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The peacefulness of nature is an illusion. A trick played on untrained eyes.


—Ashlyn Malgrave
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BERSHAD


Realm of Terra, the Soul Sea


After the goatfuck at Floodhaven, Bershad, Ashlyn, and Felgor sailed north to Papyria.


A good sailor with decent wind could have made the journey inside of a fortnight, but their wind was shit and the weather was all sharp rain and heaving gusts that blasted their sails to tatters. After twenty-seven days at sea, they’d barely made it to the Broken Peninsula, which was a stretch of small, rocky islands that marked the halfway point between Almira and Papyria.


But on the twenty-eighth day, the skies cleared and they finally started making good progress. For the first time in almost a moon’s turn, it seemed like luck was tipping over to their side of things.


Everyone on the ship relaxed. Bershad sat with Ashlyn at the stern of the frigate, watching the sky above, where a thinning line of dragons winged eastward. Blackjacks. Needle-Throated Verduns. Thundertails. Red Skulls. Greezels. There were even a few Gray-Winged Nomads, soaring at a much higher altitude than the other breeds. These were the final stragglers of the Great Migration. There was a victory in watching them and knowing they’d find a safe place on the far side of the Soul Sea. A place that he and Ashlyn had created for them.


So there Bershad was—basking in his achievements, sipping rice wine, and thinking about breakfast—when five Red Skulls broke off from the swarm and hurtled toward their ship in a hunting formation.


“Oh, shit.”


Bershad leapt up from his spot by Ashlyn’s side and started tearing through the gear on deck, looking for a weapon. The dragons encircled their lonesome ship, screeching aggressively and snapping their jaws in hungry anticipation.


“I need a spear.”


“None aboard,” growled the ship’s captain, Jaku. He and his crew had rescued Bershad and Ashlyn from the battle of Floodhaven. He waved at the pile of fishing tack. “Best I got is one o’ them orca harpoons over there.”


All around him, the crew was cursing in Papyrian and cranking their crossbows.


“Forget the crossbows, they’ll just piss the bastards off,” Bershad growled, sifting through the gear. He picked up a harpoon with shit balance, but a point that was sharp enough to cut glass.


“You going to kill five Red Skulls by yourself, Almiran?” Jaku asked.


“No,” Bershad said. “Not by myself.”


He turned to Ashlyn. She was already unwinding the dragon thread on her wrist. In the back of his head, there was an idiot-brained warden telling him to rush her belowdecks before the dragons attacked, but Ashlyn had toasted two armies with that scrap of Ghost Moth spinal tissue. She was going to be the main factor in their survival, not him.


“Silas and I will deal with the dragons,” she said. “Everyone else get belowdecks.”


The Papyrian sailors didn’t need to be asked twice. Even Jaku retreated down the hatch without a fuss. But Felgor, Hayden, and the rest of the Papyrian widows remained on deck. They were sworn to protect Ashlyn from any danger, dragons included.


“You can’t help,” Ashlyn said to Hayden. “But you can hurt by being in the way. Go.”


Hayden’s body tensed with uncertainty, but widows were nothing if not pragmatic, and Ashlyn had spoken the truth. Hayden gave a curt nod, then followed the sailors below, taking her sisters with her.


Felgor shrugged. “Well, fuck me if I’m gonna stick around trying to look brave when even the widows have run for shelter.” He scrambled over to the hatch. “Try not to die!”


Bershad scanned the sky. The Red Skulls were increasing speed and drawing closer with each rotation around the ship. It was a hunting pattern unique to their breed, and it always preceded the same behavior.


“Two of them are going to break off and attack together from opposite sides,” Bershad said.


“I know,” Ashlyn responded. “Which side do you want?”


“Whichever one comes with the smaller dragon, witch queen,” Bershad said.


“Don’t call me that,” Ashlyn said, then ripped her hand down the length of the thread, sparking a crackle of lightning that she cupped in her hand as if it was a perfectly sized river stone she was preparing to throw at an easy target.


Bershad took the final scrapings of Gods Moss that remained from Floodhaven and ate them. His stomach turned hot, and a familiar, unnatural strength coursed through his muscles.


Two of the dragons careened from the gyre. Both females. Both enormous.


“Perfect,” Bershad muttered, moving starboard. Ashlyn went in the opposite direction, raising her lightning-wreathed fist.


Bershad lined up with his Red Skull. She was twice the size of the one he’d killed outside of Argel—massive wingspan heaving, tail lashing through the air. Eyes burning down and focused on him. He focused right back. Gripped the harpoon tight. Waited until she was about a hundred strides away.


“Now!” he yelled.


Bershad threw the harpoon. Ashlyn threw her lightning. His spear connected but he couldn’t tell exactly where. The dragon whooshed over his head in a blur of scales and a rush of wind. He heard a high screech and a thundering snap, then something hard bashed him in the back of the head, knocking him face-first into the deck and turning his vision white.


The fall broke his jaw and nose. His skull was cracked, too, judging from the searing pain. But there was enough Gods Moss in his system to repair the injuries. He popped his jaw back into position with a hard jerk before the bone healed crooked. His vision began to return, so he struggled to his feet. Ashlyn was standing. Unharmed. Looking around. The mast of the ship was sheared off at the middle and both dragons were in the water. The one that Bershad harpooned had a blooming cloud of red water around her head. Ashlyn’s was belly-up and floating like a dead fish.


“Huh.” Bershad dabbed at his skull wound, which was almost gone. “That went well.”


“Sure. If you subtract the broken mast and the fact that those three are still circling.” Ashlyn pointed at the dragons with a smoking finger. They all lilted to the left in unison, their crimson skulls flashing in the bright afternoon sun.


“They’re about to attack,” Ashlyn said.


“Yeah.”


Bershad grabbed another harpoon from the wreckage of the deck. There wasn’t anything to do but hope they got lucky a second time.


The problem with Red Skulls was that they were just as smart as they were vicious. They saw what happened to their fellow huntresses and switched up the pattern—breaking in three different directions, each one approaching with as much distance between themselves as possible.


“This isn’t good,” Bershad said, trying to decide when and where to throw his spear.


“Just try to get one of them,” Ashlyn said, ripping her hand down the thread to create another crackling charge. “I can bifurcate the lightning and get the other two. Maybe.”


“Maybe?”


“It’s theoretically possible, I just need to manipulate the balance and . . . wait . . . fuck!” The hiss and snap went quiet.


“Ashlyn?” Bershad turned around. There was smoke around her arm, but nothing else. Ashlyn ripped her hand down the cord again, sparks spitting and flying, but she couldn’t seem to summon more lightning.


Bershad looked back at the closest dragon, cutting through the sky toward them. After all the intentional dragon encounters he’d survived, getting killed in a random lizard attack at sea seemed about right. Bershad just wished Ashlyn wasn’t coming down the river with him.


The closest Red Skull dropped her claws. Opened her horrifying mouth.


Bershad moved closer to Ashlyn. Took her hand. “I love you, Ashe. Always have.”


A shadow fell. Something slammed the Red Skull into the sea.


It took Bershad a moment to register the smoke-colored hide and hulking creature for what it was: an enormous Gray-Winged Nomad.


The Nomad roared—loud and booming—then tore the dragon apart in her claws, blasting a spray of blood and organs across the waves. Her wingspan was so long that she made the Red Skull look like a stunted swamp lizard. The two remaining Red Skulls pulled up from their attack and scattered, their aggression replaced with rabbits’ terror.


Bershad kept his harpoon raised, thinking the Nomad might attack the ship next. But she ignored them, and instead scooped the front half of the divided Red Skull into her claws and carried it to the nearest island, which was only a few hundred strides away. Then she buried her snout deep and came up chewing. Maw covered in gore. Ashlyn watched, too. Enthralled and silent. The others came up from belowdecks while the Nomad was enjoying her kill.


“What happened?” Felgor asked.


Bershad shrugged. “The Nomad killed the Red Skull.”


“What, that dragon owe you a favor or something?” Felgor asked.


“Don’t think it works that way.”


They all watched the dragon eat. When she’d had her fill, the Nomad turned back to their ship for a moment—glowing blue eyes sharp and aware. Then she raised her wings and snapped into the air with a few quick beats—salt water and blood dripping off her smoke-colored belly. Once she was a few hundred strides up, the dragon caught an ocean thermal and rode it in a wide gyre until she was a coin in the sky, shifting in and out of sight between the clouds.


“That is the biggest fucking dragon I have ever seen,” Jaku said, shielding his eyes from the sun.


“Yeah,” Bershad said, watching her. She was the largest he’d seen, too. And Bershad had seen more than most. Their ship meandered northeast in the sea’s current. The Nomad’s gyre followed their movement. “And it looks like she’s planning on sticking around awhile.”


“Um, what’re you gonna do about that?” Felgor asked.


“Long as she stays up there, not a fucking thing,” Bershad said.


“I’m less worried about the dragon and more worried about how we’re going to get moving again,” Ashlyn said.


“Aye, that’ll be an issue,” Jaku said, pointing at the broken mast. “Gonna need to cut ourselves a replacement.”


Ashlyn pointed to the island where the Nomad had eaten the Red Skull. Along with the dragon carcass, it was pocked with tall cedar trees. “There.”


“Aye,” Jaku agreed, then called to his men. “Looks like we got some carpentry in our future, boys. Get the saws out of storage.”
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For eleven days, they sailed north through the Broken Peninsula.


The weather had remained clear, but their journey was still slowed by the time it took to replace the mast, and—now that the skies were devoid of storms and dragons—the new and constant threat of being discovered by Linkon Pommol’s navy.


Three times, they’d spotted a Papyrian frigate—now flying Linkon’s turtle banner—patrolling the Almiran coastline. As far as they knew, Linkon Pommol believed Ashlyn was dead, and was simply flexing the strength of his navy to ensure the small lords of the Atlas Coast behaved. But they couldn’t risk a confrontation, so they’d been forced to sail into the chaotic interior of the Broken Peninsula for cover. The peninsula was all tiny islands and surging currents that threatened to beach them on sharpened shoals. Every time they went inland for cover, they got lost in the mess of islands and it took days to get back out to the open sea.


The Nomad had circled them the entire time. Never landed. Never strayed course.


“Doesn’t it need to rest at some point?” Felgor asked, squinting up at the gray dragon.


“I’ve told you before, that dragon is a she, not an it,” Ashlyn said from her spot on the stern, where she was sketching the dragon using a piece of charcoal and a scrap of storm-ruined sail. “And Nomads have the longest range of any dragon in Terra. They can remain airborne for a moon’s turn before exhausting themselves.”


“Doesn’t it, uh, she get hungry though?” Felgor asked.


“Not soon,” Bershad said. “She ate half that Red Skull.”


Bershad couldn’t explain it, but he could feel her full belly, somehow. A pressure that hung in the sky, but was tied to his guts, too.


“So, you’re saying it’s normal to have a dragon follow you all the way across the Broken Peninsula nonstop like a street urchin tracking a sausage cart and hoping for scraps?” Felgor asked.


Ashlyn stopped drawing. Rolled her bare shoulders in small circles, which caught the attention of a few Papyrian sailors. The battle at Floodhaven had left a jagged series of blue scars on her skin that started on her right wrist and ran up the flesh of her arm and across her chest, mapping her veins with sawtooth lines.


