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Not only are Indigenous people forced to shoulder the burden of colonialism; we are expected to celebrate it.

—TANYA TAGAQ

For a colonized people, the most essential value, because it is the most meaningful, is first and foremost the land: the land, which must provide bread and, naturally, dignity.
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History is written by the victors.
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CHAPTER ONE
GIN



They’re coming.

I make myself as small as possible and back deeper into shadow, beneath a flowering tree, while I catch my breath. I hear the muted flap of a bird’s wings overhead and the slight rustle of leaves as it lands. I can almost make out the music playing inside the palace, a romantic melody. There’s a tinkle of glass, faint voices.

Hazy nighttime clouds blot out the moon’s faint light, enveloping the courtyard in darkness. A gust of wind blows through. I look up to the menacing sky as leaves flutter to the ground around me. It’s going to storm soon. An owl hoots in the distance. I tug on one of the vines wrapping the mossy surface of the towering stone wall beside me. It snaps easily—too weak to support my weight, especially thirty or forty feet or more. The top of the wall is barely visible against the inky black sky. Where can I run? How do I get out of here? They’re going to find me any moment now. I silently curse that I’ve allowed myself to get so complacent and soft. Months ago, back when I was working with Aris, a predicament like this would’ve been nothing. I would’ve found a way to scale that wall with hardly a second thought.

The clanking grows louder. I crouch lower. Barely dare to breathe. Three figures emerge from the passageway beneath the palace. Two grim-faced guards drag a hooded figure— a girl about my height and build—toward a scaffold that’s been set up in the middle of the garden. The doomed girl wears the same thin beige tunic I was given when I was arrested, and her dark hair is pulled back into a similar low braid. It peeks out from beneath the burlap sack covering her face.

I scrunch my eyebrows together in confusion. Only moments ago, that would’ve been me, being led to my imminent death. Now, somehow, a stranger stands in my place.

A loud bong breaks the silence, startling me. I curse under my breath. The sundown bell. Lady Ariadne is nothing if not punctual. When she’d sentenced me to die that evening, she’d meant exactly that, and not a moment earlier or later. I look away from the gallows to the balcony above it. As expected, the golden doors swing open wide. Right on cue. Honeyed light spills out from within the glowing room, brightening the dark outside, as music and raucous laughter reverberate from deep within the palace. Even the execution of an impoverished Ophir street urchin won’t spoil the never-ending festivities.

Lady Ariadne floats out from the doorway like a phantom. Her floor-length evening gown the color of onyx billows around her, blotting out the party light like the gathering storm clouds over the moon. She takes her place at the ornate golden railing, a vulture ready to perch over her latest prey.

The bell continues—bong, bong, bong—matching the prisoner’s reluctant steps up each shaky stair. The executioner looms closely behind, his face masked by a ghastly black hood with gaping holes for eyes. Wind whistles through the trees, shrill and haunting.

On the sixth toll of the clock, they reach the platform. The executioner steps forward and wraps a knotted rope around the prisoner’s neck. Cold dread floods through my chest. I put a hand to my throat reflexively. Once he’s satisfied with his work, the executioner steps back again and turns his face up to the gilded balcony. A smug smile passes briefly on Lady Ariadne’s thin lips before she lifts her pointy chin and gives him a tight nod.

Without further hesitation, the executioner pulls a lever. Metal gears shriek as the floor gives out from beneath the prisoner with a thudding heave. The body plummets through the gaping hole and snaps back before falling into a lazy sway, as the corpse swings ever so slightly, side to side.

My stomach lurches. My heart pounds, my throat constricts. That’s how quickly I would’ve been gone. As if it were nothing. Instead, a wholly innocent girl is dead, all because of me. I’m filled with shame and fear. After I escaped, the guards probably grabbed the first maid they could find to avoid Lady Ariadne’s wrath. I close my eyes and resist the urge to vomit.

I try to remember what happened just moments ago, when the guard unlocked the door to my cell, right before I ran—had he mouthed something? Did he say, “Go,” or was he just shocked that he’d let me run away? My stomach flips. It doesn’t matter. There’s blood on my hands either way. A girl is dead because of me. Someone else took my place.

But I can’t think about that now. Survive first; ask questions later. I’ve got to get out of here.

Lady Ariadne peers over the railing’s edge at the prisoner’s limp, lifeless form. Apparently satisfied, she turns abruptly and sails back into the brightly lit palace in a sudden flurry of silk chiffon. Back to her glossy marble floors and gilt walls and twenty-foot ceilings flanked by alabaster cherubs and crystal chandeliers. As if witnessing the death of her son’s supposed inamorata is nothing but a brief interlude, a slightly inconvenient interruption to the party. The doors bang shut behind her.

The courtyard is cloaked in darkness again. The orchestra plays once more, muffled behind thick stone walls. The palace exterior turns gray in the night, its black towers spearing into the sky. The guards at the scaffold shuffle toward the dangling body. Their boots scrape against the splintered wood. Beams of yellow light sway from their swinging lanterns. A drop of rain falls on my cheek and runs down my chin like a tear.

Someone grabs my arm. I whip around and swing at the attacker. A palace guard in full armor. He intercepts my punch. I struggle to free myself while not attracting attention from the others. But his grip is too strong. I try to pull away, but he spins me around and wraps his arms tight around my waist instead. “Hey, hey,” the guard whispers in my ear. “Calm down.”

My entire body relaxes at the familiar sound of his voice. “Rollo?”

He lets go and I turn around to face him. He lifts the steel visor and nods.

Seeing him brings such an intense relief I almost fall to the ground, but he holds me.

“How did you find me?” I ask.

“No time to explain. Come on.” He grabs my hand and pulls me along with him.

As we flee, stalking along the back wall to the other side of the yard, the guards hoist the prisoner up from beneath the stage. They place the body on the ground and untie the noose, then one of them grabs the girl’s feet and the other lifts her under her arms. I can’t look away. It feels like penance, somehow, to force myself to witness the grisly spectacle.

The three guards return the way they’d arrived only minutes before, down the steps and back into the corridor that leads to the dungeons. Once they reach the entrance, they lower the girl to the ground. And just as the door is about to close, she stands up and rips off her hood.

The girl’s alive.

I yank on Rollo’s arm frantically.

He turns and looks around, alarmed. I point to the scene at the far end of the courtyard.

But he only glances over, unimpressed. “I told you. No time to explain.” He pulls on my arm again and walks faster. More raindrops fall from the sky, and then all at once it becomes a steady drizzle.

We reach the wall. “It’s too slippery to climb,” I whisper. “I already tried. And we can’t go through the back entrance. I’ll never make it through the main hall undetected.”

“You’re not going over the wall,” he says tersely.

When we first met, I’d been on the run from Madame Verona’s thugs.

Rollo was walking out of his private eating club when he noticed me, lying helpless, encircled by a group of leering men. He confronted the thugs, who scattered at the sight of a nobleman, and helped me up from where I had fallen on the street.

“Do you have a place to go?” he’d asked.

I’d shaken my head.

