from my eyelashes and tossed another scallop at Mephi. It went far too wide, dropping into the ocean beyond the ship’s rail. My hands shook. Mephi’s ears flattened in annoyance as he watched the morsel disappear, but then he looked to me and his brow furrowed.


“It’s this place, isn’t it?”


The last time I’d approached Imperial had been on a ship with Lin. We’d arrived at the docks of the capital then, but the outline of the island, the backdrop of the mountains – it all reminded me of when I’d been free. Oh, I’d still been beholden to the Shardless Few, but I hadn’t been theirs the way I was Kaphra’s. He would make me hurt people again. If I was a hero, as I’d once thought I was, I would walk into the Endless Sea to spare everyone the misery I would visit upon them. I took an experimental step toward the rail, wondering if a command against self-destruction was a thing written into the shards Nisong had placed inside my body.


I took another step. Maybe someone would even rescue me, take me to Lin. Mephi raised one furry eyebrow.


“What are you doing?” Philine’s voice sounded from behind me. I turned to face her, hands clasped behind my back as though I’d been caught with something I shouldn’t have had. She hadn’t changed at all in the intervening years. I still felt if I looked away from her I’d immediately forget what she looked like.


I shrugged. “What do you think I’m doing?”


Damn Philine and her uncanny ability to be right where I never wanted her to be. It was as though her tracking relied on an ability to sniff out hope – a feeling she quickly arrived to snuff out.


She peered at me, her eyes narrowed. She didn’t have the same stare Lin had, that way of peeling back my layers to glimpse the core beneath. Hers dug like the tip of a blade. I endured its sharpness. “You want me to tell you what I think you’re doing.” She glanced behind me at the seaside city. “Most likely something you ought not to be – but isn’t that always the way with you?”


A hand clapped me on the shoulder, startling me. “Time to disembark soon.” Kaphra’s voice at my ear.


I wanted to shrug off his touch but stopped myself. Better to be compliant, easy – it was what I told myself would make it simpler to escape. Someday. But days had stretched into years, and I still hadn’t found a chance. I remembered the darkness of those early days, the constant threats to Mephi’s life. Throwing myself against the commands like a bird beating its broken wings at the bars of a cage. Philine using the white-bladed sword to cut the tattoo from my wrist, careful not to nick any arteries. I’d thought, back then, that I’d seen the glint of pity in her gaze. Only my imagination. Kaphra might like to think himself merciful but the Ioph Carn had no pity to spread among them.


I could see the rooftops of the Navigators’ Academy as we docked at the north-eastern end of Imperial, the green tile nearly blending in with the trees as dusk fell. City denizens had begun to light lanterns; they hung from metal hooks beneath awnings and palm frond-covered alleys, lending an orange glow to the streets. “You still haven’t told me what it is we’re doing here. On Imperial, no less. We couldn’t take a longer break?”


“Better not let you grow idle,” Kaphra tossed back. “Isn’t that one of Ningsu’s proverbs? Something something idleness and rotting brains.”


“Truly a scholar among men,” I said dryly.


He only shook his head in disappointment. “Sarcasm. I believe that’s one of the first signs of rotting brains. Dreadfully sorry. Well, we’ll be docking soon and you can fire up your thinker.”


“What need do I have of that when you do all my thinking for me?” My tone was light, and a part of me hated how easily I’d slipped into our old pattern of banter.


“So morose! Have I not rewarded you handsomely for your time with me?” He gestured to the finely woven clothes I wore, the leather bracers embossed with sea serpents. “The worst thing I’ve done to you is to stop you from returning to the Emperor. And, Jovis, please. You are one man. She doesn’t need you at her side so desperately. You’re making a far bigger difference here with me.” His gaze fell away from me and he studied the harbor before nodding to himself. “Simple enough task,” Kaphra said. “When the sun is fully set, and the harbor is darker, set a wave upon the ships at that pier.” He pointed down the docks. “Capsize them and break their masts.”


The commands settled into my bones. No killing anyone this time, and the relief was a balm to my soul. I glanced over at my ossalen, who had one back foot lifted in the air and was grooming the space between his toes. He’d been cooped up with Kaphra and on this ship for too long. “I want to take Mephi with me.”


Kaphra’s lips pressed together. I still took some small measure of satisfaction from the fact that he had to peer upward to look me in the eye. “It’s too risky.”


“Come on, Kaphra.” I made my tone cajoling, thinking of the times before when I’d been working for the Ioph Carn. We were familiar with one another. He was maybe ten years older than me at most – and looked younger than that – but he’d treated me like a wayward son. One he’d veered wildly from pride to disappointment in, depending on how my latest job had gone. I tried to evoke the fonder times. “What am I going to do? I can’t tell anyone who I truly am. You made sure of that. And there have been other Alanga out and about.” I waited only a moment before sagging my shoulders. “But I understand if you can’t risk it.”


If he were anyone but Kaphra, he might let me go. I could see the answer in his narrowed eyes before he opened his mouth.


“Ah, let him have some time with his beast.” Philine spoke up from the rail, where she was helping one of the other Ioph Carn with the gangplank. “I’ll watch over them if you like. Make sure this job gets done.”