“No. It’s unusual,” she said.


Bershad looked up at the dragon, too. Raised a hand to shield his eyes from the sun. She was riding the western wind—wings fully expanded, the webbing aglow in the midday sun.


“Normal events are in short supply these days,” he said.


Truth was, the Nomad’s relentless focus on them wasn’t the strangest thing about her, it was the fact that he didn’t feel the bone tremor that usually came with a proximity to dragons. Instead, there was a gentle pull that was twisted up in both their pulses. The connection was intimate and tight—he could feel a surge in his balance and bloodstream anytime she rose or dipped, lilted closer or farther away.


Bershad didn’t understand it. But he was used to things happening to him that didn’t make any sense. He’d learned to ignore the deeper implications.


“Unusual or not, she is screwing with our fishing,” Captain Jaku said, locking the ship’s wheel into place with a worn loop of leather and coming over. “Generally, we’d be pulling marlin and tuna outta these waters easier than a heron pulling frogs from a clear pond. But that Nomad’s spooking everything with gills for leagues. This rate, it’s gonna be hardtack all the way home.”


“How much longer’s that gonna take?” Felgor said, scratching his ear. “Because those biscuits are detrimental to the normal routine of a man’s bowels. My last proper shit is a distant memory at this point.”


Jaku spat over the gunwale. “We keep getting the turtle lord’s ships pulling on our ass hairs and sending us into the Shattered Shithole, it’ll be a month, best case.”


“A month,” Felgor muttered. “By Aeternita, I may never shit again. You know, it’s not healthy getting all backed up like this. I knew I guy back in Burz-al-dun who stole a massive crate of persimmons off the docks, then proceeded to eat them for damn near every meal until they were gone. Afterward, he went three weeks without a shit and wound up—”


“Gods, Felgor. I will get you a fucking fish if you just stop talking,” Bershad said. He looked up at the dragon. She’d scare away the fish during the day—even the creatures that lived beneath the waves knew to watch the skies of Terra—but under the cover of darkness, things would be different. “I’ll do it tonight.”
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“Has a dragon ever followed you like this before?” Ashlyn asked when they were in the privacy of their own cabin.


“Well, I missed my pass on a Blackjack a few summers ago and got chased through about fifteen leagues of swamp before the thing lost interest. Had to wait until his blood calmed down the next day before I could settle things.”


“Don’t be cute. I’m not talking about a dragonslaying gone wrong.”


Bershad sighed. “No,” he admitted. “It’s new.”


Ashlyn chewed on that for a moment.


“The way your body heals. That dragon overhead. There has to be an explanation for it all.”


“Sure. I’m a fucking demon.”


“Very funny. Osyrus Ward didn’t say anything about dragons following you?”


He shook his head. “No. But that crazy old man was pretty light on specifics.”


After they’d escaped Floodhaven, Bershad had told Ashlyn about Osyrus Ward and the dungeon amputations he’d endured. But he hadn’t told her what Osyrus Ward had said: that the strength in his blood would eventually kill him. And he didn’t plan to. He was used to death sentences. Throwing another one across his shoulders didn’t move him much.


“What are you holding on to, Silas?”


She was studying him with her careful, scrutinizing eyes.


“Nothing.”


“Liar.”


He shrugged. Knew he was keeping the secret because of stupid, stubborn instinct, but he also knew Ashlyn. If he told her he was doomed, she’d go chasing after answers, no matter where they took her. He didn’t care if a dragon was following him, so long as she stayed in the sky above, which he had a feeling she’d do. He wanted whatever time he had left to be quiet and peaceful. Lived out on some empty Papyrian island where nobody could bother them. So little of his life had been like that. A week. A month. A year. He didn’t care how much time he got, so long as he shared it with Ashlyn.


“You know I’ll figure it out eventually,” Ashlyn added when he stayed silent.


“Maybe. Or maybe some things are truly unknowable, witch queen.”


“Stop calling me that.”


“Make me.”


Ashlyn scoffed. “Very well.”


She crossed the cabin and grabbed him by throat and jaw. Then slowly pushed him down onto his knees.
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After Ashlyn had fallen asleep, Bershad slipped out of the tiny cot in their cabin and climbed above deck. Took a few moments to breathe in the salty night air. He nodded at the only sailor on duty, who had tucked himself as deep as possible into the little pilot’s nook, and was clutching his crossbow as if it was a long-lost lover.


Bershad considered reminding him that shooting that crossbow at the Nomad was about as useful as attacking a fully armored warden with a toothpick, but resisted. These days, comfort was hard to find, even if it was a false one.


He dug through the equipment on deck until he found a deep-sea fishing line and a large silver hook. Cut the line with a knife, baited the hook with the freshest herring he could find—which wasn’t very fresh at all—and headed for the stern.


Bershad cast the line into the sea, letting the ship’s wake do most of the work for him. Their escape from Floodhaven had been filled with long periods of downtime—waiting in a hidden cove or behind a rocky island for ships to pass—but he hadn’t spent any of it truly alone. He was either with Ashlyn in their cabin, killing dragons, or on the deck listening to Felgor prattle on while everyone watched the Nomad from the corner of their eyes.


He took some time to savor the solitude. The events of the last year swam through his mind. Crossing the Razorback Mountains. Losing Rowan and Alfonso in Taggarstan. Killing the emperor of Balaria. The horrific torture he’d endured under the hands and hatchets of that crazy bastard, Osyrus Ward.


Getting back to Floodhaven. Seeing the things Ashlyn had done to survive.


A low blanket of fog covered the stars and prevented Bershad from seeing the Nomad. But he knew she was there. He could feel her.


An hour or so later, the fishing line jerked hard in Bershad’s fingers.


He wrapped the line around his forearm with a quick loop, straining to stop himself from being pulled into the sea. Then he started hauling whatever he’d caught toward the boat. The line dug deep into his flesh with each yank, but the pain felt good in a way. Focused him on the task at hand. When you were battling a huge fish that could pull you into the water at any moment, there wasn’t much room to worry about cursed blood, clingy dragons, lost kingdoms, or magical threads. Bershad liked that.


After ten minutes of fighting the fish, Bershad hauled up a red-finned tuna the size of a pony. The fish’s panicked pulse thrummed against his fingertips with a manic sensitivity. He drew the knife from his belt and killed it with a quick stab to the brain.


The smell of fish and blood filled his nostrils—the scents far sharper than they should have been. A feral urge compelled Bershad to crouch over the fish, cut a swath of raw, bleeding meat from its flank, and take a juicy bite that was full of briny tang.


Bershad ate his fill, propelled by instinct and hunger. When he was done, he wiped some of the blood from his mouth. Looked down at the massive fish. There was plenty of meat left for the crew, and more than enough to unlock Felgor’s clogged bowels. But the dragon hadn’t eaten anything since the Red Skull, which was weeks ago. Bershad didn’t know why she was following him, but he knew that he was responsible. He looked over his shoulder. The lone sailor was still huddled in his cabin and hadn’t noticed the tuna.


Bershad yanked the hook free and slid the fish back into the water.


Nothing happened for a while. The tuna stayed afloat, scales shimmering as it lolled in the ship’s wake. Just as Bershad was starting to think he’d wasted a perfectly good fish, a smoky flash careened through the fog line and snatched the tuna from the water. Ascended back into the fog a moment later.


Bershad felt the Nomad swallow the head in one bite, then the rest. The same briny flesh that sat in his stomach sat in hers, too. He nodded, then headed back up the ship.


“Heard a ruckus,” the sailor said. “You hook anything?”


“Yeah. But it got away.”


Belowdecks, Bershad dug up a jar of Crimson Tower moss and wiped it across the cuts in his palm and forearm from the fishing line, then wrapped it all with clean bandages. The wounds would be gone by morning. Then he crawled back underneath the scratchy sheets. Pressed up against the warmth of Ashlyn’s body. Tried to focus on her smell and her heartbeat. But he could still feel the dragon above.


Bershad went to sleep thinking that maybe they’d finally seen the last of Linkon Pommol’s ships, and with the Great Migration complete, they could enjoy clear skies and peaceful days the rest of the way to Papyria.


He was wrong on both counts.
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JOLAN


Almira, Dainwood Province


Jolan saw the vultures an hour after dawn.


He’d been foraging in the southern warrens of the Dainwood for two moon turns. Almost all of the dragons of Almira had flown across the Soul Sea for the Great Migration, so he’d taken full advantage of the clear skies and forest to explore every cramped ravine and secret cave. His backpack was bulging with valuable and rare ingredients—six vials of Kelarium mudfish scales, seven jars of Iondril root tendrils, three Daintree fox livers, two pounds of glowing solarium caps, five pounds each of Spartania and Crimson Tower moss. All of that alone was enough to start his own apothecary, if he hadn’t been expelled from the Alchemist Order. But it paled in comparison to his true haul.


Two pounds of Gods Moss, harvested from the roots of a gnarled tree deep inside an ancient warren. He’d tried to find other trees like it to harvest more, but in all his spelunking and exploration, this was the only one he’d encountered.


The Gods Moss was worth thousands of gold coins. If Jolan wanted, he could ride to Floodhaven, sell it off to a merchant magnate, and then live for the rest of his life off the profits. But Jolan wasn’t interested in a lazy life of luxury and riches. He planned to rent a cottage somewhere near Glenlock and start running careful experiments on the Gods Moss until he discovered the secret of what he’d seen that morning in Otter Rock last spring. The secret of the Flawless Bershad.


But first, he had to trek out of the wilderness.


It had been two rough moon turns filled with hard work, and Jolan was looking forward to returning to civilization. He was walking along a shallow stream—daydreaming about spending a small portion of his earnings on a long bath, several big mugs of rain ale, and a feather bed—when the vultures caught his eye.


There were at least a score of them, all circling a clearing in the forest about half a league to the north. Part of Jolan wanted to press on—vultures weren’t a sign of peaceful events—but after watching them for a while, he decided to check it out. If there was a wounded animal, he might be able to use the poor thing as his first Gods Moss test subject. The Alchemist Order always stressed that experiments should begin with small insects and move upward in size from there, but he was willing to jump ahead if an injured rabbit or deer crossed his path.


Jolan reached the edge of the clearing, stifled a gasp, then dropped to the ground and ducked underneath some ferns.


There were three wardens. All wearing masks and full armor, and carrying weapons. The biggest of the men was sitting on a tree stump, leaning against a greatsword that was nearly as tall as Jolan. The others were crowded around him. But the living men weren’t the most alarming aspect of the scene.


It was the ten dead ones at their feet.


Jolan took a moment to let his heart rate slow down. When it refused, he began to slowly crawl backward. If he could just return to that stream unnoticed, he could follow it to Glenlock without a problem.


Something metallic clicked behind him.


“Whaddawe got here?” someone asked. He had a thick Dainwood accent. “A hiding turtle?”


Jolan didn’t move. Or speak.


“Whoever you are, you’re gonna have a crossbow bolt through your skull if you don’t speak up soon.”


“I’m just a boy,” Jolan said, raising his hands off the ground a little, doing his best to appear harmless.