Of course, I knew it was illegal for me to be there, hiding in the bedroom of a Laconian nobleman, and heir to the wealthiest estate in the city. We Ophir are servants and thieves, inhabiting the lowest rungs of society. My mere existence is a capital offense. Lacon has been trying to get rid of us forever—it wasn’t enough that they conquered and destroyed our kingdom, but they’ve been trying to stamp us out entirely, restricting where we can go and where we can live, closing our schools, starving our community. But the Sleeve is equally threatening to my life, so as far as I’m concerned, it’s safer behind palace doors. I should hate him, this handsome Laconian lord, knowing how his people have treated mine for centuries, but I don’t. That much I know. I don’t hate him.

Being caught was inevitable. Ophir slattern! Lady Ariadne had screeched, yanking back the bedcovers this morning. By the afternoon, I was sentenced to die.

Another lesson learned: Injustice is swift.

Rollo roots around beneath the wiry vines snaking through the thick stone wall. Once he finds what he’s looking for, he pushes on one of them. There’s a scraping noise and then a pop. He removes a key hanging around his neck, turns it in the lock, and then pushes on the wall and slides it over a bit, revealing a narrow doorway. We slip into the pitch dark. He shuts the secret door behind us. I’m already feeling slightly better about my survival odds.

He takes my hand again and leads me through the void. My eyes adjust enough to detect the walls on either side of us. It’s a tight space, barely enough for me to fit. Rollo bends forward against the low ceiling. “I used to hide here when I was a little boy,” he whispers. “Old holdover from the war. I hear this is how Lacon won the war, by using all these secret passageways.”

“Who was the girl in the hood?” I ask him. “The one who was supposed to be me?”

“A Guild thief. Don’t worry, she wore a harness—she wasn’t harmed.”

I nod. I saw that clearly. The girl had looked clearly irritated, and not at all hurt.

“And believe me, she was well compensated for the trouble,” he adds.

“So the guards did let me go?”

“Of course. I arranged a last-minute swap. Everyone thinks you’re dead, so you’re safe now.”

I stop walking. I can’t see him, but I feel him breathing. “You did all that for me?” Though I’d been formulating an escape plan of my own—an admittedly risky one that involved getting ahold of a blade somehow—I appreciate him coming through for me.

I blink back tears, thinking about the weeks we spent before being discovered. We were strangers—a girl from the Sleeve and a young nobleman from the estates. I was wary at first, unsure of why he brought me to the palace. What did he want from me? But all we did was play games—cards, tiles, puzzles—and he’d bring me books and we’d talk all night about anything and everything. He’s the same age as me, and even though we grew up worlds apart, we share a love for all the same things. In the palace, like in all of Lacon, there were mechanical marvels, things he called automatons, statues that could come alive, animated not by magic but by the movement of machines, pulleys, and gears, and we would study them to see how they worked. There were great leather-bound books that described their making and we’d spent hours poring over the diagrams and details. Our conversation was filled with science and curiosity, and I savored it. I was happy. It seemed too good to be true and it was.

Plus, I could eat as much as I wanted, and for the first time in my life, my bony hips filled out and the hollowness in my eyes vanished after endless hours of luxurious, uninterrupted sleep. All that comfort made me heady and foolish, and I became far too comfortable in a place where I did not belong and should never have been. Naïve enough to believe I might get away with it forever. Even allowed myself to imagine a future here with him …

“Yeah,” he says softly. “Gin…”

“Yes?” I press closer toward him.

“I wish … I wish I could have kept you safe forever,” he whispers.

My heart soars and hurts at the same time. “Rollo,” I breathe.

But he moves away. “We’ve got to hurry. You don’t have much time, and I need to get back to the party or it’ll be suspicious.”

I swallow a lump of disappointment even as I quicken my pace, following him through the dark passageways that stretch on and on. Occasionally, sounds from within the palace drift through the walls, music and heated conversation as well as loud stomping as guards move from one post to another. At one point, the floor pitches down, and I nearly lose my footing. I reach out to grab the wall. My hand brushes against cold metal, a tiny hinge, as I stumble.

Rollo catches me. “Careful,” he whispers.

“What’s this?” I tug at the metal, and it swings open like a tiny door, revealing a small beam of light. Shocked, I shut it immediately.

“Some kind of spy hole. I loved these when I was a kid,” he explains.

I open it again and see that we’re next to the grand ballroom—or nearly below it. The hole must have been hidden near the floor, in the intricate carved moldings that framed the mirrored walls. Elegant guests in their best gowns and lushly embroidered brocade coats mingle in small groups while the palace musician strums an enormous golden harp. Servants offer trays overflowing with fresh fruit and salted meats.

My stomach growls.

Rollo reaches over to shut the cover. “Sorry, but we’ve got to hurry.”

Eventually we reach a dead end. Rollo takes out a long match and lights it on the bottom of his boot. He holds it up near the wall and searches around until he finds another keyhole. “Hold this,” he says, and hands me the match. Once he unlocks the door, he takes the match back and stomps it out beneath his foot.

My heart pumps harder. “Wait.” I grab his arm. “What if there are guards out there?” Aside from the fact that I haven’t gone toe to toe with anyone in quite a while, I’m completely unarmed. With a blade, I could still hold my own. But without it? I knew I should’ve kept up with my training regimen. I was too complacent, and foolish to believe this might be forever.

“This passage lets out at the far edge, near the kitchen waste. You won’t be noticed there.” He slides the door open like the other one before. “But you still need to hurry. If my mother has discovered the ruse, they’ll be looking for you.”

It takes a beat for his words to sink in. “You mean, you’re not going with me?” I imagined he would, somehow, that it was why he’d rescued me. That he would be coming with me.

He shakes his head, his face grim and drawn. “If I do, they’ll know you’ve escaped. It’s not possible, Gineth. She’ll have an entire army searching for us. But if I stay, you’ll be safe. This is the only way.” He calls me by my Ophir name, Gineth, which means “happiness” or “light.” We Ophir are not allowed to use our full names or we face the consequences. Laconians want no reminders of our heritage, or for us to take pride in our culture, and so we are all forced to answer to shortened monikers that mean nothing in our language.

“But where will I go?” I don’t care that the weeks of unparalleled luxury are over; I could easily go back to sleeping on the streets, back to the fleas and roaches, while rats steal my last chunk of stale bread. But it’s right then that I realize: I can’t leave him.

“You can’t stay here. You’re dead. Or my mother believes you to be. Head to the Lashing. You’ll be safe there.”

“The Lashing?” I ask, confused. The Lashing is a remote colony of Ophir; outside the laws of Lacon, it’s supposed to be a ragtag flotilla of barges, rafts, and boats lashed together, the last fragment of our fallen people. The Lashing is well hidden and moves frequently in the endless ocean. Its freedom comes at a price, however, as Lacon is intent on destroying it, conducting raids every time they discover its new location. Somehow, the Lashing survives every devastation. But believing that I would be safe there is like believing that our people were once so powerful we commanded spirits and the gods themselves.

“It’s the only place you’ll be free,” Rollo says. “Find Bahram at the market, he sells kitchen pots and smokes a cigar. He has one blue eye and one black one. Tell him I sent you. Give him this, and he’ll take care of it,” he says urgently, as he hands me a small pouch heavy with coin. “Head north on the river until you get to the open sea, then follow Estrella Norte all the way until you find it.”

I try to remember everything he’s telling me, but I’m so confused. Things are happening too fast to make sense, and then Rollo pulls me against him and holds me tight. For the briefest moment I forget the danger around me, focusing only on his arms around mine. Maybe he’s changed his mind, and will hide me somewhere again, or decided he can’t be without me after all.