A spike of surprise ran through me, and I knew I wasn’t doing a good job of hiding it. Philine? She was a constant, silent presence – and she certainly never stuck her neck out for anyone. Least of all me. She never could stand me, even when we’d both been working for Kaphra of our own free wills.


Kaphra let out a sigh, as though we were two children begging their father for gifts he could barely afford. “Fine. Go.”


“Thank you,” I said, and I meant it. I hated that I couldn’t stay angry, couldn’t loathe him as much as I wanted to. But a reprieve was a reprieve. The sun hadn’t set yet, and that gave me a little time to wander, to feel as though I were free again.


I knew this city almost as well as I knew myself. Mephi hadn’t been among people other than the Ioph Carn for two years. He jaunted at my side, drawing dark and angry looks. I felt the stares following me, whispering at the back of my neck like spiderwebs. I was accustomed to such looks, back when I’d been the first half-Poyer to attend the Navigators’ Academy. But never since I’d become Jovis, the folk hero. Somewhere a little behind me was Philine, an invisible entity, as she always was. She slipped through the streets like a breeze.


No wonder Kaphra could allow me a longer leash. Everyone thought Jovis was dead, and people weren’t exactly fond of Alanga in general. Who would listen to me if I asked for help? Two years, and he’d been having me steal witstone from the Empire and from its citizens. But witstone wasn’t the only part of his plans. I’d overheard more than one hushed conversation with his lieutenants. I’d always known him to be simply greedy, but something had changed in him after he’d taken control of me. The power I gave him had made him more than greedy; it had made him hungry. I could see it in the haunted look in his eye, the hard-edged determination. Kaphra now wanted something more than just money.


And I was helping him to get it. I just wasn’t sure how this task fit in. What would destroying a few boats accomplish?


I stopped at a street stall to buy a few cakes filled with lotus paste. I tossed one to Mephi, who swallowed it so quickly I wasn’t sure he’d even had the chance to taste it. Another one I proffered to Philine.


She regarded me suspiciously.


“Do you think I’ve poisoned it? When would I have had the time to do that?”


“Now I know you’ve poisoned it.”


I sighed and made as though to toss it into the gutters. She seized my wrist and pried the cake from my grasp, though she gave me a nasty look as she did so.


“You should learn to relax,” I said as I bit into mine. The taste brought back memories of my time at the Navigators’ Academy, of my time at the palace and Imperial City. I was so close. I’d promised Lin I’d return to her and she was a day’s travel away, down a road that wended through the forest. I knew the way. At the same time, I was so far away. Two years, and it felt like a lifetime’s worth of distance. I was peering through the glass at something I could never again touch. There was so much I needed to tell her. She needed to know about the brief alliance between Kaphra, Ragan and Nisong – the one that had been my downfall. She needed to know that Kaphra was up to something, that he wanted to remake this Empire in his own vision.


And I just desperately wanted her to know that I was alive. Endless Sea, I missed her. I missed the jasmine smell of her hair, the softness of her lips – a memory I couldn’t seem to relive with a satisfactory amount of clarity – and even the stubborn set of her jaw.


Around me, men and women went about their evenings, cleaning up pots, dumping old washwater onto the street, taking refuse out. I knew, intellectually, that the world was falling apart. Witstone was scarce, bog cough was prevalent, the Shardless Few threatened war and tensions between Alanga and the citizens were rising. Yet clothes still needed to be mended, children still needed to be fed, and people still found the time and money to have a drink or two or three. Live in a crisis long enough and it just becomes normal.


Philine finished the cake and wiped the crumbs from her hands. “You seem to be enjoying your time in the city. Didn’t know brooding was one of your pastimes.”


I rubbed a finger at the spot where I’d furrowed my brow, cracking one eye open at her from beneath my palm. “Why did you volunteer to watch me and Mephi? You didn’t need to.”


“A horse kept in a stall all day doesn’t ride well. Don’t make the mistake of thinking I care.”


I snorted. “I would never insult you in that way.”


I might have imagined it, given the dim light of the lamps and the fading sunlight, but I thought a corner of her lip twitched upward.


Mephi rested his chin on my shoulder, the weight of his head like a barrel. “More?”


I scratched the wispy beard that had grown at his chin. “Not today, sorry.”


And then the last orange of the sunset melted into the blue of night. The compulsion to complete the task Kaphra had given me tugged at the spot within my chest. Best take care of that. I wove through the streets back the way I’d come, doing my best to give a wide berth to suspicious citizens. “I don’t suppose you can tell me why Kaphra wants me to destroy some ships?” I said beneath my breath.


As I’d suspected, Philine somehow heard me. “It’s not my place to say.”


I turned to face her, and for the first time seemed to catch her off guard. She nearly ran into me but stopped herself in time. “Endless Sea, when will it ever be your place? What are you biding your time for? Or are you actually content as you are?”


The glint of some long-buried want flashed in her gaze. Her brows lowered. “I—”


Music sprang up from the other side of the street, and my gaze whipped to the sound. A man was playing a stringed instrument, a tune I unfortunately knew. He cleared his throat and sang in a sweet and reedy voice.




They fought the constructs, they set Gaelung free,


The Emperor Lin and her consort-to-be.