There was a silence. Then boots tromping through grass. A shadow fell on Jolan’s face. He looked up to find a fourth warden with a crossbow pointed at his face. Jolan nearly threw up.


“A boy, is it?”


“Y-yes.”


“Well, get up, then.”


Jolan did as he was told. On instinct, he turned away from the crossbow, as if that would make the weapon disappear.


“Cross the clearing. Over to the others.”


Jolan started walking, unable to get the image of a crossbow bolt going through his brain out of his mind.


“Look what I found crawling around in the ferns!” the warden called to his comrades. They all looked over. Now that Jolan was closer, he could see that all of them were wearing jaguar masks.


That made them wardens of the Dainwood.


“Another turtle?” asked the tallest of the wardens. His jaguar mask was painted blood red except for a black line down the middle. He stood up from the stump, but leaned on his sword as if it was a crutch.


“Nah, just some kid.”


“Huh. Come closer.”


When Jolan was within five paces of the wardens, the big man put up a hand.


“That’s far enough.” He glared at Jolan. “Who are you?”


“I . . . um.” Jolan’s palms were coated in sweat. His mouth was dry. “Um.”


“Um is not a name, boy. Spit it out.”


“Jo-Jolan,” he managed.


The man pointed a meaty finger at Jolan’s backpack. “What’re you carrying, Jolan?”


“Supplies.”


“What kind of supplies?”


“Healing ingredients, mostly.”


The warden who’d found him stepped forward. His jaguar mask was blue and white, but he pulled it off, revealing a narrow face with a huge chin. “Healing. Like cock rot and such? ’Cause I got a nasty situation brewing down south.”


He jerked his belt a few times, which made the two war hatchets he carried rattle.


“Well,” Jolan said, thinking, “my Cedar Finger and Spartania moss should take care of it if I mix it with—”


“Forget your cock rot for a second, Willem,” the red-masked man interrupted. Then he raised his arm and shifted his body so that Jolan could see a broken arrow protruding from a seam in his armor along the rib cage. “Can you remove this bastard without sending me down the river?”


When he’d been an apprentice, Jolan had only seen Master Morgan do one arrow extraction. A hunting accident. And the truth was he hadn’t been able to see the procedure very well with all the blood and thrashing limbs that were involved. But judging from the wardens’ stern faces and closely clutched weapons, refusing wasn’t an available option.


“I can try.”


While Jolan disinfected his pincer-tongs in boiling river water, he wondered to himself how many injured killers he was going to run into in the middle of the woods during his life. At this rate, the number was going to be significant.


The red-masked warden—whose name he learned was Cumberland—had removed his armor and shirt while Jolan got everything ready. The man was in his forties, with wild, black hair full of tangles and silver rings. Cumberland reminded Jolan of the Flawless Bershad, except this man wasn’t quite as tall as the legendary dragonslayer.


Jolan checked the tongs. “Almost ready,” he said.


Cumberland gave a weary nod, then picked up a stick and moved to put it in his mouth.


“You won’t need that,” Jolan said.


“You ever had an arrow pulled out of you, boy?”


“No, but after I put this in the wound, I could saw off three ribs and cut out your stomach, and you wouldn’t feel a thing.” Jolan produced a glass vial full of blue, viscous liquid.


“Is it safe?” Cumberland asked, frowning.


“Everyone always asks that,” Jolan said. “Fighting in a battle isn’t safe, but you did that anyway.”


“Fair point. But I need an answer all the same.”


The tonic was a new variation of the same numbing agent Jolan had given to Garret before removing the dragontooth in his arm last spring. It was derived from the poison-dart frogs of the Dainwood, but Jolan had reduced it with the liver and heart of a massive, warren-grown koi fish, which would make the numbness last far longer. That was good, because the arrow had broken two of Cumberland’s ribs on the way into his body. This wouldn’t be a quick extraction.


“It’s safe,” Jolan said. “May I begin?”


Cumberland grumbled, but eventually nodded.


An hour later, Jolan had extracted the shaft, the arrowhead, and three splintered arrowhead fragments. Then he’d closed the wound with seven perfect stitches, packed it with Spartania moss, and bandaged the whole thing with silk.


Jolan had considered using some of his Gods Moss, but he was afraid one of the wardens might know what it was—and how much it was worth—in which case they would most definitely steal it. Probably kill him while they were at it.


Jolan didn’t know much about people. But he knew better than to trust valuable commodities with men who made their living ending lives.


Cumberland examined the work. “Not bad. Last arrow I caught took some drunken butcher half the night to pry out. Knee still aches every time it rains, too. Which is every fucking day in the Dainwood.”


“This one will heal fully,” Jolan said, packing up the last of his materials. He swallowed, then said, “That’ll be three gold pieces.”


Cumberland looked up from his ribs. “Is that a fact?”


“That’s just the value of the ingredients that I used,” Jolan said. “My labor is free.”


“Oh, and to what do we owe this generous discount?”


Jolan kept his body straight and refused to break eye contact. “I know who you are. The Daintree Jaguars are fearsome and vicious and they pay little heed to the laws of the wider world. So I will settle for breakeven, but no less. I do not work for free.”


Not anymore, anyway.


Cumberland glanced at his comrades, who’d been drinking and playing dice around a fire while Jolan worked. “You got some balls on you, boy.”


Jolan shrugged. “I need to make a living in this world. Same as you.”


“Hm.” Cumberland considered that. “Well, we seem to be fresh out of spare gold pieces, seeing as there’s a war on and all.”


“War? What war?”


“You been living in a cave all summer, boy?”


“Yes.”


Cumberland cocked his head. “Well, you missed a lot. Cedar Wallace laid siege to Floodhaven like the warmonger that he is. And if the stories are to be believed, Ashlyn responded by incinerating his entire fucking army with some kind of demoncraft, but got herself killed in the process.”


Jolan frowned. “If Ashlyn is dead, who rules Almira?”


“That’s a matter that’s up for debate.” Cumberland kicked one of the dead men with a boot. He was wearing a mask carved in the shape of a turtle. “But this bastard’s liege lord has got the bulk of it.”


“Linkon Pommol?” Jolan said.


“Yup.”


Jolan looked between the men. For the time being, they didn’t seem eager to kill him. And he clearly needed to catch up on current events if he was going to find safe haven in Almira to work on the Gods Moss.


“Why is the Jaguar Army fighting a war against Linkon Pommol?”


“Because Linkon Pommol is an asshole,” said Willem, laughing.


Cumberland laughed, too. But then his face got serious.


“You know who we are. And you know that we’re dangerous. But what else do you know about the jaguars, boy?”


“I know you used to be Bershad’s men. And you never changed masks, even when you served Elden Grealor.”


“Do you know why?”


Jolan shrugged.


“Men of the Dainwood go their own way,” said one of the wardens. He was the only one who hadn’t taken his mask off yet. It was painted green and yellow. His body was wiry and lean—a stark contrast to the other wardens, who were all built like bulls.


“Always,” Willem murmured. His face turned serious. Everyone else nodded.


“After things went bad for Lord Silas in Glenlock Canyon, we didn’t have much choice but to put up with Elden Grealor,” Cumberland continued. “A bunch of good men got the bars for their part in that mess, and Hertzog Malgrave was just itching for an excuse to snuff the last of us jaguars out by way of blue tattoos. So, we behaved. But seeing as the whole of Almira’s lost its fucking mind, we figured it was about time to write our own fate for a stretch.”


“And Linkon Pommol ain’t crossing the Gorgon and sticking his prick in the Dainwood while I’ve got warm blood in my veins,” Willem added. “Bastard’ll cut more Daintrees down than the Grealors did.”


“Who’s in charge, though?” Jolan asked. “I mean, who commands your army?”


“Carlyle Llayawin,” Cumberland said. “He’s a high-warden who served Ashlyn Malgrave up in Floodhaven and somehow survived that mess, along with some of his men. Now he’s the head o’ the Jaguar Army. And now that we’ve dealt with these bastards”—he motioned to the dead turtle wardens—“we’re heading back to Umbrik’s Glade to rendezvous with him.” Cumberland gave Jolan a clap on the shoulder. “And you’re coming with us.”


Jolan hesitated. “Um, I was heading to Glenlock.”


“You were,” Cumberland agreed, as if he’d helped Jolan make his travel plans personally. “But Timult was the only warden we had with a passing familiarity with healing arts, and that’s him over there.”


He pointed to the headless body of a warden about twenty strides away.


“Speaking of, you found his head and given him the shell, Willem?”


“Yeah, yeah. He’ll get to the sea. No problem, boss.”


Cumberland nodded. “Even if Timult wasn’t heading down the river as we speak, if he’d been running the show, all this with my ribs would have involved a far larger portion of screaming and cursing. You got a treasure trove in that pack and head of yours, boy. I aim to keep both nearby for the foreseeable future. There’s a lot more injury-prone work to be done before this deal with Linkon Pommol is finished.”


Jolan looked at Cumberland’s stern face, then the other wardens. They’d all stopped dicing and were now glaring at him. Jolan became very aware of the rather large number of weapons these men carried among them.


“I suppose my travel plans could be somewhat flexible.”


“Good!” Cumberland said, as if he’d given Jolan a choice. “Quick introductions, then. You already know the cock-rot-ridden Willem. The one to his right with the frying pan for a face is Sten.”


“I take offense to that,” Sten said. Although once Jolan took a look at the man’s round, pock-scarred face, the comparison made pretty good sense.


“Uh-huh.” Cumberland continued, “Last one’s Oromir. Take off your fucking mask, will you, Oro?”


The warden in question had been staring up at the sky, watching a hawk. But he jerked to attention at Cumberland’s bark. He pulled off his mask.


Oromir couldn’t have been older than sixteen. He had black hair and sharp features. Pale blue eyes. “I like my mask.”


“That’s ’cause you’ve only had it for two moons,” Sten said. “Wait’ll the thing’s got a decade of sweat and blood soaked into it. You’ll pull the bitch off soon as the fighting’s done.”


Oromir shrugged. “It’s good to meet you, Jolan.”


Cumberland gave a nod. “All right, we all know each other, then. Great. Loot the bodies. Fill every mouth with a seashell. Then we move. Need to get to Umbrik’s Glade in four days.”


“What’s the rush?” Willem asked. “If Linkon Pommol’s navy got toasted by dragons like that traveling merchant told us the other day, the skinny king can’t have much fight left in him.”


“The merchant didn’t say it was dragons,” Oromir said. “He said it was flying ships made from dragon bones and gray metal.”


“Well, that’s obviously impossible. But some stray dragons from the Great Migration deciding a navy didn’t need to exist so much? I can see that happening. I mean, this is Almira. Our dragons can tell when a navy belongs to a bastard.”


“Only morons believe the stories of traveling merchants,” Cumberland said. “Their lies are just grease meant to open and then empty purses. Till my eyes prove otherwise, there aren’t any flying ships, Linkon Pommol’s fleet is strangling the coast, and we got a damn war to win. Now let’s move out.”


Jolan started packing up his supplies, then noticed that Willem was standing over him. He scratched his crotch once. Gave a sheepish look. “Little help before we get to walking?”