But he wrenches away suddenly. “You’re not safe here. Please. Find Bahram. Go to the Lashing.”

“What about you?” I ask. It sounds pathetic, and I regret saying it as soon as the words leave my mouth. “Rollo … I…” I love … I love the way your eyes crinkle when you laugh. I love that you always save me the largest slice of cake, the ripest fruit from the tray. I love that you try your hardest to beat me at cards, but you’re never a sore loser. I love that we are friends. I love that you care about me, and I care about you, too. Rollo, I think I might even love … But I swallow the words.

Rollo puts a warm hand on my chin and raises my face to meet his. “I feel the same,” he says, even though I didn’t say anything about my feelings.

“Will I ever see you again?” I ask.

“I hope so,” he whispers. “But all that matters is that you’re safe.” Then he gently pushes me back a few paces. The door in the wall shuts behind me and I’m all alone once more, just as I have been since my mother died.

A steady shower of rain pours down from the gray skies. Stunned and alone, I face away from the House Eternal to the winding road that leads straight back to the Sleeve. Back to the gutter he’d plucked me from, to nights spent stealing for scraps and huddling in a corner while rats skittered across my ankles, waking me at odd hours to find that the fire had gone cold and even the embers had ceased glowing and the wind had begun to whistle through the cracks in the walls, making it all but impossible to sleep. I shudder at the thought, my stomach twisting in knots. Who’d have thought that I’d ever miss the floor of the brothel kitchen. Back to the shadows and the margins. But what choice do I have? Loitering around the palace means certain death.

I run to the edge of the grounds. The path out is lined with trees. At least for a while, I can follow the road undetected. The rain slows to a drizzle. I come to a fork—right, to neighboring estates; left to go back to the slums. Reluctantly, I head left. The trail quickly turns from the kingsroad, paved with cobblestone and flanked by deep ditches to carry away water, to dirt paths where wagon wheels carved deep furrows in the earth so that the mud is ankle-deep. I sidestep the carcass of an unrecognizable animal lying in the path, chewed by flies.

Then I see it. Either my memories are too rosy, or else my time in House Eternal made me soft. Ahead of me, the boundary of the Sleeve begins and I can’t believe how rank it smells. I’m greeted with a few decrepit hovels, unfit for livestock, let alone people. A bony, wrinkled woman stands outside one, staring blankly into space. I’m clean, and therefore a target, so I pass the old woman as quickly as possible.

Before going any farther, I swipe my hand through some mud and wipe it all over myself. I can’t look like I have any coin on me. Or even like my clothes are worth stealing. As I reach down for more dirt, I gasp, startled. There’s a man lying face down a few feet away. Whether he’s still alive or not, I’m not sure, and I’m not waiting around to find out.

The rain stops, at least for now. Thunder booms somewhere to the west. Something clangs down the road. My heart speeds up—a guard? But then I see what is making the noise: an old man wearing a long, ragged shirt, hunched painfully, grasping a tin mug that holds a few farthings. He bangs it again. As if anyone here has anything to spare for him.

Meanwhile, back at House Eternal, golden trays are piled high with sweet dates and plums, luscious tarts, and icing-laden honey and cinnamon cakes that will go untouched and uneaten and end up thrown to the pigs.

One foot in front of the other, I say goodbye to the plush grounds and glittering ballrooms of the estate and head back to the most dangerous place in the world—and the only home I’ve ever known.
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CHAPTER TWO
EBAN



No amount of sunshine can cheer the gloomy souls who wander the bleak streets of the Sleeve. Not that I blame them. They’re all having the worst day of their lives in a long, endless string of bad ones. Under normal circumstances I’d enjoy spending a cloudless afternoon lurking about the marketplace, as clear weather always brings out the biggest crowds, and the biggest crowds mean ample opportunity for separating a distracted merchant from his coin. Today, however, I’ve got bigger problems than seeking the easiest mark with the fattest pockets, as thick gray clouds suddenly roll in overhead, threatening rain and ruining the fun.

“We may have to aim higher than fruit sellers or fishmongers, my friend,” I tell Vergel. “Or we’re going to starve.” Not that we’re strangers to hunger, but in the last few years, we’ve held it at bay with successful night work. At least, we used to be successful. Last night’s botched heist was an unexpected and disastrous failure.

We take refuge and sit beneath a rotting roof overhang on the western outskirts of the Sleeve, hiding from both the impending downpour and the growing number of miscreants who are no doubt still trawling the marketplace searching for me among the thinning horde as the sun begins to set. Last night Vergel and I attempted to make off with chits from a gambling hall, something we do with some regularity, except we don’t hit the same gaming establishment every time. We like to spread the wealth, as it were. This particular one catered to a Laconian clientele. You know the type, five gold florins to buy in, honey wine in crystal goblets. The type the Blackcoats deliberately ignore, because different rules apply to different people, of course. The job was supposed to go off without a hitch, but we ran into some trouble, had to dump the loot, and barely made off with our lives—and one of us wasn’t even that lucky.

And now we’re broke and starving and wanted men.

What’s new?

A lone beggar wearing a ratty straw hat and droopy brown robes shuffles down the street, following the path along the gutter. I pull my gray hood higher over my black hair to shield my face. I don’t want to be recognized.

Vergel’s not in an adventurous mood after what went down last night. “I think I’m gonna sit the next one out, boss.” He reaches into the folds of his cloak, then pulls out a bit of dried meat and begins chewing on it nervously. Me and Vergel have been friends since we were street rats stealing apples from carts and running dice games by the side of the road. If I’m the brains of the operation, Vergel’s all heart. Half the time we don’t even keep the coin from our scores, as Vergel feeds most of the Ophir orphans around town from our purse. Since we were those kids not too long ago. He’s a few years younger than me at fifteen.

I throw my arm around Vergel and squeeze his shoulder playfully. “Come on, now, I need my right-hand man.”

Vergel shrugs me off. “Not after last night’s mess. We need to fix that first, not make it worse.”

I shake my head. “That’s exactly what I’m doing. Come on. Don’t you trust me by now? When have I ever been unable to get us out of a bind? Never. We had a minor setback, that’s all.”

“The Blackcoats killed Angel.” Vergel spits on the ground. Angel lost his life from a Blackcoat arrow when we ran.

My cheek twitches, and my voice is low. “He was my friend, too.” And if I could, I’d avenge our lost brother. But there’s no justice for our kind.

Vergel sighs.

“Just one more big job and we’re set.”

“That’s what you said about last night,” Vergel grumbles.

I hold up my finger. “One! That’s it. Come on! We’ll make bank!” The beggar across the street stops walking. I clutch the dagger beneath my coat, a reflex, but the man starts moving again. False alarm. Thunder rumbles in the distance. An ominous cloud moves over the sun, casting the streets into half-darkness.

“Or we screw up again, we get nothing, and this time we all die,” Vergel continues.

I scoff. “Don’t insult me. Blackcoats never patrol that area. That wasn’t a screwup, it was an unforeseen complication. Bad luck is all. Pretty sure they were tipped off. Otherwise, it doesn’t make sense. I spent months planning that job. Down to the very last detail. That plan was flawless.” So flawless I’d financed the entire thing with loans and big promises, as we’d had to disguise ourselves as rich Laconians and spend like them to get inside the place. I took out loans with exorbitant interest. Loans I swore on my life I’d be able to pay back the day after the heist. If I don’t figure out a way to do that, fast, I’m a dead man. “Come on, I say we hit one of those golden houses on the hill. Try stealing from those who have more, not those who barely have more than us.”