He held her in a warm embrace


When the sun did finally show its face





More stanzas had been added to the original song, it sounded like, and was I her . . .consort-to-be in this version? I’d thought we’d been subtle about the growing attraction between us, but it seemed people could take the whispers of rumors and turn them into lyrics. I wanted to keep moving, to stay on task, but the blasted man kept singing and fool that I was – I kept listening. There was yet another stanza about clothes falling to the floor, clasped bodies, in which it sounded as though I’d performed quite admirably.


Night had fallen, yet my cheeks felt as hot as if they were baking in the sun of a dry season day.


Mephi sat on his haunches and put one big paw on my chest. He peered into my face, whiskers tickling my temple. “Are you all right? Your face is very red.” He sniffed me, as though he could determine what ailment I was suffering by my scent. Endless Sea, was I blushing? We’d kissed in private. We’d been in private. And we certainly hadn’t gotten to more vigorous activities. Not that I hadn’t wanted to. Not that I still didn’t want to. Not that I didn’t think about it each time I laid in bed.


Yet there was a song that included our hypothetical coitus.


For the first time since I’d ever known her, Philine cackled. “Oh, he’s very not all right. People suffering from his affliction have been known to do things like dig holes to bury themselves in, or to walk into the sea.”


Mephi redoubled his attentions, his cold nose jamming into my eye socket. “Please don’t do either of those things.”


I pushed him away. “I’m fine.” It seemed that Lin and I hadn’t been as subtle as we’d thought we had. Too many moments alone in rooms together, too many servants and guards all watching. Whoever had written the song had written us as though we were to be married. I’d not asked to be her consort, nor had she asked me to be hers. We’d kissed twice.


Well, when she’d said being in a relationship with her would mean extra scrutiny, I hadn’t considered this. The song continued on to my supposed death, to Lin’s grief.


“It’s just a song,” I choked out. “People make a lot of stuff up in those. Lin didn’t—”


Lin. Not the Emperor.


Philine gave me a very knowing look. “Well, seems as if Kaphra saved you after all. Emperors don’t marry their Captains of the Imperial Guard. You’d have always been a side piece, pining for her sole attentions.”


“I was never a side piece,” I snarled. I stalked away, Philine’s giggles following in my wake. Time to get this job done and to get back on the ship so I could put this whole incident behind me. At the docks, I veered into the forest, Mephi and Philine on my heels, and crept closer to the pier Kaphra had indicated.


I studied the ships, figuring out the best angle to bring the wave in from so it wouldn’t damage other boats. Mephi’s whiskers tickled my ear. “Are we doing a good?”


“We really don’t do much good, not these days,” I said. “I don’t know why we’re doing this.”


Only one man remained on the pier, unloading the last of his catch. I waited until he’d taken his handcart and strolled all the way to shore, softly humming to himself. And then I let the trembling fill my bones and opened my consciousness to the water around me. I could feel the depth of the harbor, like a bowl I dipped invisible fingers into, my awareness trailing the bottom. It was easier to work with the natural flows of water, building a section of wave up from a wave that was already forming, directing it higher, faster.


Boats crashed together, tipping, one of them ripping into the pier, cracking the wood to splinters as it capsized. Then only silence and bubbling as the ships sank beneath the surface. It took a moment for anyone to react, and then there were footsteps, loud, angry voices, cries of dismay.


A group of cityfolk gathered at the docks, muttering among themselves, watching as the wrecked ships slipped into the harbor. Most of what they were saying I couldn’t make out, though I could gather the gist. I’d destroyed the livelihood of several fishermen and they were not happy about it.


But I had other things to occupy my attention. Philine hovered at my back.


“We’re done here,” she said. “Let’s go.”


“We can’t stay even a little longer?” I watched, only paying half attention, as a woman in the mob gestured angrily toward the city while others nodded. Voices rose, a noisy hum in the back of my mind. “Let me have a meal in the city, a little reminder of freedom?”


“Mephi draws too much attention already.” I could hear the slightest bit of give in her voice.


I pressed, trying to buy time to think, to plan. “Just let me stay here a moment before we go back.”


Philine sighed, but didn’t say anything more.


My mind churned as the mob made its way into the city. Kaphra hadn’t commanded me to return. Had one of the commands inside me been marked so that I could not cause harm to any of Kaphra’s Ioph Carn? Or had he only ensured I would not harm him? My hand tightened around my steel staff. I heard Mephi sniffing a tree behind me as Philine shifted from foot to foot. She was an excellent fighter, perhaps better than I was. But I had Mephi and my Alanga powers at my beck and call. It had to be now, so I could buy myself enough time before Kaphra came after me. Sweat slicked my palm. If I got this wrong, I’d be punished for it.


As soon as I turned to try and attack her, I felt a rumbling.


I froze, panic spiking my heartbeat. In a flash I was back on Deerhead Island, the sun hot against the back of my neck, the air filled with dust and screams. I reached instinctively for the tree next to me to steady myself and then jerked away, fearful that it might fall on me. I couldn’t think past the wild beating of my heart. It thundered in my ears, the panic making my vision dim.


Philine touched my shoulder. “Jovis. Jovis? It’s over. It’s not sinking.”


Mephi pushed his horns beneath my hands, steadying me.