“Oh, right.” Jolan reached into his pack to get a salve. “Drop your pants. Let’s get a look at that cock rot.”
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BERSHAD


Realm of Terra, the Soul Sea


“So, you promised me a fish,” Felgor said, holding a piece of hardtack in one hand. He tapped it unhappily with a finger. “You were all confident and dismissive, which is the way you always get when there’s something to do that everyone thinks is impossible, like kill a dragon or regrow your own foot. But here we are, the next morning, and there is no fish for Felgor.”


“I never promised anything.”


“You did though. It was an implied guarantee.”


Bershad gave Ashlyn a look.


“There was a bit of an implication,” she admitted.


“Thanks for the loyalty, Queen.”


“Blind loyalty hurts everyone, dragonslayer.”


“I could give a shit about loyalty,” Felgor said. “I want a fish! At this rate, we’ll sail across the whole of the Soul Sea and I won’t have dropped a single bowel movement. It’s extremely uncomfortable to go this long without—”


“Quiet,” Jaku hissed. “We got bigger problems than your shit schedule.”


He pointed south. There were three of Linkon Pommol’s war frigates hauling their way up the coast with full sails and dropped oars.


“Black skies,” Hayden cursed. “Not again.”


The captain started barking orders to his crew, who flew into a frenzy of activity—climbing up masts and dropping sails, tying lines, and cranking shafts. Jaku adjusted their course with a grim look.


And Felgor, without orders, decided to cut a heavy barrel of hardtack free from its spot on the deck and roll it overboard.


“What the fuck are you doing, Balarian?” Jaku growled.


“Reducing weight, obviously. We gotta slim down and increase speed to escape.”


“Can you restrain your idiot friend?” Jaku said to Bershad. “They have the better wind. And do you see the dozen oars popping out each side of their frigates? There’s a full crew of rowers in the belly of those ships. Dropping our food in the sea’ll do about as much good as pissing in the harbor in an attempt to raise the tide.”


“Well, let’s get Silas working our oars. He’s strong.”


“Nobody’s that strong,” Bershad replied.


“And we don’t have any fucking oars,” Jaku added.


Everyone looked back at the ships. They were still three or four leagues away, but closing the distance with a noticeable and alarming alacrity.


“How’re they moving so much faster than we are?” Bershad asked.


“I told you, they have the wind.” Jaku scanned the coast. “No coves. No good channels into the Broken Peninsula where we might lose ’em. Shit. They’re gonna catch up with us, and if they have a full crew of wardens to go with their oarsmen, we are going to be in a particularly tight spot.”


Hayden and her widows had already drawn their slings and blades. “We are used to fighting Almirans under poor odds.”


Bershad eyed the ships, which were breaking into an attack formation—two in the lead, one trailing a few hundred strides behind. He could see the outlines of wardens on the decks. Swords and spears gleaming.


“Think we’re gonna need some more of your demoncraft, Ashlyn.”


But instead of unwinding the thread at her wrist, Ashlyn pointed to a cloudy stretch of sky above the frigate.


“What is that?”


Everyone followed her gaze. There was a dark mark in front of a white cloud—flying high but shedding altitude.


“Another dragon?” Jaku asked.


“No, its wings aren’t moving,” Bershad said. He squinted as the object got closer and the details clarified. His stomach dropped.


“That’s a ship made from dragon bones,” Ashlyn said, seeing the same thing as Bershad.


What Jaku had mistaken for wings were actually long struts jutting out from the ship’s hull. Leather sails were lashed to the bottoms of the struts and filling with wind. Instead of a proper mast and sails, there was a massive, bloated sack strung above the deck. Hundreds of cords and wires connected it to the hull, which was made from a strange union of steel and dragon bones.


“Impossible,” Jaku muttered. “Ships ain’t sparrows.”


“If a ten-ton Red Skull can fly, so can a ship,” Ashlyn said.


“Seems like faulty logic,” Felgor said, trying to cut another barrel of hardtack off the deck despite what Jaku had said.


“It’s a simple transitive property,” Ashlyn said.


“Transa-what?”


“Leave the logic of it alone,” Bershad said, watching the ship. “I’m more concerned with what it’s going to do, not the particulars of how it does it.”


They all watched. The wind died down, causing an eerie quiet and calm. Their sail flapped listlessly against the mast. One of the Papyrian sailors was clicking the safety catch of his crossbow on and off in nervous succession.


The flying ship lined up with the trailing frigate. As it passed, it dropped an orb.


“Did it just take a shit?” Felgor asked.


A heartbeat later, the frigate exploded. Splinters and sail scraps and flaming bodies were blown across the surf like a handful of pebbles thrown into a lake. There was a flurry of desperate hand paddling from the wardens who’d survived the blast, but they’d been wearing armor in anticipation of a violent boarding. Nobody stayed above the water for very long.


The two remaining frigates veered in separate directions, but they might as well have been actual turtles running from a hungry Naga Soul Strider. The flying ship descended, then flew directly between the two frigates, raining arrows onto both of them as it passed between. Another torrent of flames erupted from the ships—not as powerful an explosion as the orb, but plenty of damage to sink both frigates.


“Explosive arrows,” Ashlyn muttered. The smell of burning dragon oil wafted across the open sea.


The flying ship rose again. Adjusted course so that it was cutting a line directly through their wake.


“Ashlyn, you need to—”


“I’m aware.” She was already rolling up her sleeve and moving to the stern. “All of you need to step back. Way back.”


The flying ship was about two leagues away. Ashlyn ripped her hand down the thread in a practiced and slick motion. She winced as the crackles of lightning swarmed around her hand, then settled in her palm. Snapping and hissing with power. She waited until the ship was about a league away, then raised her palm and released the charge.


The current sawed through the sky and connected with the prow of the bone ship, but it was absorbed into the hull. No damage. And no change to its course.


“Black skies,” she hissed, turning around. “I need Gods Moss to strengthen the charge.”


“None left,” Bershad said. “Ate the last of it dealing with those Red Skulls.”


They all watched the sky for a few heartbeats.


“Make the dragon attack it!” Felgor said, pointing to the Nomad, who was shadowing the flying ship from the coastline.


“What?” Bershad asked.


“We all know it’s following you, Silas. Tell it to attack or something.”


“It’s not my fucking pet, Felgor.”


“Well, you got dragon blood in your veins or whatever. You could at least try it,” Felgor muttered.


Dragon blood. That wasn’t right, but it wasn’t entirely wrong.


He motioned to Hayden, who was gripping her short sword as if she planned to throw it at the flying ship when it got in range. “Give me that.”


Bershad snatched the offered blade and ran it across his palm.


“What are you doing?” Ashlyn asked.


“Transitive property, Queen,” Bershad said, letting the blood pool in his hand. “That thread of yours lays waste to armies when you throw some Gods Moss on it. And my blood has a relationship with the moss that we all know about.”


“Regrows your fucking feet,” Felgor muttered.


“So, let’s find out what happens when we mix my blood with your thread.”


He held his palm up. Saw the doubt in Ashlyn’s eyes.


“Or we can all die in the next minute.”


“All right,” Ashlyn said, holding up her wrist. “Do it.”


Bershad crossed the deck and spread his blood down the length of Ashlyn’s forearm. As soon as he made contact, a quiver of energy ran through his body—made his blood and bones hum.


Ashlyn’s hand crackled with a new, stronger spark. But it didn’t stop there. The charge cascaded up her arm and encircled her body, making her hair writhe.


“Gods,” she whispered as the power enveloped her.


Bershad stepped back. Watched as the thread on Ashlyn’s wrist turned white hot, like a piece of steel that had been left at the bottom of a blacksmith’s furnace for hours. The skin around her thread sizzled and burned. He could smell her flesh cooking.


“Ashlyn?” Bershad asked.


She ignored him. Mouth open in a mixture of pain and ecstasy. Eyes glassy and far away.


The ship was two hundred strides away.


“Ashlyn!”


Her eyes snapped back into focus and she raised her palm again. Pointed it at the ship. Released.


There was a flash and a thundering boom. Bershad’s vision went white.


Then there was a great, echoing snap—as if the entire world was made of wood, and someone had broken it in half.


When Bershad’s vision returned, the flying ship was engulfed in flames and plummeting toward the sea.


The lightning that had radiated from Ashlyn’s body disappeared like a snuffed candle. She collapsed. Bershad caught her as the burning ship crashed into the surf. A moment later, a massive wave hurtled over their gunwale, soaking everyone on the deck.


“Ashlyn.” Bershad touched her face. Watched as the cold seawater evaporated off her sweltering skin. “You all right?”


She opened her eyes. Swallowed. Winced. Touched her throat. “I’m fine. Throat just hurts.”


Bershad motioned to Hayden, who produced a canteen and passed it over. Ashlyn drank, greedy and long.


“Did I get it?” she said when she was done.


Bershad glanced to his left, where an enormous hunk of blackened dragon bone was smoking as it sank.


“You got it.”


“Any others?”


Everyone searched the sky. Empty except for the Nomad, which was still following them, and seemed unperturbed by the lightning from Ashlyn’s arm and the destruction of the flying ship.


“We’re clear.”


Ashlyn pushed herself up and looked out over the steaming wreckage. Eyes narrowing as her mind churned. Bershad looked at her arm. The thread had sunk into her skin and was charred black like a piece of burned meat.


“We need to get that off you.”


“I’m not sure that’s possible, and even if it was, there’s no time.” Ashlyn touched the charred skin near the edge of the ruined thread. Winced. “Just get me a bandage. We need to salvage that wreck before it sinks.”


“Why?” Jaku asked. “It’s destroyed.”


“I seriously doubt that was the only flying ship filling the skies of Terra right now,” she said. “But that was the last time I’ll be able to destroy one with this thread. I need to learn more about them.”


By the time Jaku and his crew had fished out enough scrap from the skyship to satisfy Ashlyn, it was nearly dark. She carefully selected certain pieces from the pile and took them down to their private cabin. Spent almost two hours examining them in silence.


“This is Balarian made, but the complexity goes far beyond their clocks and pulleys and plumbing machinery,” she said to Bershad, running her hand down a slat of carved Thundertail rib with steel bolts running through it. Next to that piece, there was a hollowed-out skull that was covered in scorch marks and attached to scores of small gears and pistons. “Far beyond anything Mercer Domitian ever designed. Who could have done it?”


“If I had to guess, I’d say it was the same asshole who made the ballistas for him, and cut off both my legs in that dungeon.”


“Osyrus Ward.” She nodded. “That makes sense.”


Bershad wasn’t eager to dredge up that experience. “What else can you tell about the machinery?” he asked.


“Well, the apparatus is powered by dragon oil,” she said. “These pipes here and here, they’re conduits that must have been connected to an engine—you can see the dragon-oil residue on the interior of this one, then steam damage on the other. The system is doing an incredible amount of work to keep those ships airborne. And the propulsion seems to burn a huge amount of dragon oil. But that’s not my biggest concern.”


“What is?”


She turned back to the bones. “He’s using dragon bones for the structural elements of the skyship because they’re probably the only material in Terra that is light enough to fly, but can also handle the stress that the engine puts on it in the air. But I have no idea how he preserved them on such a massive scale. The only example of preserved dragon bone I’ve seen is that dagger you used to carry.” She looked at him. “How did you really forge it?”