Vergel won’t look directly at me. “No licensed Guild thief would dare target one of the estates. They know the consequences. So, if a palace is raided, even—no, especially—if it’s raided successfully, they’ll know exactly who to look for. Street thieves. Specifically, the only street thieves who would dare target an estate. Us. If we were the only ones who would pay for it, I might feel different, but you know the Blackcoats will take it out on every single one of us they can get their hands on, simply because they can. Not to mention, if you piss off the Thieves’ Guild, then they’ll come for us, too. Last thing we need is more enemies.”

“You act like we Ophir get many options, Vergel. You’d rather be like him?” I motion toward the ragged man shuffling through the dirt. “Hopeless, helpless, unable to do anything about anything?” I snort.

“At least no one’s on his tail,” Vergel argues.

“I’d rather starve than beg,” I say.

As if he heard, the beggar turns abruptly to face us. I look away, but out of the corner of my eye, I see him start to cross the road, inching closer and closer to us. I try to speak quietly enough that Vergel can hear me but the beggar can’t. “Let’s get out of here,” I whisper. Maybe one of my spurned benefactors sent someone after me already.

“What?” Vergel asks loudly.

“I said, let’s get—”

“I beg your pardon,” the beggar calls out as he approaches.

I curse under my breath.

“Eban Sadreal?” the beggar asks, flashing his best salesman smile, then turns his head left and right to check whether anyone else is around.

Not good. I know something’s up. I reach for the dagger again. “Sorry, but you’re mistaken, old man. No Eban here.”

The man keeps coming. Vergel’s on alert now, too, ready to pull his blade. “What is this?” he mutters. “Guild?”

I shrug, then shout, “We haven’t any coin, or food,” partly as a warning. Don’t bother coming any closer. Or else.

It doesn’t deter him. The man waves his hand, as if to say none of that is a concern.

Both of us are on our feet now. The beggar’s only a few steps away. I take note of the clean hands peeking out from the tattered robes. One of those hands wears a thick silver ring featuring an obsidian stone. Then I realize: The rags are a costume, this whole scene a farce. To what end, I’m not sure. But a Blackcoat would never lower themselves to even pretend they’re destitute, and a Guild thief wouldn’t be so obvious. So who is this stranger?

Once he’s beneath our shade, the beggar stops shuffling and straightens up. “I hear you’re in a tight spot, Eban Sadreal. Luckily, I may have the solution to all your problems.”

I stare him down. “Funny, you don’t look like a fairy godmother.”

Vergel snorts.

The beggar ignores the quip. He pulls his hood back over his shoulders. He isn’t a beggar, of course—nor is he a Blackcoat. It’s been a while, but I recognize the scar across his cheek instantly. Zagar Aguirre, a low-level informant I’d used in the past. He was always pretty reliable, if a bit shady and opportunistic, but isn’t that all of us thieves.

“Well, now it’s getting interesting,” I say to Vergel. “You remember Zagar? He hooked us up last year.” That was a good score. We robbed the city treasury, only fair since they tax us Ophir at impossible rates.

“What do you have for me this time?” I ask.

“It’s a big job. Little risk,” he tells us.

This could very well be a trap, but Zagar has never given bad information before. Plus, I’m desperate for a quick, lucrative gig to pay my debts, and more than that, I’m curious. The worst combination for a criminal, I know, yet I can’t resist. “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that.”

Zagar meets my steely gaze. “No more details until we cut a deal. I tell you where and how to pull off the job, and in return, you give me a cut.”

“Define ‘cut,’” I say. Last thing I need is a risky job with little payoff. “Actually, let’s not waste anyone’s time here. I’m not interested. I don’t partake in illegal activities,” I say loudly. Never hurts to put on a show in case the authorities are lurking around. I look away from Zagar to signal I’m bored of the conversation.

Zagar throws back his head and laughs. “Oh, you don’t, do you? Cut the crap, Eban. Matter of fact, I hear you’re a wanted man after last night. You’re no longer the so-called Shadow of the Sleeve. Only a fool would mess with a Laconian gambling hall. Wonder what’s the bounty on your head. Suppose I could find out.” He gathers himself together like he’s about to walk away.

I narrow my eyes and glare at Zagar. That sounds like a threat. In fact, I’m certain it is. Crap, if even Zagar knows what went down last night, I’m in real trouble. “How about you quit playing games and get to the point? What’s the gig? Otherwise, this conversation is over.” Another clap of thunder, closer this time. The sky grows grayer by the second.

“All you’d be doing is taking something that someone else already stole. Fair game. But if you want details, like I said, first you agree to give me a cut. Twenty-five lion.”

I wave him off. “Get outta here. Take your chances on my bounty.” I look at Vergel and snort, thumbing toward the man. “Twenty-five lion. Is he serious?”

Vergel nods. “We don’t give that much to anybody.”

“Even if the job is worth a thousand leopard?”

Vergel’s eyes nearly pop out of his head. Even if we have to pay the man twenty-five lion, the remainder will cover my debts and set us up in an estate for life. Or better yet, buy a boat so I can do what I really want: get out of Lacon entirely and head to the Lashing, the last hidden colony of my people. But I maintain my poker face. I shrug. “Not worth it.”

Vergel glares at me.

“Suit yourself,” Zagar says with a raised brow. “Another thief will be interested.”

“Sure, if they can do it,” I counter. Zagar knows damn well no one else is as capable as me, or he would’ve asked them first. Last night’s failure notwithstanding, I’m still the best freelance thief in town. I guess I should have joined the Thieves’ Guild, but I hate rules and the guy who runs it is a real jerk. I prefer to work alone and on my own terms.

Zagar stares right back at me. But I know I’m right, and that Zagar knows it, too. “Most I can do is ten lion,” I tell him. And truthfully, I’d never even gone that high, but like I said, I’m desperate.

“Least I can do is twenty,” he counters.

“Then find someone who can do the job and will give you twenty.” I hope I sound confident, because I’m getting aggravated with Zagar’s outrageous demands. But I want this job, especially if it’s actually worth what Zagar claims. I need this job. I think of last night’s botched hit, and all the debts I’ve accrued. Crap.

Zagar and I stare at one another. My hand remains on the hilt of my dagger.

“I suppose twenty’s a lot to ask,” Zagar relents. He spits on the ground. “What about fifteen?”

I jump on it. “Fifteen lion it is. Deal. Now, what’s the gig?”

Zagar chews on it one last time, glancing up at the menacing sky and then back at me. “Did you hear House Dominant got hit last night? Well, I heard the thieves had to stash the loot in the Sleeve when they ran into some Blackcoats.”

Vergel and I exchange a look. House Dominant isn’t far from the gambling hall we hit the night before. No wonder we ran into Blackcoats. The nobility pays off the constabulary to leave their gambling halls alone, but they do care about losing the treasures in their estates. I’m vindicated.

Zagar continues: “They’re coming back tonight to grab it. They’ll be dressed as gong farmers. The loot will be in a barrel.”