She was right. The ground had stopped moving but I thought I could still feel it sliding beneath my feet. Dizziness washed over me as I sucked in a breath; my vision cleared. I’d stopped breathing. No wait – I’d been breathing, just too quickly. I took in another deep breath. This wasn’t how I died. Not sinking, not crushed by a falling tree, not down, down into the depths of the Endless Sea. Philine had once spoken of her hope of my death by her hand, one last witticism on my lips, and that felt comforting in comparison. I finally calmed my heart enough to speak. “Look at that. You do care,” I said.


This close I could see her eyes narrowed in disgust, her hand drawing away as though she’d been touching a refuse pile.


Someone screamed from the edge of the city.


“Jovis,” Mephi said, his ears flicking back and forth. “It’s not a quake. Not a natural one.”


Alanga.


When I focused my attention that way I could hear the angry shouts, could see the mob milling around a focal point. “Philine,” I said, my voice sounding far and away, “why did Kaphra want me to destroy the ships?”


Her sigh seemed to echo from the trunks of trees. “It can’t hurt now, I suppose. Kaphra has you, and you give him power. He doesn’t like being competed with.”


The Alanga being picked off one by one . . .not by some mysterious other faction. By Kaphra. His reach was far and wide; someone powerful on nearly every island owed him something. He liked having others in debt to him. And he relished in calling in favors, especially when those favors were difficult to procure. How easy it would have been for him to send word to his associates, his debtors: kill any Alanga you hear of. Most Alanga were still so new to their powers – it wouldn’t have always been hard. Kaphra didn’t like to get his own hands dirty when he didn’t have to.


The quakes, the angry mob, the ships – they all fell together in my mind. Why send in your most prized possession to assassinate some pesky Alanga when you could just have angry citizens do it for you? Just as with the witstone, the fewer Alanga out and about in the Empire, the more power Kaphra held in his grasp.


Someone was there in the city, and I’d framed them for something they didn’t do.


It felt as though someone were physically tearing me in two, a burning, ripping sensation at my core. Lin needed me. I could help her hold this Empire together. Yet I’d committed a wrong here – one only I could right. Somewhere in that city was a frightened Alanga, surrounded by angry, shouting mortals, trying to keep them at bay with the only power they had.


Mephi had told me I was the person who helped, but he’d never said what I should do when more than one person needed my help.


I might have a chance here to escape. I’d made a promise to Lin. Tried never to break my word.


Yet I found myself climbing onto Mephi’s back, pointing him in the direction of the city. “Hey!” Philine called after me. I didn’t look back to see if she chased me. We emerged from the forest and ran for the crowd at the edge of the city streets. I chided myself even as we moved forward. Was it vanity that made me interfere? Was I so convinced I was the one who could make a difference? Even as I mocked myself I knew the core of it: I was doing this because no one else was.


And someone needed to.


We pushed our way through the crowd. I used my staff to prod people back who sprang for me. More than one carried a knife and more than one stone was lobbed at my head. But I was quick and ducked out of the way. The crowd was more than just hostile; they were bubbling with violence, a pot threatening to boil over. I found not one, but two men standing with their backs to the wall of a drinking hall, surrounded by various items that had been tossed at them: stones, dead fish, rotten vegetables, refuse, a few blades. Brothers, by the look of them, and though one had a beard and the other did not, their faces were mirror images of one another. Twins.


“Stay back!” one of them shouted, his foot lifted. Two black ossalen wound about their knees, making worried chirruping noises in the backs of their throats.


“There’s a reason all the Alanga were once driven from the Empire!” someone shouted from the crowd.


I swung down from Mephi’s back, my staff held tight in one hand. “These men did not destroy your boats,” I called out. “They can’t even move water at this phase.”


For a moment, the crowd quieted, gazes focused on Mephi’s bulk, my practiced stance. “Then who did? You?” shouted a man in front of me. He might have looked soft if only he’d smiled, his stature short and his belly rounded. But he held a broom in his hands, gripping it so tightly that his knuckles whitened. It wasn’t really possible to stab a person with a broom handle, but this man looked as though he were willing to try.


All thoughts in my mind stuttered to a halt as I regarded the man. What was I supposed to tell them? That it had been me? I had no desire to fight a mob of powerless citizens who were only angry that some of their livelihoods had been destroyed. “Ragan,” I said, and then stopped.


Everyone waited.


“There was an Alanga at the Battle of Gaelung who fought against the Emperor.”


The silence broke and I could feel them slipping from my grasp as though I were an actor who’d tripped on stage.


“What, and you want us to believe you were there?”


“Who are you anyways?”


“You’re just as bad as the rest of them.”


A stone came flying from the darkness, striking me on the forehead. I heard the blow before I felt it. And then a sharp bite of pain before the wound began to close. A few warm drops of blood slipped into my eyebrow.


I caught the eye of the man in front of me. He’d gone still, his grip on the broom handle going slack. I couldn’t hear his voice above the roar of the mob, but I saw his mouth move. I know you.


Years ago, a bumbling merchant, asking if I could take not just one child to hide from the Tithing Festival, but two. They were best friends, after all. Age had changed the lines of his face, though they’d changed mine too.


“Jovis,” he said, and that word cut through the crowd. “You’re . . .dead?”


I moved my mouth, unsure of what words to form, unsure of what would cause the shard in my chest to burn in warning. I’d been commanded not to reveal who I was, but did the command still hold if someone else revealed my identity first? I tried out a half-hearted shrug and was rewarded with only a pinprick of heat.