Ashlyn had asked him that same question last spring, before he’d left Almira to kill the emperor of Balaria. He’d lied to her then because he didn’t want to tell her what he really was, or what he could do. But there was no point holding on to that secret anymore.


“I used my blood,” he said. “A Gray-Winged Nomad bit me in the stomach. Tooth got stuck in my belly. Rowan pulled it out and threw it in a sack while he dealt with the wound. The tooth soaked in my blood for a few days. When I took it out, I saw it had softened, but hadn’t gone to rot. So, I cleaned the blood off and sharpened it. It hardened after that and hasn’t taken a scratch since.”


He paused, thinking of Rowan, and then, inevitably, of the bastard who’d killed him, Vallen Vergun. The same bastard who had the dagger now.


“Your blood preserved a Nomad’s bones. And now you’ve got one following you across the Soul Sea.”


“Always did like the Nomads,” Bershad said. “Guess they like me, too.”


Ashlyn didn’t laugh. Just frowned a little more. “Blood explains the method, but not the volume.”


“What do you mean?”


“Look at all this.” Ashlyn motioned to the bones. “I can’t imagine that Osyrus Ward stabbed someone like you through the stomach each time he needed another dragon bone for his ship.”


Bershad shrugged. “I wouldn’t put it past the crazy bastard. He’s not afraid of hurting people. And he did say there were others like me. Called us Seeds.”


“But there can’t be many, otherwise the impact of Gods Moss on your body would be more common knowledge. If almost nobody knows about the phenomenon, then it must be extremely rare. But from the looks of it, he’s preserved dozens of dragons. Maybe hundreds.” She paused. Put her head down. Closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. “It doesn’t seem possible.”


“Go back ten years. Did you think it was possible to shoot lightning out of your hand using a piece of Ghost Moth spinal tissue?”


“No. But that doesn’t help me down here, in the hold of this ship, surrounded by metal gears and bones, trying to figure out how that ship got built.”


Ashlyn blew out a breath. Put a hand on her bandaged arm. Winced.


“How does it feel?” he asked, trying to bring her down from the rafters of her own head.


Ashlyn turned away from the pile of metal and dragon bones, then unwrapped the bandage. The thread was dug into her flesh like the roots of a thousand-year-old Daintree gripping deep into the earth. The skin around the blackened thread was red and blistered, but the rest seemed pink and healthy.


“Like I have a foreign object fused to my bone,” she said, digging a fingernail into her skin at the seam where the thread met flesh, which drew a little blood. She wiped the blood along a blackened edge of the thread and flexed her hand a few times. Nothing happened. “There’s no way to get this off my arm. But there’s also no more lightning.”


“So my blood broke it?” Bershad asked, pouring her a cup of chilled rice wine and handing it to her.


“Not broken. Altered.” Ashlyn studied her wrist. “The thread doesn’t produce lightning anymore, but I can still feel its energy rooted deep against my bones. A warmth. Which makes sense.”


“How does that make sense?”


“The threads exist in Ghost Moths to heat their blood. That’s why they can roost in the northern reaches of Terra during the winter. Nagas manage it, too, but they burrow into the earth where it’s warmer and hibernate. Their blood turns to jelly while they sleep.”


She paused. Traced one of the sawtooth scars that followed the blood vessels of her forearm. Near the place where it intersected with the thread, the blue scar tissue had turned black.


“If this had happened two days ago, I’d have been relieved. The things I did in Floodhaven . . . thousands of people murdered in moments. And killing that Red Skull. Even if it saved our lives, nobody should have that much power. But now, with those flying ships out there? I need the thread more than ever, and I don’t have it.”


They both went quiet. Above them, the dragon caught a gust of cold, rough wind and struggled to rise above it. Her sudden jerk tugged at Bershad’s stomach lining. Made him wince.


“You all right?” Ashlyn asked.


“It’s not me. It’s the Nomad.” He motioned to the ceiling. “Windy up there. She’s working hard to stay on us, but she won’t quit.”


Ashlyn narrowed her eyes. “Look. I was going to entertain your tendency toward deception for a while, because getting information out of you that you don’t want to share is like pulling teeth from a goat. But I need to know everything that Osyrus told you in that dungeon, and I need to know right now.”


“Why?”


“Because it’s all connected. Your blood preserves dragon bones. We were just attacked by a flying ship made from more preserved dragon bones than anyone’s ever seen before. And Osyrus Ward is somehow at the center of it all. I need to know what he knows. Help me.”


Bershad hesitated. Being followed by a Gray-Winged Nomad had barely loosened his grip on the dream of finishing out his life with Ashlyn on some remote, peaceful island. But this was different. If there were more skyships—and Osyrus Ward controlled them—his quiet plans were properly fucked.


“Like I said, the old man was light on specifics.”


“Be unspecific, then.”


Bershad took a sip of rice wine. “Osyrus called me a paradox. The creator and destroyer of dragons.” He shrugged. “I thought maybe I’d turn into one eventually.”


“No, that’s wrong.”


“How do you know?”


“Because dragons are reptiles. They mate, they lay eggs, they hatch, and the cycle continues. There’s no room for some obscure human transmogrification. It’s not how nature works.”


“You asked for information, then shit on the kind I provide.”


“I want to know what Osyrus said. What else?”


Bershad tightened his jaw. “You’re not gonna like it.”


“All the same, I need to know.”


Bershad sighed. “He told me that the same power that’s kept me alive all these years is eventually going to kill me. I don’t know how. Just that it’s painful and inevitable and you don’t want to be nearby when it happens.”


Ashlyn blinked. Looked away. Cleared her throat. “What else?” she asked, voice strained.


“Nothing helpful. After that, he mostly just hacked off body parts and took notes.”


“That is helpful, though. Your body’s reaction to pain plays some part in all this.”


“Yeah. It’s gonna kill me someday.”


“Oh. Silas.”


She stepped toward him.


“Don’t do that,” he said. “The day you go soft and emotional is the day I know I’m truly fucked.”


“You’re not fucked.”


“How do you know? You don’t know what’s happening to me.”


“Because back in Almira, when I was first working with the thread, I used to feel like a little girl in a tide pool who was pretending she understood the ocean. I felt overmatched. But not anymore. I may not understand every system in this world, but I’ve learned how to pluck out their secrets, one strand at a time.” She paused. “I’m going to find a way to help you, Silas. I promise.”


Bershad’s instinct was to say it didn’t matter. He was ready to go down the river whenever the current came for him. That was how he’d carried his first death sentence for all those years. But the truth was, now that he was back with her, his interest in catching a few more seasons in the realm of Terra was gaining momentum. So instead, he kissed her—long and soft, tasting rice wine and seawater on her breath.


“I believe you, Ashe.” And he really did. Bershad ran his hands down her shoulders and settled on her hips. “But I’m thinking before we deal with my corrupted blood and black fate, we’re gonna need to deal with those flying ships.”


She stopped his hands from drifting any lower.


“Like I said. They’re all connected.”
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VERA


Balaria, Burz-al-dun, Imperial Palace


“Ganon, are you alive?” Kira called pleasantly.


By a way of response, the emperor of Balaria retched into his porcelain toilet for the third time that morning.


“I think he needs a few more minutes,” Kira said, moving away from the privy door and returning to her cushioned chair by the window. She stirred her cup of tea with a small spoon made from dragon bone. Took a sip. Then she returned to reading the stack of papers in front of her.


Vera scanned the doors and alcoves of the royal chamber while they waited. She timed her shifting gaze by the pulsing clock on the inside of her wrist. In general, Vera did not care for the myriad of Balarian inventions that filled the city. Most of them brought noise and steam and the smell of burned dragon oil. But the synchronized bracer clocks of the military were useful tools—allowing hundreds of soldiers to stay in harmony across the city, and the empire.


The only problem was the ticking noise, which Vera could not abide. Far too easy to give away your position by accident. But when she complained about it to Osyrus Ward, he had returned a week later with a custom-made clock that was completely silent, and marked the passing time with a gentle pulse against her skin.


Vera had been trained never to rely on a specific tool to perform her duties, but she had to admit this one was helpful.


“Do you ever stop looking for trouble?” Kira asked, turning a page.


“No, Empress.”


“But it’s just us in here.”


“You think that it’s just us,” Vera said. “You are not certain.”


She adjusted the sword on her back slightly. Bershad’s old blade. It was an impractical weapon for the narrow hallways and confined rooms of the palace, but Vera had found she liked the sword more than her pulsing bracer. The Papyrian design reminded her of home.


Plus, she still had her daggers—Owaru and Kaisha—for work in confined spaces.


Ganon retched one more time, cursed, spat, then yanked down on the mechanical pulley that flushed the toilet. He exited the privy a moment later.


The emperor’s eyes were bloodshot. His skin was pale and clammy. His hair was mussed up and wet with cold sweat. Despite his hangover and retching, there was no denying that Ganon Domitian was an uncommonly attractive man. His aquiline nose and pale eyes carried a graceful symmetry that made an average man’s face seem deformed by comparison.


But Vera’s first few months in Balaria had quickly taught her that for all the raw, exterior beauty the man possessed, the character beneath his skin left a great deal to be desired.


“I’m going back to sleep,” he said, heading to the massive bed in the middle of the room and wrapping himself in the thick blankets.


“But the war council is starting shortly,” Kira protested. “There’s news of the armada’s foreign operations.”


“There will be another war council next week. There’s always another council. Bloody things are as reliable as Aeternita yanking the sun and moon across the sky each day.”


Kira took another sip of tea. Pressed her lips together as she swallowed.


“This one is rather important, Ganon. I was hoping to send you with several inquiries.”


Kira had matched Ganon drink for drink the night before—even goaded him forward on the last few—but unlike her husband, Kira’s face was fresh and her eyes were clear. Kira never required more than a few hours of sleep and a cup of hot tea to recover from a night of revelry. She had woken at dawn and spent three hours reading through the stack of pages that had been delivered along with her breakfast.


“No more inquiries. Leave that crap to Actus. That’s what I appointed him for.” Ganon cracked open a bloodshot eye. His lips spread into a lecherous grin. “You should come back to bed. You know how I get when I’m hungover.”


“I do,” Kira said. “You get selfish and lazy and I don’t get anything.”


His smile disappeared.


“Shall I attend the council in your place?” Kira offered.


Ganon hesitated. Kira had been sending her husband to government meetings with lists of questions and issues for weeks—she was trying to get a feel for the movements of the bureaucracy. He typically returned with nonexistent or—at best—incomplete answers, but Kira had never pushed him. And she had never asked to attend a meeting until today.


“Actus won’t like it,” Ganon said.


“Actus Thorn works for you, not the other way around.” She stood. “Speaking of him, I don’t understand why you gave the man so much power in the first place. You could remove him and we could—”


“Bother me again with removing Thorn, and I will throw you into the sewers.”


Kira’s back straightened at that threat, but otherwise her frustration was invisible.


“Noted, my dear husband. But there is still the matter of the council meeting.”


Ganon sighed. Burrowed further into the bed.


Kira crossed her arms. “Well?”