“So, this job is to steal from other thieves?” Vergel says to me. “I don’t know about this—”

“We’re on it,” I say, cutting him off and shaking hands with Zagar.

Vergel wrings his hands. “This is even riskier than stealing from the estates.”

I grin and wrap my arm around my friend’s shoulders. “No, it’s not, because he said we’re not stealing from Guild thieves, Vergel. Just from a couple of independent mercenaries like us. Blackcoats don’t care about freelance operations. This is much, much better than an estate job!”

“Yeah, but thieves are harder to elude than the Blackcoats,” Vergel mutters, shoulders slumped. “At least the Blackcoats will just toss us in jail. Fellow thieves will kill us on sight.”

“Not if they can’t catch us.”

Vergel grimaces. “Didn’t you hear the man? He said it’s loot stolen from House Dominant. So technically we would be stealing from a Great House.”

“No, technically we would be stealing from thieves who stole from a Great House. There’s a difference. We’re, like, thieves once removed. Thieves-in-law.”

Vergel snorts.

I ignore him. Vergel’s perpetually anxious. If he weren’t so trustworthy, I wouldn’t be able to put up with it. I turn to Zagar. “We’re in. Give us the where and when.”

Zagar smiles wide. “Lucent Quay. Before sunrise. Remember the prize is in the gong barrel.”

I nod. “Meet us tomorrow morning.” I motion to the establishment across the road. “You’ll have your cut after the job is done.”

Negotiations over, as if on cue, the rain finally begins to pour.
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CHAPTER THREE
GIN



I navigate the dingy streets of the Sleeve, slipping into dark, muddy alleyways when necessary to avoid being seen. But you can’t always hide. I hold my head high and shoulders straight when I pass some brute, twice my weight but half my fighting skill, letting him know I won’t hand over a single coin without a fight. It’s a dance and despite my earlier trepidation, I find I still know it well. Half the folk in the Sleeve are thieves. I bluff when I think it’ll work, and hide from sight when I know it won’t. Drunks are the worst since they’re unpredictable. As likely to throw a punch as they are to throw up the contents of their stomach. For the most part, I give them a wide berth. When I come upon a stumbling tavern brawler, his hands and face bloody from a fight, I pray he doesn’t turn his rage on me. For an instant, he looks me up and down and I tremble. But he’s too far gone to notice my fear and moves on, staggering into a wall where he loosens his britches and relieves himself.

I swallow my fear and move onward. My instincts return, despite the months of relative safety spent at House Eternal. I’m able to melt back into the shadows to avoid being seen. I time my footsteps to coincide with the pounding of some distant horse’s hooves to mask my approach. My skin is too clean and freshly perfumed, so I rub mud on my face and dab it with my sleeve, making it seem as if I haven’t bathed in weeks. Only an hour out of the estates and I’m back to the thief I had once been, clever, quick, and covered in filth, always looking over my shoulder, startling at the smallest sound.

Rollo’s words echo in my brain. Head to the Lashing. You’ll be safe there.… Find Bahram at the market, he sells kitchen pots and smokes a cigar. He has one blue eye and one black one. Tell him I sent you. Give him this, and he’ll take care of it.

The marketplace is nearly empty as it’s past sundown. The earlier rainstorms have chased away any stragglers, aside from a few local merchants who stay open later, hoping to catch workers on the way home, or those who deal in more unsavory goods than their public-facing tables might suggest. I know the signs. The vendor with the brightly painted pots, the ones with multicolored stripes that shimmer like the bands on a snake’s back, sells poison if you know how to ask. The toothless man with the graying hair and deep-set eyes stands over baskets of tobacco and spice, but if you have the coin, he’ll sell you something that’ll make the world spin before your eyes, a drug that’ll make you forget your name … for a time. In the Sleeve, everyone’s looking for some escape. And if they can’t find it at the bottom of a tankard, there are other ways, through flesh peddlers and their ilk.

Then I see him. A merchant selling dented kitchen pots. He sits beneath an oiled tent alongside his wares that are beaded with damp from the rain, spread out on a makeshift wooden table in front of him. In one hand, he holds a fat cigar, and in the other, a folded gazette. His legs are crossed; his feet are bare, revealing skinny gnarled toes and yellowed toenails long past needing a trim.

“Excuse me,” I say.

The man looks up at me and lifts one wiry eyebrow. One eye is blue and one eye is black. It’s got to be Bahram.

“Rollo sent me.”

The man looks around to make sure I’m alone before answering. “Did he now?”

I clear my throat. “Yes. He said you can take me to the Lashing.”

“The Lashing? Why would anyone want to go there?” the man says, snapping the papers he’s holding back into shape. He returns to reading.

“Rollo of House Eternal said you could help me,” I insist.

He puts the scroll down slowly, then takes a long puff of his cigar, eyebrow still raised. His pale blue eye and dark black eye are disconcerting. Smoke billows around him. “Rollo of House Eternal, huh?”

I nod and hold my head higher, though inside, I’m shaking. Then I remember. “He said to give you this.” I hand over the velvet pouch of coins.

Bahram picks up the pouch and weighs it in his hand. Then he shrugs and takes another quick puff of his cigar. “I can provide a boat, but that’s all. Good luck with getting there, most likely you’ll just find yourself at the bottom of the sea, especially after another Lacon raid on that place.”

I bristle even though it’s exactly why I was confused that Rollo would send me there. But it’s said the Ophir of the Lashing believe that Ophir can be avenged, that one day our kingdom will recover its former glory. “You don’t believe in the return of the Floating City?”

“I believe that it sank and will never rise again,” he sighs. “This is all we have. The Sleeve. All they’ll ever let us have. The more we want, the more we lose.”

“I can’t believe that,” I whisper. “I’m going to the Lashing.”

“Believe what you want. The boat will be docked at the south pier by tomorrow eve. Look for Panglaban.”

“Tomorrow? But where will I go tonight?”

“Not my problem,” Bahram says, with a puff of his cigar.

I have no money and no options, except for the faint promise that tomorrow I’ll be able to take a boat that will get me out of here. But for now, I need to find a roof over my head and a way out of the streets. I find myself on the road to a familiar place. The only one I can think of to find shelter.

Dim yellow light radiates from oil lamps set in all the windows. There’s a cacophony of voices and instruments inside. Someone shuts an upstairs window, and the light in the room goes out. A high-pitched squeal escapes the thin wood-paneled walls. Old, cracked flowerpots are scattered around the front porch, filled with half-dead, neglected plants. The white paint is chipped and peeling, and a piece of the rail is missing. Almost unfathomable that I once believed this a luxurious place. Yet here I am, back again, begging. A rush of shame spreads through me.

I knock quickly, before I can give in to my fear and leave. Footsteps approach. The door flies open. “Welcome to Madame Vero—oh!”

“Charlie, it’s me,” I say.

“Gin!” Charlie says, pulling me in for a hug. Charlie was one of my friends at the brothel. Ten years older than me, with a sardonic sense of humor and a practical way about her. She’s wearing a huge curly wig with a large white bow, and very little else, aside from the white satin robe hanging off her shoulders to the ground. That’s one of the perks of the job—clean clothes. Though by Lady Ariadne’s standards, the robe is filthy. There are tiny snags in the fabric, and the bottom, though washed, is slightly stained from being swept across the dusty floor all day long. Everything, even the most coveted items in the Sleeve, is always subpar.