The mood in the crowd shifted.


“This man is a hero,” the merchant said. “He saved my daughter and her friend from the Tithing Festival years ago.” I’d been paid, but he didn’t mention that. “He fought against the construct army at Gaelung. If he says it was not these two men, then I believe him.”


How deeply can a person feel self-loathing? I wanted to walk into the Endless Sea, to bury myself in loose kelp and to wedge my feet into the sand. I wasn’t a hero anymore. I’d been doing Kaphra’s bidding, acquiescing without a fight, lulling him into complacence so I might have an opportunity to escape. And in the meantime, I’d hurt people who hadn’t deserved it. I’d killed people.


“Wait.” My voice was weak. I waved at the two men behind me, hoping they took my meaning and that they’d flee. I hoped they’d go to Imperial City – Lin would help them; I knew she would. And then I waved at the crowd, who were now closing in around me.


“The Ioph Carn killed you,” a woman said, reaching for me. “That’s what we were told.”


“Jovis, things have been so terrible—”


“—we need your help—”


“There’s no more witstone and so few caro nuts—”


Always so many people reaching, wanting, needing. Once, I’d not cared to be their hero. Now I wished I could be. Mephi’s cold nose nudged my ear and I knew he wanted us both to do good. But we had to get away, before—


“Come here.” Kaphra’s voice cut through the din. I moved toward him without a second thought, my legs stiff, horror wriggling in my belly. I fought the command in the way I’d done when he’d first tested his commands on me – trying to press my will against the shard in my chest, to break it, to force it out of me. It was like trying to move a stone with my breath.


“When will you leave things alone that are not your business?” he said to me when I arrived at his side.


I swept an arm over the crowd. “This is my business! You made it my business when you forced me to sink those ships.”


I could feel the confusion from the people around me, their uncertain expressions. I knew how strange this all must look to them – they didn’t recognize Kaphra, but they thought they recognized me. They expected me to save them, to start righting all the wrongs made against them – because that’s what heroes in the stories did.


Maybe I’d been a hero once, briefly. Now I was just trying to survive.


Kaphra held my gaze for a moment more before turning to the crowd. People in the windows above peered out from between shutters. “You think you can trust any of the Alanga?”


No. Not this. Better to be thought of as dead. Mephi whimpered, sensing what was coming.


“Jovis,” Kaphra said, “destroy this city.”
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Lin


Imperial Island


Urame’s death sent ripples throughout the Empire, the arrival of her head followed by a flurry of letters – from other island governors fearing the same fate, from various factions on Gaelung, jostling for power, from captains of Imperial trading vessels, fearing how this might affect the flow of goods beyond the already tight stores of witstone. I burned her head in the palace gardens, knowing she didn’t have family who would wish for its return, but unsure whether she had friends who would wish to lay a sprig of juniper across the pyre.


It would be so easy to let this Empire fall to pieces, to turn inward, to let all the islands do as they wished when it came to witstone mining. To worry only for myself and those I cared about. But I also knew that governors would make decisions their citizens would have to live with. And the Shardless Few? There were possibly individuals in that group that still believed in their founding principles, who still believed in a Council. But Dione was their leader, and they cleaved to him first. Did he care about the citizens? He’d once helped us save Gaelung from the constructs, but after that he’d retreated, making it clear we were enemies once more. I would hold these fraying threads together even if it tore me apart.


And then there were the reports of a riot in a city on Imperial, where the Navigators’ Academy was. Ikanuy had hesitantly and gently told me that people there had said they’d seen Jovis. For a moment, my heart had soared, not knowing how it could be true but not caring. But Ikanuy had described what the Alanga man had done. Instead of helping anyone or defusing the riot, he’d destroyed some of the city. It couldn’t have been him. Some other Alanga, then.


Still, I wished I’d not been away at Riya. I wished I could have gone there as soon as I’d had word, to see if I could find this man for myself. Whoever he was, he was long gone by now.


I studied the translucent edge of the white-bladed sword, tapping the blade with a fingernail. Thrana’s ears flicked back toward me, her gaze fixed on the courtyard outside my bedroom window. “Looking at it won’t change its properties,” she said, her voice a rumble. The floorboards creaked beneath her feet – each large as a dinner plate – as she shifted. She’d been the size of a pony when I’d ridden her into battle at Gaelung. Now she was the size of a horse.


I picked it up, feeling the weight of it, the bindings of the hilt pressing indentations into my palm. “I know. But I can’t help but feel I’m missing something important.” I flipped through the pages of Dione’s journal, the paper brittle beneath my fingertips. He’d spoken of the swords’ creation, of how Ylan, the first Emperor, had betrayed him, intending to use the swords to kill the Alanga.


In the past two years, I’d done everything I could to smooth the relationship between Imperial and the cloudtree monasteries, including allowing a monk out to see the tree my father had maintained. In turn, they’d haltingly, cautiously, told me a little of what some of the restricted texts in the monasteries said – the books from before the Alanga purge. The Alanga and their descendants had lived among the denizens of the Empire, but as a different class of people. The original Alanga were powerful, and bestowed favors on their descendants, some of whom had some small measure of magic. They used this favor and their magic to set themselves apart, to build fortunes, leaving everyone else behind. The ruins of the beautiful cities I’d seen, the mural in Imperial Palace – all built by the hands of ordinary citizens.