“Fine. Go play empress. Just don’t fuck about, yeah?” He paused. “And tell a servant to bring me a tonic on your way out. Something with ginger.” He paused again. “And juniper liquor.”
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“Will you quit it with the shadow routine?” Kira said to Vera as they made their way around the palace. “Walk next to me like a normal person.”


“I am not a normal person,” Vera said. “I am your widow.”


“In the great and rich history of your order, has any widow besides you been to Burz-al-dun?”


“No.”


“And has any half-Almiran, half-Papyrian princess ever married a Balarian emperor?”


“No.”


“Well, seeing as we are both pioneers of our stations, I think we can afford to break the molds of tradition a bit when it comes to traversing hallways.”


Vera begrudgingly matched pace with her charge. They passed a gangly engineer with ink stains on his fingertips. An assistant rushing along behind him with a bundle of papers in his arms. A group of lavishly dressed ministers muttering in low voices from an alcove. Then two Horellian guards—the elite sentries of Balaria—running their endless patrol around the palace rim. Both carried a spear and sword, and both gave her a disapproving glare as they passed. Nobody likes competition.


“You do not hide your disdain for Ganon very well,” Kira said after a while.


“That is the third time this week he’s been too hungover to get out of bed.”


“You think I made a poor choice in husband?”


“I think you deserve a lover with self-control.”


“Self-control is boring. And Ganon can be such a delight when he’s feeling good. I’ve never met someone who can make me laugh like he does.”


Vera didn’t say anything, but she also didn’t think a good sense of humor outweighed Ganon’s numerous and glaring character flaws.


“Anyway, look on the bright side,” Kira continued. “If Ganon was a stern and responsible emperor like his older brother was, you and I would not be on our way to the war council right now. It’s exciting.”


“Speaking of the meeting, what was in those pages you were reading all morning?” Vera asked. Kira had a sharp mind, but she rarely used it to consult ledgers and reports. She was far more interested in palace gossip and intrigue.


“Oh, nothing that interesting. Ration and food distribution lists from the Ministry of Agriculture. I had to flirt with some junior minister for almost an hour last night to get them brought up. Those skinny-armed bureaucrats keep an awfully tight guard on their papers. Such a hassle.”


“Then why bother with it?”


“You’ll see,” Kira said, flashing a devious smile.


“Be careful around Actus Thorn,” Vera warned. “Ganon has given him an immense amount of authority by making him Prime Magnate.”


“Have you ever known me to be reckless in front of powerful men?” Kira asked.


Vera couldn’t help but smile. “Never, Empress.”


“Don’t worry, I will be the pinnacle of propriety.” She paused. Her face twitching with the suppressed happiness that Vera knew from experience generally coincided with the birth of a devious scheme. “But I would like to put them on their back foot a bit. Nothing too drastic. An aggressive entrance from my infamous widow should do the trick. Are you up for that, do you think?”


“Is that really necessary?”


“The more frightening you appear, the less threatening I need to be.”


Vera sighed. There was some logic to that notion.


“Very well, Empress. Aggressive entrance it is.”
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Vera burst through the door of the council chamber with a purpose, making the five Horellian guards that ringed the big table move hands to blades. There were four men sitting at the table: Prime Magnate Thorn, War Minister Lox, Agriculture Minister Cornelius, and Osyrus Ward, the enigmatic royal engineer who had built the Balarian armada of skyships.


Actus Thorn glared at Vera, jaw and fists tightening. His thick limbs and chest had never lost the meaty strength of an infantryman, despite his rise to the highest rank in the Balarian army, followed by the highest rank in the empire’s government.


Vera scanned the room with a careful eye. She didn’t like the high number of Horellian guards, but Actus always traveled with a large amount of protection. Nothing to do but watch them carefully.


“Prime Magnate Thorn. Ministers. Empress Kira Domitian has arrived.”


Vera moved one pace to the right so that Kira could enter the room. As soon as Kira passed her, Vera followed—two paces behind and one to the right. Widows were trained to stay to the left of their charge because most swordsmen were right-handed, and she could better intercept an attack from that angle. But Vera knew for a fact that Actus Thorn—the closest, and most dangerous, man in the room—was left-handed.


“You’ll have to excuse Vera, she takes my protection very seriously,” said Kira, taking the empty seat that was meant for her husband. “What have I missed?”


Minister Cornelius cleared his throat. “Empress Domitian, forgive me. But I believe your husband was—”


“Ganon is too hungover to join us today. I have come in his place. And even if I hadn’t, it does not appear that you were waiting for him, anyway.” Kira smiled. “So, please. Continue.”


War Minister Lox gave Actus a glance, asking for permission. The prime magnate begrudgingly motioned for him to proceed.


“We were just reviewing the combat report of the skyship armada’s first engagement with the Almiran navy.”


“Good. I am eager to hear the results.”


“The operation was a great success,” War Minister Lox said, beaming with pride. “Linkon Pommol was using the fleet that he stole from your sister to patrol the eastern coast of Almira. The skyships flew the coastline and turned every ship they encountered to cinders. The longbowmen in particular were valuable—the range of their explosive arrows was simply a marvel. Even the swiftest of ships was unable to escape.”


“I see. Any Balarian casualties?”


“One skyship failed to return,” Lox admitted. “But it was the vessel we sent to the Broken Peninsula, where the weather becomes dicey. We believe they hit an early autumn storm and, unfortunately, crashed. The skyships are powerful, but vulnerable to atmospheric conditions. Still, to have lost only one skyship out of thirty, whilst in return the entire Almiran navy was annihilated. Well, Empress, this is a truly unprecedented victory.”


“It was also an unprecedented expense,” Actus Thorn added, face grim. He turned to Osyrus Ward, who had been looking out the window, watching the Kor Cog churning its slow and relentless circle through the heart of the Imperial Palace. “Ward, can’t you curb the amount of dragon oil the skyships require? They burn through it like starving pigs chewing through slop.”


Osyrus turned back to the meeting and considered General Actus for a moment, looking at him with the cold disdain of a snake deciding whether a rat was too large to swallow.


“Anything is possible, Prime Magnate. But since Mercer Domitian had enacted plans to inject a nearly unfathomable amount of dragon oil into the Balarian economy, building a more efficient engine was not my priority. I focused my recent efforts on a more stable placement of the levitation sack—above the entire ship, versus beneath the wing struts. That design improvement is the reason that only a single ship was lost in the incursion, rather than the entire fleet.”


“Mercer Domitian is dead, as are his plans.” Actus leaned forward. “At this rate, those ships will begin falling from the sky halfway through their next operation. A better engine is your priority now.”


“Very well.” Osyrus rubbed his knobby hands. “As it so happens, two of my spies have recently returned from Floodhaven with information that will help me construct a more efficient model.”


Kira cleared her throat. “Floodhaven. Did your spies return with any news about Ashlyn?”


Actus Thorn bristled at the distraction, but Ward’s face softened when he looked at Kira. Vera had noticed that while Osyrus Ward was more than happy to boil the blood of Actus Thorn and his ministers, he had been uncommonly kind and patient with Kira, despite her relatively limited amount of power and influence. The discrepancy bothered Vera.


“They did, Empress. By all accounts, Ashlyn Malgrave was killed in the battle at Floodhaven. There have been no reports to the contrary.” Osyrus bowed his head. “I am sorry, Empress.”


“Pity,” Kira said. She chewed her lip. “Did she really destroy Cedar Wallace’s entire army with demoncraft? That was the rumor at the gala last night.”


“Demoncraft is a crude and unspecific term,” Osyrus Ward said.


“But she did use some new kind of power,” Kira said. “Do you know what it was?”


Osyrus Ward smiled. “I have an idea, yes. And as I said, my informants were able to obtain some of her research. But her work was extremely complicated, and will take time to decipher.” He turned to Thorn. “If my laboratory was returned to me—and new specimens provided—I could move faster.”


“That wasn’t a laboratory,” Thorn said. “It was a horror show. Half of my custodial workers refused to go back in there after the first day of cleanup from the fire. I cannot believe Mercer allowed such things on palace grounds, even if they were in the deepest sublevels.”


“He allowed them because he knew they led to progress. This is the problem with soldiers and bureaucrats. You enjoy the fruits of my work, but turn your nose up when you glimpse the mess that creation requires. If you want a better engine, return my resources and let me work.”


Actus ground his teeth. “Explain to me how the things that you did to those creatures in the darkness will lead to a skyship engine that burns less oil in the sky.”


“They won’t. They will eventually lead to an engine that burns no dragon oil. I am not sure how Ashlyn Malgrave created such a formidable energy source on that battlefield, but it was extremely clean. Almost . . . pure.”


Osyrus said that last word with an edge of jealousy that surprised Vera. The royal engineer spoke of most people with imperious disdain.


“If it was so formidable, how was she defeated?” Thorn asked.


“Some say the power itself consumed her. Turned her to ash. But the truth is far less fantastic. After she won the battle, Linkon Pommol betrayed and killed her. His wardens have been bragging about it in the streets.”


“All the more reason that we should celebrate the destruction of his fleet,” Lox interrupted, trying very hard to remain relevant in a conversation that was getting away from him.


“But the destruction of that fleet has made an enemy of Almira,” said Kira. “I wonder if such an aggressive move was prudent?”


“Empress, you have no authority to question my decisions,” Actus Thorn said, voice barbed. He leaned forward. “Your husband has imbued me with absolute control of the government and military. I will run operations as I see fit.”


“Of course, Prime Magnate. I wouldn’t deign to question your military acumen and wisdom, I am simply trying to understand things a little better. Perhaps you could enlighten a young and uninformed empress?”


Actus Thorn retained his aggressive posture for a moment, but eventually leaned back in his chair.


“The attack was necessary for two reasons. One. Almira needed to be punished for their assassination of Mercer Domitian. Pommol might not have ordered the killing himself, but his new fleet paid the cost of Ashlyn’s aggression. Two. The skyships required a low-risk combat test before deployment in Lysteria.”


Everyone had been talking about the Lysterian rebellion, which had broken out as soon as word of Emperor Mercer’s death reached the north. Seven garrisons had been sacked and an entire Balarian legion was missing. It had most likely been annihilated, just like Linkon’s fleet.


“That’s a very succinct explanation, Prime Magnate Thorn,” Kira said, ignoring his demeaning tone. “Thank you. Your actions make much more sense now. When will the skyships head to Lysteria?”


“That depends.” Thorn turned to Osyrus. “When will the new uniforms be complete?”


“I am still perfecting the cold-weather insulation that is required for the skyship crews to operate in the high-altitude temperatures of a Lysterian winter,” Osyrus said. “The intricacies take time and precision and—”


“Just get it done,” Thorn snapped. “I want to crush this rebellion as soon as the skyships return from Almira.”


“There are still skyships in Almira?” Kira asked.


“Yes. There is a little more work to be done in your homeland, Empress. You are aware of the food shortages, yes?”


“I spoke with a minister at the gala last night who mentioned something about a wheat blight in Ghalamar,” Kira said, pronouncing the last few words slowly, as if she was unfamiliar with their meaning.


“The problem extends far beyond poor wheat yields,” said Agriculture Minister Cornelius.