“What are you doing here?” she asks. “The girls said last time they saw you, you were getting into a fancy carriage heading up to the hills. Word around here is that you scored a big fish.”

I shrug. “He let me off the hook.”

Charlie gives me a rueful smile. “Don’t they all? Hope it was worth it for a while?”

I don’t answer, it’s too painful. “I just need a place to stay for tonight,” I say. “Please. I can sleep in the kitchen like last time. Just one night.”

Charlie looks behind her, then sticks her head out while closing the door a little bit. “I’m sorry, Gin, but we’re not supposed to talk to you,” she whispers. “Madame said if we ever see you around, we should let her know where you are, so she can send Ham after you.”

Ham is Madame’s head thug. “But today’s Sunnanday, isn’t it? Madame is out in the country, she doesn’t have to know.” I just need a safe place to lay my head tonight.

Charlie doesn’t say anything, she just looks back over her shoulder again.

“I have nowhere else to go,” I add. “I’ll be gone by dawn. Please, Charlie.”

“Oh, Gin,” Charlie says. “I wish I could, I really do, but things have been different around here.”

It’s then that I notice the bruises on Charlie’s upper arms and, when she turns and her robe slips, the welt of scars on her back.

“That’s not because of me, is it?” I ask, horrified. Charlie was the one who came to my aid when a patron tried to have his way with me after finding me alone in the kitchen. She knocked him on the head with a candlestick while I scrambled away.

She doesn’t need to answer because I already know I’m right and I’m flooded with guilt and shame. I shouldn’t be here, I can’t get my friend into more trouble because of me. “I’m sorry I asked—I’ll go, be safe.”

Charlie reaches her hand through the open doorway and grabs mine. “You too, Gin. I’m sorry, too.” Then the door shuts and the locks click into place, one by one.

My heart heavy, I turn and step slowly down the wide porch steps.

I suppose I could survive a night on the streets of the Sleeve by myself—find a dry corner, and hope no one notices me, and stay awake all night. But I know myself, I’ll nod off—and once you let your guard down around here, you wake up to a nightmare.

There’s one last place I could be safe.

At least for the night. Better than sleeping out in the open, among predators and animals. Going back to Aris is the last thing I want to do. Yet that’s exactly what I must do.

I head toward the grimy eastern quarter. None of the streetlamps in the Sleeve are lit. Most are broken, some are missing. Few of the houses have any lights on, and save for a bonfire here and there, it’s almost as dark as the woods at night. A handful of men gathered around a small fire call out to me; one of them whistles. I neither acknowledge nor run from them. Running would show fear and I don’t want them to give chase. Luckily for me, they don’t.

Just yesterday I was living in a dream world with Rollo, and now, somehow, I’m alone in the Sleeve in the middle of the night, with nowhere to go, and not a single coin to my name. Maybe I should have kept a few for myself before handing it all to Bahram. It’s all surreal. I should have prepared for this, I knew it wouldn’t last, but after so many years on the run, I’d just wanted to rest. Although if I give in to my deepest, darkest feelings, I don’t care what happens to me anymore. Yet I continue, one foot in front of the other, knowing the way simply by muscle memory. After all that time at Madame Verona’s, meeting Rollo, and living another life, I’m right back where I began. I’d worked so hard to get out, to try to have something better. All for nothing.

Perhaps it would have been more merciful for Rollo to let me hang.



The old shack lies back from the road, behind a copse of large trees. Smoke billows out from the chimney. Dim light flickers in the single, four-paned window. It would almost look cozy, if I didn’t know better. I drag myself up to the front door. There’s a hand-painted sign on a scrap of old wood. KNACKER: WILL DISPOSE OF ANIMAL CARCASSES. He’s still using the same old front, then.

I hold my fist up to knock, hesitate, then tap on the wobbly door. If no one answers, I’ll leave, and at least be satisfied that I tried. “Hello?” I call. No one answers. But the door is unlocked and I let myself inside.

The place is a wreck. Aris was never the best housekeeper, but it was never quite this bad. There are rusty buckets scattered around the ground, collecting drips from the leaky roof. A fire is lit, which is welcome after being out in the wet and clammy air for hours, and there are walls, technically speaking, but they’re so thin, they may as well be made of paper. As soon as I step away from the fireplace, the room is chilly.

I clear my throat and tap on the doorframe at the entrance to the back room.

“Who’s there,” Aris calls. Though I recognize his voice immediately, it’s much scratchier and slower than I remember.

“Me,” I reply.

“Come in, then.”

I’m shocked by what I find when I step inside. My old mentor, once tough and feared by so many, is weak and emaciated. His bones peek through his skin; his face is stained with dirt. He sits on a stool by another fireplace, hunched over, with his arms resting on his knees. He seems to be folded over, like he can’t support his own weight. There’s a cot in the corner, stuffed with moldy straw. On the far side of the room, a dusty threadbare rug where I used to sleep with one eye open in case the rats bit.

“Gineth.” He nods.

“The one and only,” I confirm with as much fake cheer as I can muster. Then I notice there’s another man in the room, sitting in a rickety chair. His face is scarred, and he’s wearing a straw hat and a long brown robe knotted with a belt with wide-hanging sleeves, and on his hand, a silver ring featuring a small black stone.

Aris looks over at me, then addresses him. “All right, I’ll do it.”

The stranger nods brusquely before departing.

“Sit down.” Aris turns to me and motions to the chair the man had been sitting in.

When I do, he wastes no time or small talk getting to the point. “What brings you here? Last I heard, you were off to the good life with one of the estate boys.” Word gets around in the Sleeve. Who knows how many people saw me in Rollo’s carriage that night. They assumed he had picked up an Ophir mistress. The Laconians despise us officially, but unofficially, and behind closed doors, anything goes, of course. There are even Laconians who are rumored to be half-Ophir, but no one would ever dare question the high houses.

“You know what they say, if it seems too good to be true, it probably is.”

“Ah.” Aris raises his bushy gray eyebrows. The only part of him that hasn’t shrunk. “Trouble in paradise.”

“You could say that. How are things going with you?” I try not to look around the room when I say this. It’s clear things aren’t going well.

Aris sighs. “Business isn’t as lucrative as it once was. Too many crackdowns. The Blackcoats are not as easy to bribe these days. Or as willing to look away as they used to be.”

“I need a place to stay tonight,” I say. “Is that all right?”

He’s silent for a few seconds. He stares down at the floor. Just when I begin to wonder if he’s falling asleep, his head snaps back up. “I suppose I can offer you shelter. But in return, I need you to come back to work.”

I should be thrilled by this, except I know what he’s getting at, and I swore I would never do that again. Still, I ask. “What kind of work, exactly?”

“Funny thing, your timing.” He smiles for the first time since I arrived, though it’s a faint one, almost wistful. “It’s a big job. Only problem is, I’ve no crew. The boys all left me when I couldn’t drum up enough work. I thought I was going to have to turn it down until you walked in.”

“I told you when I left that I don’t do that anymore.” My voice is colder than I’d intended. There’s a beat of silence in the room. “And I just need a place for the night.”

His smile vanishes. “That’s the only work I’ve got.”

“A pity.”

“Sure is.”

“It’s one night, Aris.”

“It’s one job, Gin.”