They called them Alanga ruins, but in truth, they were not. The Alanga had only lived there.


I better understood Ylan’s anger at Dione now, his desperation in deceiving him. But the swords still didn’t quite make sense to me. According to Dione’s journal, Ylan had created seven swords. But even if there had been seven of them, how could the Sukais possibly have hunted down each and every Alanga? Each Alangan descendant? It would have taken decades and even then, some would have slipped between grasping fingers. There were always gaps.


A knock sounded, the door opening before I was ready. I seized the sword, sliding it and the scabbard into the gap between my desk drawers and the floor. My heartbeat sped up. Dione. Was he here already?


Thrana, as though sensing my mood, spoke up. “It’s not him. No one’s come through the front gates just yet.”


A servant had peeked her head through the door, black eyes large and wet as a doe’s. “Apologies, Eminence. Phalue is here to see you.”


I couldn’t get my heartbeat to calm again. In spite of Ragan, in spite of Iloh, the greatest threat to my Empire was the Shardless Few. Their army had grown in the past years, and who built an army who wasn’t intent on conquest? But Dione had agreed to meet me – that had to mean something. There was still a chance we could avert an all-out war, I was sure of it. “You must be new,” I said, my voice a trifle sharp. “Or you’d know better than to walk in unannounced on an Emperor. Do not open the door until you hear a response.”


She bowed her head, contrite.


“Send her in,” I said.


Phalue’s broad shoulders took up nearly the breadth of the doorway. “Eminence,” she said as she entered. There was something ponderous and loud about the way she moved into the bedroom, like a draft horse fitted with a plow. The leather armor probably didn’t help. It always surprised me how quickly she moved during our sparring lessons, how vast the difference was between her political self and her fighting self. One certainly seemed to fit her much better than the other.


She left the door open behind her.


“It’s time I return to Nephilanu.”


That was Phalue, never bothering with polite pleasantries, never attempting to gauge the mood or inclinations of the people she spoke with. I found it refreshing, especially after people like Iloh.


“Are we done with our lessons, then?” I felt competent with the blade now, though I was no master.


Phalue shook her head. “You’ll have to find someone else to continue training you. You’re not a bad student, Eminence, but there have been too many interruptions. And I have a wife and daughter at home.”


I studied her face and saw fear in the tightened corners of her mouth, the pensive look in her eye. “You’re worried the Shardless Few will attack. We’ve come to an understanding – I’ve left Khalute alone and he’s not attacked the Empire.”


“Khalute isn’t far from Nephilanu,” Phalue said. “And during the wet season it’s strategically important. Dione . . .threatened us with as much.”


“And hasn’t followed through,” I pointed out. “He’s agreed to meet me. He helped us at Gaelung. It’s been a long time.”


“Yes,” Phalue said. She let the silence hang. Perhaps she wasn’t so uncomfortable with politics as I’d thought.


I liked having Phalue here in the palace – someone who’d been there at Gaelung, someone who treated me like a peer, at least when we were sparring. She’d started to feel like a friend. But then I thought of Jovis and how I would have done anything to find myself reunited with him. “I won’t keep you. If you intend to return home, then by all means pack your things and return. I understand why you’d want to be there.” I rose from my desk and inclined my head. “It’s been an honor to be trained by you, Sai.”


She grimaced a little and then put out her hand.


Bemused, I took it. She pulled me in. For the barest moment I thought she was attacking me, and my shoulders tensed. But she drew me into a quick hug, the way I’d seen soldiers do – right hands clasped, left hands patting one another’s backs. My left hand hung pointlessly by my side as she patted my back and drew away. “I can’t support the Empire,” she said, her voice low, “but you as an individual – you’re not like your father. I know what it’s like to be different from your parents. Don’t let anyone tell you you’re not.”


She cleared her throat and abruptly left, leaving the scent of cured leather in her wake. Something swelled within me, crowding out the loneliness. Not all the governors hated me, it seemed.


“He’s here.” Thrana’s deep voice reverberated from the shutters. “He’s brought others with him. Five of them in total.”


Dione. The last time I’d seen him, he’d said we would always be enemies. I’d done my best to prove myself different from my forebears, to counteract my father’s anti-Alanga propaganda. Perhaps it had finally been enough. I had to hope it was enough – otherwise why would he have agreed to come?


I’d instructed my soldiers to take them to the questioning room when they arrived. I didn’t bother with the Imperial headdress – it wouldn’t make the Shardless Few feel any more favorable toward me, and Dione especially had reason to hate the sight of it. I’d dressed simply in a black dress with curling black embroidery on the sleeves. The collar was stitched with gold phoenixes; several keys lay against my chest, subtle reminders of my lofty station.


I took one last deep breath, gestured to Thrana and we went to meet the Shardless Few. Two Imperial guards fell in behind me after I locked my bedroom door. I found the doe-eyed servant girl on my way to the questioning room. “Fetch some tea,” I told her. “And for Empire’s sake – wait for a response this time after knocking.”