Vera liked Minister Cornelius because, unlike General Actus and Minister Lox, he’d never held a weapon more dangerous than a dinner knife in his life. That being said, if he did make a move on the empress, Vera was standing at the perfect angle and distance to throw a dagger into the main artery of his neck.


“How much farther?” Kira asked.


The minister cleared his throat before speaking.


“The eighth and ninth merchant districts of Burz-al-dun are supplied with grain rations from the Portsmouth Province of Ghalamar. However, that province had an especially hard time with the famines this year. Their annual shipment came up significantly short of their quota.” Cornelius licked his lips. He spoke with much more authority now that the conversation had moved away from war and toward crop quotas. “They’ve delivered enough to last a month. Maybe.”


“One moon’s turn?” Kira said, slipping into her native Almiran tongue for a moment. “Did Mercer not know about this?”


“The late Emperor Mercer Domitian was aware of the issue. And I informed Emperor Ganon as soon as he was coronated. But, um. Well. He didn’t . . .”


Cornelius trailed off. Glanced at Kira, then at Vera. She knew that her presence made the bureaucrats of Balaria nervous. She liked it. Intimidation was better protection than a suit of armor if it was used properly.


“Cornelius, you can relax.” Kira gave him a warm smile. It was the same smile she’d used at countless feasts and celebrations in Almira to befriend half the court, and it melted Cornelius as if he was a stick of dragon fat dropped in a burning hearth. “We can all be honest about the situation. My husband is not interested in being the emperor of Balaria. That is why he is not here today. And that is why he appointed Actus Thorn as the prime magnate to rule as his proxy. But I am interested. We must find food for our people. Perhaps we can divert rations coming in from one of the other Ghalamarian provinces?”


Cornelius cleared his throat again. “Empress, I’m afraid the situation is the same—and in some cases worse—across all of Ghalamar.”


“What about Lysteria?”


“Even if Lysteria wasn’t in open rebellion, I’m afraid we would find no food there, either.”


“That is why they have rebelled to begin with,” Actus said, impatient. “The truth is, there is simply no place left in our empire from which we can source adequate rations for all of our people.”


“No place left in our empire,” Kira repeated. “I see. So there was a third reason for sending the skyships to Almira. You’re going to raid the Clear Sky harvests.”


“Correct,” Actus said. “Now that the skies of Almira are temporarily devoid of lizards for the Great Migration, the muddy farmers of your homeland will produce a crop yield that is ten times the size of a normal season. I have ordered the armada to collect those yields by force. Commandeering Almira’s harvest isn’t a permanent solution, but it should get us through the year.”


“I don’t understand why we don’t just conquer Almira now,” Cornelius said absently.


“That is because you don’t understand war, you moron,” Thorn snapped. “Almirans might be muddy-haired savages, but their wardens are the best soldiers in Terra. You ever tried to kill a man who’s spent his whole life learning the best ways to kill you, instead?”


“No,” Cornelius said softly.


“Well, I have,” Thorn said. “Thirty years ago, in the Almiran Incursion, I saw a warden with half his guts dropped out his stomach defend a hill for hours. Most Balarian grunts would have curled up and begged for their mothers, then died uselessly in a heap of their own crap. That bastard kept cutting down Balarian soldiers like they were made of chaff. Every single valley and hill and castle will be full of killers like that. Do you feel like now—with no food and an open rebellion in the north—is a good time to attack those men’s homes?”


Cornelius’s face turned blood red with embarrassment. He didn’t respond.


“We will conquer Almira,” Thorn continued. “But we will do it when the time is right. For now, we procure the food, and leave one skyship to guard the western coast against a naval landing by the Papyrians.”


“Do you truly think that Okinu will throw her hand into the war so overtly?” Lox asked.


“Given the ties she’s built in Almira over the years, it’s a possibility. And if she does want to enter this war, the western coast of Almira is the door that she will use. I prefer to keep it closed.” He turned to Osyrus. “If this new engine of yours is more efficient, it will be a valuable tool for this purpose.”


“I agree,” Osyrus replied.


Kira cleared her throat. “General Thorn, I am the rightful heir to Almira. Couldn’t all of this be accomplished with diplomacy?”


“Diplomacy is a wise course of action. So wise, in fact, that Emperor Mercer Domitian already tried it. He risked life and limb to access Almira’s rich natural resources through a trade agreement with Ashlyn Malgrave. And then you and Ganon began your little love affair, an action which had the equivalent effect of taking a wet shit overtop the entire thing.”


Vera took one step forward. Moved her hands to her daggers on instinct. The Horellian guards behind Actus did the same.


“Mind your tongue, Thorn.”


“Spare me, widow. If you draw one of those little blades in anger, you and the empress will both go for the long swim directly afterward.” He motioned to the Horellians behind him, then turned back to Kira. “The less involved you are with important matters, the more likely they are to succeed. I will get the harvest from Almira, and then I will deal with Lysteria. You can go back to your feasts and your moon orgies. Leave this work to the people who know what they’re doing.”


“Well, Actus, I admit that elements of your plan have merit,” Kira said, her tone changing. Turning serious and cold. “However, you still have a problem. Assuming you’re able to steal the Almiran harvest, half of it must go to the soldiers you’re sending to Lysteria. And the remnants won’t feed all the mouths in Burz-al-dun. Not nearly. You’ll naturally prioritize the merchant and government districts with rations, but you’ll have to deprive the slums.”


Actus Thorn didn’t respond, but the guilty looks exchanged by the other ministers made it clear that Kira was correct. The empress saw it, too.


“I wonder how long the slum districts will put up with empty bellies before they start to riot in the streets?” Kira continued. “Order in Burz-al-dun has always been predicated on three hot meals a day for every citizen. What happens when the food runs out? We will quash the Lysterian rebellion only to find a fresh one boiling up behind the walls of Burz-al-dun.”


“Maybe. Maybe not. Have you come here today simply to suggest hypothetical problems and dangle them across our eyes?” Thorn asked.


“No, I have come to prevent them from becoming a reality.”


“And how are you going to do that?”


“You don’t want me in these meetings, stumbling over military strategy. That’s fine. It is not my strong suit. A woman like me is far better suited to more domestic and ceremonial tasks. I can keep the people of Burz-al-dun happy, despite the wars and famines and growing hunger in their bellies. And I only need one thing from you to do it.”


“Which is?”


“A skyship of my own.”


Actus Thorn grunted. “You’re joking. There is no way I’m giving you a war frigate.”


“No, certainly not. But Osyrus Ward has recently completed the plans for a new design. One that is more suitable to my needs.”


“Are your ears too packed with mud to hear what’s been said? We’ve got no fucking dragon oil to spare. Whatever oil the skyships don’t require must be earmarked for the Kor Cog. There is barely enough oil to keep the thing running for the next year. Do you know what happens if that cog stops? The checkpoints lock down and this city turns into a nightmare. Even the few days it was down over the summer were catastrophic. It took a month to quell the riots in District Eleven.”


“I don’t need an engine,” Kira responded. “Just the ship.”


“What?”


“I don’t need my skyship to fly,” Kira said. “So, no engine. No fuel.”


“What value is a ship that cannot fly?”


“Anticipation is a powerful tool, Prime Magnate. The grand unveiling of my royal ship gives the people something to look forward to. A wedding would be better, but my marriage was sadly rushed due to circumstances outside of our control. Still, the skyship will work nicely. The military frigates were built in secret, and they’re intimidating, not inspiring. But if we were to show them a different kind of ship—one that is beautiful and sleek, outfitted in vibrant and soft colors instead of cold, military black and gray—we can capture their imaginations, and their hearts.”


“Empress, I do not think that the people of the slum districts will forget about their food simply because you show them a colorful skyship,” said Minister Lox.


Kira turned to him. Smiled. “That is because you lack vision, Minister.” She paused. “Even if the distraction doesn’t work, the project would keep me quite busy. I would be forced to stop intruding on meetings like this one.”


Actus chewed on this. Eventually, he turned to Osyrus.


“You can guarantee the materials for this ship of hers will not deprive the fleet of resources?”


“Yes. I have built the Balarian armada of skyships in the image of dragons. The empress’s ship will be a sparrow in comparison.”


“Fine.” Actus dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. “Have your ship. But once it is complete, if you come asking me for an engine and dragon oil, I will light the useless thing on fire.” Actus stood. “We’re done here.”


Osyrus cleared his throat. “Actually, Prime Magnate, there is still the matter of my laboratory, and my request for specimens.”


Actus took a long look at Osyrus Ward. “Your personal projects are disgusting and foul. I have no reason to tolerate them. Build me a better skyship engine with the resources that you do have, and then we’ll see. Fail me, and I’ll have you beaten from the city.”


Osyrus held Actus Thorn’s gaze for a long time, but eventually conceded defeat with a small nod. “At the very least, I need more parchment. Most of my notes were destroyed in last summer’s fire and I cannot work without a way to record my progress.”


“Paper? Fine. But nothing else until I have my engine.”


Actus departed the room with the urgency of a battlefield commander returning to the front lines, the Horellian guards close on his heels. The ministers followed behind, giving sheepish bows.


The doors closed. Only Osyrus Ward remained in the room.


“What a deeply unpleasant man,” Ward said cheerfully.


Kira started laughing.


“Right?” She turned to Vera. “You told me to be careful around Thorn, then you practically threatened to kill him!” she squealed, then scrunched her face into an artificial frown. “Vera, Vera, Vera. I’m very disappointed in your lack of self-control.”


“He should not have spoken to you that way,” Vera said, still gripping her daggers and glaring at the door through which Actus Thorn had departed.


“Maybe not, but if we get caught up in petty insults and poor manners, we’ll never get anywhere. This was a good first step.”


“First step to what? Why do you want a skyship so badly? This unveiling is likely to do more harm than good—hungry people don’t want to hear about the lavish toys of their rulers.”


“Of course they don’t,” Kira said. “I’m not a moron. I asked for the ship because the unveiling preparations will give me an excuse to take more meetings with important members of the government. I cannot challenge Actus Thorn’s authority yet, but I can start building my own influence, one step at a time. Everyone wants something, Vera. Often, the things that they want don’t even need to be given to them, just dangled in front of their eyes, slightly out of reach.”


She paused. Looked out the window at the Kor Cog.


“That was my sister’s problem. She understood dragons and plants and ledgers, but she didn’t understand people. That is why she is dead. I won’t repeat her mistake. Instead, I’ll build a base of power and control from within the government, and then I will use it to remove Actus Thorn myself.”


Vera glanced at Osyrus Ward, then back at Kira.


“Don’t worry about Osyrus. He wants the same thing that we do.”


“Why is that, exactly?”


The old man began twisting two strands of his greasy beard together, forming a glistening rope of dirty hair.


“I spent many years enjoying the fruits of a mutually beneficial arrangement with Mercer Domitian. I created the tools he needed to rule his empire, and in return he provided me with unlimited access to the materials I required to conduct my experiments.”


Vera didn’t like the ways in which Thorn had described Osyrus Ward’s laboratory. And she didn’t like how vague the old man was about his work.


“Materials. Define those.”


“Oh, dragon oil, for one. Precious minerals from the kilns. Exotic imports from beyond Taggarstan—rare insects and birds and such.” He paused. Smiled. “You can never have too many specimens, Vera. Never.”