That’s it, then. Take or leave it. Even this dilapidated shack is better than nothing. And what harm can one last job do? One lousy job and after I can come back here and sleep. A place where I won’t be robbed or beaten—or worse. But Aris can’t give me that for nothing. He’s desperate, too.

Aris raised me when my mother died a decade ago. Taught me everything he knew, for good or ill. Together we were a good team, but it was a hard life. Hiding from the Blackcoats, stealing everything we owned or ate, always one step ahead of being rounded up and sent to the black cells. We did other things, too, night work that is too unsavory to think about, work I want to forget. I was this close to cutting the strings on Madame Verona’s ample purse when I heard about a job in her kitchen instead. That was it, I turned my back on Aris, on our old life and ways. Promised myself I would never go back to stealing for something to eat or a place to sleep. And yet here I am.

“Gotta warn you, I’m a little rusty, though. Not sure I’m as good as I used to be,” I tell him.

The old man grins. “I know my best girl is capable. I have to say, it’s great to have you back. A welcome surprise. A very welcome surprise indeed. Let’s go.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
EBAN



Vergel pushes his toes into gaps in the wall and scales the rotted face of the building while I keep watch from below. The night air is still and humid. Drops of water fall from the edge of the roof, making tiny plinks when they hit the shallow puddles below. From a block or so away, a cat screeches and another hisses in return. There’s a brief commotion, two starving animals fighting over the same discarded bit of rotted fish, and then the clatter of metal knocking to the ground. I wait for someone to shout at them, but no one does. So far, so good. We’re alone.

Once Vergel reaches the top, he vanishes for a moment, then reappears, and motions for me to follow.

We squat on the roof, still slick and shiny from the earlier rain, and look eastward over the ragtag, mismatched rooftops of the Sleeve: broken, multicolored shingles, thatched straw, tin that sounds like a drum if walked on—those, we’ll avoid. There are lines of laundry strung across some balconies, broken chairs strewn on others, and some buildings are nothing but makeshift tents, with remnants of blankets, still damp, their edges drooping onto the ground. It’s usually cooler up on the roofs than trapped inside the stuffy shanties, and safer than sitting out by the streets, so many sit or sleep up here on nicer nights, if the structure can support them. We’ll use those to travel across the skyline, particularly on a night like this one, when the lingering wetness keeps everyone indoors.

I scan the area, searching for the thieves we’re supposed to follow, as well as anyone else who might pose a problem. Most residents of the Sleeve are asleep at this hour, or at least unwilling to venture out; but in the middle of the night, there are always troublemakers—like the two of us—lurking around. They’re just more difficult to see.

“What if this guy Zagar was lying to us?” Vergel askes. “What if it’s a trap?”

I shake my head. “It’s not. I’ve worked with him before. His tips have always been reliable. He’s just looking for easy coin. Besides, if it was a trap, he could’ve just taken us right then.” Still, I consider Vergel’s concerns. Not that it would stop me—I need this badly—but it does mean I should be more cautious than usual. Normally I’d ask around before taking on any work, big or small, particularly night work like this. I’d track down sources, scout locations. There’s no time for any of that, though. We also know nothing about these thieves we intend to ambush. Then again, you know one thief, you know them all. Sometimes the prep doesn’t turn up anything, but it does make us feel better going into a heist.

“I don’t like it,” Vergel stresses.

“You never do.” I pat him on the back. “You’re like having my own personal guard dog, always barking at anything you don’t like. It keeps me on my toes.” I push my own misgivings aside. I’d never let Vergel know I have any doubts, no matter how minor, else the entire thing falls apart.

Besides, on the surface, the job is a simple one, the kind of thing we’ve handled countless times before, without any complication. The thieves who hit House Dominant were forced to hide their loot when they, similarly to me and Verg, ran afoul of the Blackcoats the night before. Tonight, before sunrise, they planned to retrieve the loot and head out of the Sleeve via the main route that leads to Lucent Quay, the main dock for the entire island of Lacon. As Zagar said, they’ll be disguised as gong farmers to avoid detection while the stolen treasure will be concealed in a sewage barrel. All we have to do is steal the barrel from the thieves.

Vergel turns to me. “Are we certain they’re going to come this way?”

“It’s the only way to the docks,” I assure him. “They have to.” I just hope it’ll be soon. By dawn, the world will begin to stir, and at that point the risk will be too great.

We observe in silence for a while. My stomach growls. On the positive side, the celebratory feast afterward will be that much more satisfying. We always take a bit of coin and splurge on the biggest meal we can, huge bowls full of meat stew and tankards of ale, as much as our stomachs can handle. Thinking of it makes my mouth water.

Vergel looks at me. “By the way, did you hear what happened at House Eternal?”

I shake my head. I couldn’t care less about the estate born, but Vergel’s only trying to make conversation, so I humor him. “Another hedonistic soirée for the ages, I’m guessing?”

“Nah, worse. The Blackcoats aren’t the only ones getting riled up. Apparently, the Matriarch, Lady Ariadne, had an Ophir—one of the servant girls—executed. On the spot. During a party. Didn’t even have a chance to defend herself. I heard she was caught by the lady herself.”

“Doing what?”

“Rumor is she was the lord’s girlfriend. The son’s, I mean.”

I whistle. No wonder the girl hanged. There’s no way Laconians would allow filth like us anywhere near their precious heirs.

Vergel shakes his head. “Poor thing.”

I feel a flash of anger. It’s not as if I’ve known anything else living in Lacon, but lately, the highborn really are getting worse, more vengeful, less forgiving (which doesn’t seem possible), as if things aren’t bad enough for us Ophir. Though I don’t voice that sentiment aloud. No reason to get Vergel more riled up. “What about the lordling? Didn’t even protest at seeing his beloved hang?” I spit in disgust. What kind of man would do such a thing? At least help her escape. At least try to save her life.

“You ever get caught?” Vergel asks.

“Once, when I first started. But I escaped,” I say, more to myself than Vergel. I add, “Barely.” I don’t like to think about what happened to me and Uncle. I’ve spent my whole life since then trying not to think about it.

“I think you mentioned that once,” Vergel says carefully, as if he’s trying not to scare off a nervous foal. “You never told me how you pulled that off.”

“Doesn’t matter now,” I say quickly. I know Vergel’s curious. I shouldn’t have brought it up. Some secrets are too dark, even for my closest friend. I change the subject to one I know will distract Vergel. “By the way, I heard there’s a new food hall that just opened up.” I nudge him with my elbow. “On the other side of town. Best meat pies in the city, they say.”

Vergel smiles mischievously. “Well, then. Might have to try it out, they’ll need our support. It’s only right.”

I chuckle. “I bet.”

Hushed voices in the distance. I hold my hand up to warn Vergel. We both snap into work mode, crouching down and scanning every window, every door in sight, waiting for whoever’s attached to those voices to appear. The talking grows louder. I can almost make out what they’re saying, an isolated word here and there, but not enough to make sense of it. Then, around a corner, they emerge, two by two. Four men, all dressed as gong farmers in dark gray cloaks, lugging a large barrel with them. Exactly as Zagar said they would.

“It’s go time,” I whisper.

We step carefully across the roof of the abandoned warehouse, crouch over, our eyes focused on the thieves. At the edge, we pounce from one rooftop to the next. For one heart-pounding moment, Vergel teeters on the ledge; I grab hold of his arm. “Careful,” I mouth. Last thing I need is to mess up this job and lose my only friend at the same time.