I didn’t make them wait. Dione had taken the far end of the table, his five Shardless Few arrayed on either side of him. He looked exactly as I’d remembered, hair graying, beard neatly trimmed, the lines in his face no more deep than when I’d seen him last. A scar ran over his left eye, the eye itself milky and sightless. His remaining eye glowered at me. I sat opposite him, my back to the door, while Thrana curled into the corner. The Shardless Few woman in that corner could likely feel Thrana’s breath on the back of her neck. Her darting eyes and stiff posture told me that, yes, she could. The other four were calm as the Endless Sea during a windless day. They might have tried to keep their expressions neutral, but I could see the contempt simmering beneath – the slight wrinkle of a nose, the tap of an impatient finger, the tilt of a head. I didn’t know what Dione had been telling his people about me.


I could feel my spine stiffening, my body leaning into one of the defensive postures Phalue had shown me. I’d seen what Dione could do when he unleashed his power. Even now, sitting across from him at this table, in my palace, a trickle of awe flowed into my chest, mingling with the fear. This man had been the greatest of the Alanga. He’d survived the purge, had identified what made people angry, had built a movement around it. And now he stood at the head of an army. It was hard not to respect that. I felt like a child next to him. I was a child next to him.


Whatever truce we’d formed was tentative. I had to be careful here if I wanted to keep it. I’d sent my soldiers to Gaelung to stabilize the island and prevent infighting over the gap left by Urame’s death without an heir. Ikanuy was researching the bloodlines, trying to find a distant relative who would be a suitable replacement. It had to be someone blood-related to stave off further argument.


If Dione chose to break our truce, I’d have barely enough time to recall those soldiers, to send them south.


“I trust you had a pleasant trip,” I said.


“Pleasant by the standards of a wet season. Which meant we spent the voyage drenched and rolled about in the cabin like pebbles in a jar.” Dione studied me and I knew he was considering my expression, the outfit I’d chosen, the golden stitching at the collar. He knew how to play this game as well as I did. “But we did not suffer any sea serpent attacks. Or Ioph Carn attacks.”


Did he know about my dwindling supply of witstone? “Yes, well, I’ve heard Kaphra has an Alanga in his employ now. The Maelstrom, he calls himself. I’d hate to think of the destruction that might have followed had you clashed with the man.”


I was rewarded with a twitch of his lips, though I had trouble interpreting what it meant. Was he surprised by this information, or just surprised that I’d kept abreast of the rumors? “A wet season, Ioph Carn attacks, the brutal assassination of Urame . . .I suppose we must be glad there are no constructs.”


The day was dimmed by rain and burgeoning clouds; could he see the pulse pounding at my throat? I’d been experimenting with Thrana’s shards, deep in the cavern where my father’s replica still lay asleep. He couldn’t know about that. No one did except Thrana.


“Yes, we should be grateful.”


His posture relaxed and he sighed. “Can we speak alone for a moment?”


“Thrana stays,” I said. But I waved away my guards as the Shardless Few rose and filtered out of the room. We both knew there were things we had to speak about that our subordinates should not hear. I preferred this to the veiled sparring.


The door shut and I felt Dione studying me again. I waited him out. He wanted to speak alone? Then he could be the one to speak first.


“You didn’t kill the monk at the battle,” Dione said. “Ragan. I heard he carved his name into Urame’s head. That will set your efforts back.”


I wasn’t sure if he meant my efforts to keep the Empire together or my efforts to dispel my father’s anti-Alanga propaganda. I chose to think he meant the latter. I closed my eyes for a moment and shook my head, letting him see how tired I was. Vulnerability could still be a weapon. “Old prejudices die hard. I cannot set up situations in which all Alanga can save citizens from impending armies or rescue their children. I’m afraid Jovis and I are seen as exceptions. I’ve heard more than one person mutter that we should do what Ylan did and hunt down the Alanga altogether.” It was talk I did my best to quash, but how could I stamp it out without being like my father?


Dione tapped a finger against the table. “That doesn’t serve either of us.”


The feel of the room shifted from a tense silence into a companionable one. This, at least, we could agree on. Neither of us wanted the Alanga slaughtered. It wasn’t in either of our interests. I wanted to ask him, to plead – was I still his enemy? Could we not work together? But I held the words in.


His lips pressed together, his focus on his fingers on the tabletop. “You shouldn’t have let him live.”


“I didn’t think he deserved to die.”


Dione’s eyes narrowed, his gaze flicking to Thrana and then back to me. “And yet before this he spent all this time wreaking no havoc, leaving the governors alone. Tell me, did you ever find the body of the construct leader?”


We hadn’t. “What does that have to do with anything?” I tried to make my tone light, confused, guileless. But I heard my words and found them laced with suspicion.


He knew.


“What you did to Ragan is an abomination. You should have killed him.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Now look what you’ve done in your ignorance. Ragan and that construct will come for you – don’t think they won’t. But they’ll go after others as well. You gave them the keys. Ossalen bones and commands.”


I’d only brushed against the implications in my thoughts, too occupied with keeping the governors from seceding, keeping the islands from sinking, trying to understand the secrets of the past. Secrets he could have told me, had he wished. I’d hoped Ragan had paid for someone to kill Urame, that he’d just briefly found some way around the command I’d placed inside him. But Dione’s question sparked new possibilities in my mind. Of course. We’d not found Nisong’s body, though that didn’t necessarily mean anything when the battlefield was as chaotic as the one at Gaelung, and so many bodies rendered unrecognizable. But if she and I were similar in any way, she would not have given up.