He released his beard. Blew out a sigh.


“Sadly, I do not enjoy the same relationship with Actus Thorn. He has taken my armada, which is expected. But he gives nothing back to me in return. And when I do inevitably provide him this new engine, I have no confidence that he will suddenly become more generous. He is a taker. He knows no other way to behave. I would prefer a different arrangement with the ruler of Balaria. And I know that Kira will remember who her friends are once she has achieved her goal.”


“This amounts to treason,” Vera said. “We could all be put to death because of this conversation alone.”


“True.” Kira shrugged. “But if it goes to shit, you and I will simply fly away on the skyship that Actus Thorn just gave us permission to build.”


“What?”


“Of course, I plan to use my skyship for joy rides once the people of Balaria are fed and Actus Thorn is dealt with, but if the presence of an escape craft will stop you from being such a pest while I work, then I embrace the dual purpose.”


“How will we fly away on a ship with no engine?”


Osyrus swatted the question away. “We’ll use the new engine I plan to build. For all of Thorn’s irritations, he was correct. We cannot rely on dragon oil alone to power the skyships. We need a new type of Kor—one that is more compact and powerful than the massive Cog in the middle of the city. The research that has come back from Almira has given me what I need to build one. The only uncertainty is time, but I expect it will take no more than a . . . moon’s turn.” His Almiran accent was perfect. “The new engine will be far more efficient, especially on the smaller ship I am building for the empress.”


Vera narrowed her eyes. “You said the prototype engine would go to Almira.”


“One of them will. I have the resources to build two. I didn’t feel it necessary to share this information with Thorn, of course.”


“What about fuel?”


“Do not worry. Not only will Kira’s skyship be a spectacle to behold, but in comparison to the oil-hungry engines of the current fleet, it will require mere sips of the substance to stay in the air.”


“And in smaller amounts, dragon oil can be acquired in many ways,” Kira added. She turned to Osyrus Ward. “Tell Vera about the black markets of Burz-al-dun that we were discussing the other day.”


Vera tightened her grip on her dagger. She did not like the idea of Kira and Osyrus meeting alone to collaborate—especially when they were exploring criminal ways to undermine one of the most merciless and jingoistic military leaders in the realm of Terra.


Osyrus Ward stirred from the corner, moving to the main table. Vera moved as well, so that she could nick the old man’s jugular with a flick of a wrist if he attempted to touch Kira.


“Nobody in the energy ministry likes to admit this fact,” Osyrus Ward explained, “but the Kor Cog’s monthly output of refined dragon oil is not always consistent with expected yields. For example, last month, the Kor’s output was one point two percent less than projected. The month before, it was point seven percent lower. Emperor Mercer attributed these discrepancies to mechanical inefficiencies of the machine because the alternative—that small amounts of oil are being systematically skimmed and smuggled out of Balaria—would have meant his supposedly perfect checkpoint system was imperfect. The man was a visionary, but arrogance was his critical flaw. It clouded his vision. Now that he is gone, the problem remains because Actus is too preoccupied with the Lysterian rebellion to care about a little oil missing from the ledgers.”


“One point two percent,” Vera repeated. “How many barrels is that?”


“About three hundred. And, as requested, I’m building Kira’s ship to be an explorer’s vessel. Extremely lightweight when compared to the hulking monstrosities that Actus Thorn is taking to war. Fifty barrels will be enough fuel to keep her in the air for weeks.”


“See?” Kira turned to Vera. “All we need to do is rob some criminals and we’ll have all the dragon oil that we need for you to stop acting like a scared mother hen.”


“Why rob anyone? If we need oil, surely we can purchase it legally through back channels of some kind.”


“Not anymore, I’m afraid.” Ward massaged his knuckles. “Actus Thorn is stockpiling every documented barrel of oil for the skyships. The night lanterns have been running on pine-scented tubes of goat fat for weeks now. For appearances. But I assure you, the only way to acquire the amount of dragon oil that the ship requires is to steal it from someone who has already stolen it.”


He turned to Kira.


“I must warn you, Empress, that procuring oil from the criminal underbelly of Balaria will not be easy. We cannot use customs agents—many of them are working for one of the crime syndicates of Taggarstan. And if we used soldiers from the regular army, Actus Thorn would simply take whatever we found for himself.”


Kira frowned.


“But do not lose heart,” Osyrus continued. “I have recently been informed that a local merchant of fine silks is one of the principal procurers of contraband dragon oil in Burz-al-dun. And he is preparing to send a rather large shipment to Taggarstan on the next full moon.”


“Why the full moon?” Vera asked.


“That is typically the best time for the ships to navigate the Bay of Broken Clocks,” Osyrus said. “I am told he has overextended himself quite a bit with the size of this shipment, and can only afford a comparatively light crew of hired killers guarding it.” Osyrus smiled. Turned to Vera. “If a certain highly trained and capable individual were to lend her assistance, I believe we can take this oil for ourselves.”


“Highly trained individual,” Kira repeated. “Vera, yes. That’s perfect. What does she need to do?”


“The first step is finding out exactly who this silk merchant is. Thus far, he has been able to conceal his identity, despite my inquiries. In time, I am sure I could discover him, but if we wait too long, we’ll lose our chance to steal this month’s shipment. I am told that he has been using a tavern in the fourth district called Aeternita’s Grace to run his expanding black-market operations. If Vera were to visit this tavern and . . . compel a name from one of the patrons, that is all I will need to suss out the location of his oil stockpile.”


“What does a name get you that you don’t already have?”


“Names are powerful tools in Burz-al-dun. They appear on property records. Land deeds. Dock leases. And the seal system makes it difficult to use a fake name for anything meaningful. This explains why this smuggler values his anonymity so highly.”


Vera chewed on that. The logic made sense, but somehow that made her more uneasy. Osyrus Ward had plotted all of this far in advance. Vera got the feeling that she and Kira were both cogs in whatever larger machine he was building. And now they were beginning to spin. She did not like it.


“Kira. Robbing from oil smugglers is not the type of work that—”


“This is an excellent plan,” Kira said, interrupting her. “Vera will retrieve the name tonight. That will be all, Osyrus. We’ll speak more later.”


The royal engineer stood. “Finding smugglers and depriving them of oil is relatively straightforward, Empress. But your part in this coup is mired in the swamp of Balarian politics. If you’d like, I can arrange to have a number of salient tomes brought to your chambers that might provide some insight and . . . inspiration as to how Actus Thorn might be removed.”


“That will not be necessary.”


Ward frowned. “We have no army. Toppling a military dictator like Actus Thorn through political maneuvers alone will be a complicated endeavor.”


“Politics are complicated. People are simple. Do not worry, Osyrus. I know what I’m doing.”


Osyrus bowed. “Very good, Empress.”


Kira waited until Osyrus was gone before speaking again. “Please don’t give me another lecture about what a widow does and doesn’t do.”


“If I felt you understood the scope of my duties, I wouldn’t keep explaining them to you,” said Vera. “I am here to protect you, not serve as your personal enforcer.”


“Oh, please. My Papyrian aunt is infamous for using her widows as assassins. Don’t pretend it’s not true. I’ve heard the same stories about Shoshone Kalara Sun that you have.”


“I am not Shoshone. And you don’t need to follow in your aunt’s bloody footsteps.”


“Yes, I do.” Kira’s face turned serious. “Look, Vera, a bodyguard may have been all that I needed in Almira, safe behind the walls of Castle Malgrave, doing nothing but feasting and drinking and screwing third-born sons of minor small lords. But things are different here. I want to do more than just . . . exist.”


“You can’t do more than exist if you’re killed while I am stealing dragon oil, and unable to protect you.”


“I don’t need more protection,” Kira continued. “There are a hundred Horellian guards in this palace alone who are dedicated to keeping me alive.”


“They’re men,” Vera said. “That means they can’t be trusted.”


“You trusted Silas Bershad.”


Vera scowled. Kira wasn’t entirely right about that, but she wasn’t wrong either.


“I needed his help to get to you,” she said. “And speaking of Silas, he murdered eight Horellian guards before killing Mercer. They’re hardly invincible.”


“And you would have stopped him, I suppose?”


“If protecting Mercer had been my responsibility, I would have avoided the situation entirely.”


“Listen, Vera. I appreciate your perspective and your advice. You should always feel free to bring your misgivings to me. But I did not escape from Almira just to be shoved into another silk prison by Actus Thorn. I am going to take control of my life, one way or another. You can disagree with me, but you cannot talk me out of it. I know there are risks, but I am going to take them.”


Vera gave her a resigned look.


“You’re disappointed in me,” Kira said.


“I want you safe, Ki. What you’re planning. What you’re doing. It is the opposite.”


“Would you rather I go back to all the drinking and screwing? Become the perfect partner to Ganon and his life of debauchery, then die a couple of decades from now in a puddle of my own juniper-liquor-soaked vomit?”


“There is a middle ground between drinking yourself to death slowly, and getting yourself executed tomorrow for treason.”


“There is no middle ground for what I’m trying to accomplish.”


“What is that, exactly? You say that you want more power for yourself. But what will you do with it once it’s yours?”


Assuming we don’t get killed in the process, Vera thought to herself.


Kira stared at Vera with her icy turquoise eyes. Her face turned serious.


“I thought Almira was a broken country,” she said. “A bunch of muddy roads doing a shit job of connecting a bunch of savage warlords who brutalize commoners in order to finance the next raid on their neighbor’s land so they can afford more debauched orgies inside their decrepit castles. Meanwhile, the commoners hunker down, praying to forest gods and poorly made mud totems to grant them one more day of survival in their dragon-surrounded hovels. Of course I led a miserable existence. How could anyone be happy in that kind of place? In my heart, I believed Balaria would be better.”


She sighed.


“But now that I’m here—surrounded by running water and ticking clocks and flying ships—I’ve realized that this place is no better. The only difference between a Balarian minister and an Almiran warlord is that Balarians wash their hair more frequently and they bend the wills of their subjects with taxes instead of swords. Almira isn’t broken. The entirety of Terra is broken. And I am going to fix it.”


“Fix every country in Terra?” Vera asked. “How?”


“One step at a time.”


“That is not an answer.”


Kira turned back to the Kor Cog. “I know what I’m doing, and removing Actus Thorn from power is the first step. But look, if you don’t want to get the fuel, don’t. I’m more than happy to proceed with my current resources. You’re the one who’s so concerned about the consequences.”


Vera let out a long, slow breath. Recognized in Kira’s tone that she wouldn’t be able to talk her out of this. And she had made the mistake of positioning herself as a source of discipline once before—all it had accomplished was a missing princess and a murderous trek across Terra. She wouldn’t make that mistake again. They were in this together, no matter what.


But beyond her widow’s duty and her loyalty, Vera had never heard Kira talk this way. And in all her years perched in the hallways and chambers of kings and queens and emperors and lords, Vera had never heard any of them point out the flaws of a system that benefited them. Even her sister, Ashlyn, had been focused on using the Almiran government—fractured and corrupt as it was—to further her own goals. She had no desire to change the system. Maybe Kira was different. Better.


“I will help you, Ki.”


“Good.” Kira stood up. “You should leave soon—the checkpoints to District Four take forever.”
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