She’d set her sights on Imperial. She’d gone after Ragan. She’d removed his shard. And now she knew that ossalen shards could be used on Alanga.


“And what was I supposed to do? I showed him mercy. How was I to know what would happen, or even what I was doing? It’s not as though anyone told me.”


A slight grimace crossed Dione’s lips before his expression flattened. “I would not teach a Sukai.”


“Then you’ve only yourself to blame if you’re angry.” For a moment, we only glared at one another. I wondered if he felt the same tremor in his bones as I did, the raw power waiting to be seized and unleashed. “It’s happened before, hasn’t it?” He said nothing, and that was answer enough. I’d been trying to figure out how the swords could have been used to kill so many Alanga. Here was another puzzle piece, though I wasn’t quite sure how it fit. “What else happened before the Alanga purge? What happened during it?”


He rose and went to the window, staring out into the cloudy night sky, his hands clasped before him. A light rain was falling, dripping from the eaves.


I shifted in my chair to face his back. “Why won’t you tell me? I want for us to live peaceably with the citizens of the Empire. I don’t want to repeat the past. How can we do that if we do not know what it was?”


“Because there are so many who would seek to repeat it. They wouldn’t see the past as a warning, but as a lesson.”


A knock sounded. “Come in.” A servant entered, carrying a steaming teapot and a stack of cups. He placed the tray onto the table, bowed and retreated. Not the servant I’d sent to the kitchens, and later than I’d expected. I’d have to tell Ikanuy to have a word with the new girl.


The door closed behind him and I slammed a hand on the table, frustrated. “So you would prefer we stumble through the dark with only you to guide us, shepherding us like sheep who can’t see the cliff’s edge. Tell me what happened. I’m not my father, nor Ylan – haven’t I done enough to prove that to you? Can’t we work together?”


“You are the antithesis of everything that the Shardless Few have worked for.” Dione didn’t look at me, his gaze still fixed outside the window. He shifted, his hands fluttering and then settling by his sides.


“And you’re not? You’re just as powerful as I am. Don’t pretend you care about their Council. You’re using them; you’ve been using them from the very beginning.” I could see the shape of his plans – depose me, remove the governors, remove the power structures of the current regime. But what would he put in its place? He’d betrayed the Alanga so long ago, had been the cause of their demise. “You think you can control them this time around, don’t you?”


“You don’t know what I want.”


The tremor inside my bones subsided, the tingle of realization running up my throat. He was still facing away from me. Not just to keep me from reading his expression. If he wasn’t here to tell me what he wanted, to lay out his demands, then he was here for different reasons.


Pieces began to slide together. The flutter of his hands – not a nervous fluttering. A signal. He’d asked to speak to me alone; I’d not been the one to initiate that. And the servant girl, the new one, who’d walked in on me with the sword. How long had she been working here in the palace? How long had she been snooping around for? How long had she been working for the Shardless Few?


I jolted out of my seat and went to the door.


“Eminence,” Dione said from behind me. The word resonated against my feeling of wrongness, that sour note growing louder. He would never call me that, not unless he was striving to get my attention.


His Shardless Few entourage looked up at me as I stormed into the hallway.


Four of them. Not five.


“There was another of you.” The words slipped past numbed lips. Thrana pushed her way through the open door to my side, sensing that something amiss.


“She went to relieve herself, Eminence,” said one of the men. But the lamps were brightly lit and I caught the pounding of his pulse at his neck. Dione hadn’t come here to make peace with me; he’d come here to steal from me.


The sword.


I turned to find Jovis, to tell him to apprehend Dione while I went after the sword. I caught myself halfway through that arc. He was dead. Huan, my new Captain of the Imperial Guard, was competent, but she wasn’t Jovis. I wavered, unsure of which to prioritize. Dione had come all this way, had set up a meeting, had infiltrated my palace – all for the sword.


“Huan!” I called to the guard. “Apprehend these men and women. No one leaves the palace gates!”


And then I ran toward my rooms, Thrana thundering beside me. The door was shut and locked and I fumbled the key to open it. The room was dark, the lamps unlit. I went to the desk and felt beneath it with trembling hands. The space was empty, the sword gone.


“Lin. The balcony.” Thrana’s voice sounded in the darkness, her shoulder brushing against mine. I looked.


A woman stood there, oilskin cloak about her shoulders, frozen as though caught by my gaze. The Shardless Few woman. The one missing from Dione’s entourage. She tore herself away from my stare, leaping up and seizing the edge of the roof.


I darted for her feet, shoving past the half-opened door to the balcony. But she was as quick as I was, clambering onto the roof with the agility of a monkey. Thrana was there in a heartbeat and I clambered to her shoulder, seizing the gutter and pulling myself up after the woman. I wasn’t dressed for this, my dress draping all the way to my ankles. It had been some time since I’d stolen away on rooftops. My limbs seemed to remember, moving with a swiftness augmented by my Alanga magic. Tiles clicked beneath my feet as I chased the woman across the palace rooftops.


The palace was large, but there was only so much space atop it. I swerved to the side, herding her toward a corner. I knew there were no balconies beneath that corner, no place she could climb down to without hurting herself. She’d be trapped.


The woman took one swift look back at me, and then sped up. I watched, a little mystified, as she reached the edge of the roof. And jumped.
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