We continue, trailing the men below, until we come to the end of the road. From there on, there are only a few rooftops we can travel.

The men drop the barrel at the corner. A couple of them bend over, panting.

“Heavy,” I whisper to Vergel. Vergel raises his eyebrows. I know we’re both wondering just what—or how much—is inside that barrel. It could truly be the biggest heist we’ve ever encountered. And so far, one of the least complicated. Yes, there are four men, but we’ve bested as many as twelve on our own, and Blackcoats at that. Even if these men are armed, we can take them. I try not to count this as a victory before we have the goods in hand, but it’s difficult not to when the outcome is already plainly obvious. I can tell these thieves are large and slow. Vergel and I will make quick work of this.

We scan the space around us. Not a soul in sight. Even the animals are silent. The sun will begin to rise soon, and then the world will stir again. But for now, everything’s on our side. We look at each other. Vergel nods, he’s ready. He knows what I know. These thieves are lumbering and dim. For once, Vergel appears as confident as I am.

We move to the edge of the rooftop, directly over the men’s heads, which are all facing the other direction. I hold up a finger. I can’t help but smile as I mouth silently, “One.” I can already imagine the two of us, practically swimming in coin. A hearty meal at the Silent Unicorn. Beer and brats swimming in onions and butter. “Two.” The best room in a warm inn. Feather beds and a real mattress.

We prepare to leap.

“Three.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
GIN



I tug at Aris’s tunic, yanking him along with me. Come on. Hurry up. There’s no time to waste. The marks are getting ahead of us. We need to catch up. I scan the area for their gray cloaks. The marks are dressed as gong farmers and are hoisting a large, heavy barrel between them.

The four men are headed west, toward Lucent Quay, though, luckily, they aren’t moving at full speed, either. The barrel they’re carrying seems to be very heavy indeed, loaded full of—well, I’m not sure what, but something good. Incredibly good. Either mountains of coin or bars of gold, judging by how, even with that many of them, they struggle to carry the oppressive weight of it.

“Things go south, don’t wait for me,” Aris says, as he always does at the start of a job. “Do you understand? Save yourself. I promised your mother I’d keep you alive.” I nod. He continues: “Just get it done, get the prize, and get out. I can take care of myself.” That’s hard to believe, given how slow he’s walking. He takes a deep breath and, as if suddenly reinvigorated, continues ahead of me, hobbling some, but fueled by determination and stubborn pride. Aris won’t give up, no matter how much his knees hurt or his joints ache.

I get ahead of him again, but he manages much better now, still stumbling but moving faster. Despite his age and impairments, he’s almost as agile as ever, likely bolstered by adrenaline and the tantalizing promise of snaring the largest hoard of his career. Enough to officially retire in comfort, he says. Whatever is in that barrel must be very valuable. I’m relieved that I don’t have to worry about him, at least for now.

I spot a rusty ladder leaning against a nearby building. I whistle to get Aris’s attention and nod upward. He nods in return. It will be easier to track the other thieves from above.

Once on the roof, we run through clouds of woodsmoke billowing out of chimneys, around cast-off stools missing a leg, broken wheels, and nests of blankets left behind by vagrants looking for a temporary place to sleep. We duck beneath clotheslines where stained rags drape sadly from the line, freshly washed but long past their usefulness. We trail the thieves as they traverse the empty streets and snake through rain-soaked alleys with that humongous gong barrel. When the men stop to rest, so do we, crouched down out of sight, just in case one of them happens to look up. Each time we stop, Aris closes his eyes and takes a few deep breaths, each one sounding more painful than the last. But his resilience is impressive.

Meanwhile, this breakneck pace is pushing my limits. I’ve gotten soft during my weeks spent in the comfort of an estate and months working in a kitchen. It’s been almost a year since I’ve done any night work.

After another block, the marks take another break. Aris gasps a little and bends over, unable to catch his breath, unlike before. He coughs but attempts to silence it. Despite being exhausted myself, I rush to his side and pat him on the back. “Are you all right?” I whisper.

He nods. I glance in the direction of the four men, though I can’t see them from where we are. But I can hear them talking. It sounds like they’ll be there for a bit. “Take your time,” I tell Aris. “They’re taking a break, too. And it won’t do us any good if you pass out. We’re better off letting you sit.” I’m speaking for myself as much as Aris. My ribs are starting to cramp. I cock my head toward the alleyway where the men are. I can still hear the murmur of their chatter. “It’s probably hard to carry that barrel around, too,” I tell Aris. “We can move faster than they can.”

His eyes are closed; he inhales, long and deep, then exhales slowly.

I step away to see how close I can get to the thieves. Their voices have petered out, so I want to see what they’re up to, whether they’re back to heaving the barrel and heading down the street again. I creep up to the edge of the building and peek over. They aren’t there. I move down a few paces and try again, without getting so close that I can be seen. Again, no sight of them. A spark of panic lights up in my chest. Frantically, I look all over, even braving being seen by sticking my face over the side of the building.

No thieves. No barrel. And when I try to listen, no more voices, either. How could this have happened? I’d only looked away for a short moment.

Aris coughs. “Which way did they go?”

I spin around, heart pounding. Aris stands right behind me. I shake my head. “I don’t know. There’s no sign of them anywhere. It’s as if they vanished.” I check again, as if something may have changed. “Maybe they knew they were being followed.”

“I don’t think so,” Aris says. “Very likely they took a longer but less visible route. To avoid roving Blackcoats and the like.”

“Which would be…” The sentence trails off as I turn in circles searching for the thieves. There are few options. The men didn’t simply continue the way they’d been going, and if they’d changed direction and gone to the main road, they’d still be visible from the rooftop. The main road is completely empty. One of the alleyways to the right is nothing more than a narrow pass-through between buildings, possibly large enough for a man to fit, but not wide enough for a barrel to get through. Then it occurs to me—they disappeared into one of the buildings. “Maybe they’re meeting someone?” I say to Aris. “A buyer or something?”

He shakes his head. “My source said they’re headed to the wharf.”

“Plans change. Maybe there are Blackcoats at the wharf?”

“Always possible,” he concedes. “Though doubtful. Blackcoats tend to adhere to their schedules, unless there’s some emergency. In which case, word wouldn’t reach this far, this late at night.” Aris is correct, of course. This time of night, there are no messengers, or even any citizens out and about. The marks won’t know anything we don’t know ourselves.

We stare at each other, frowning. I know we’re both thinking the same thing, though neither has to say it: Which building?

“It could only be one of those two,” I say, pointing where the thieves were last seen. “If they went through the smaller building they’d have emerged on the other side by now. They must be inside the larger building, then.” I curse under my breath. The larger building is a massive storehouse. One that processes silk fabrics for the highborn. There are countless entrances and exits that let out on several different roads, many of which might ultimately lead to the wharf—or not.

“We’ll find them,” Aris assures me. He puts a scrawny, shaky hand on my back. “They have to exit at some point, and as long as we get on the roof we’ll be able to spot them.”

“Unless they entered the smaller building, that is. Then we’ll lose them for sure.”

“Like you said, if they went that way, they’d be outside by now.”

“Right,” I say. We steel ourselves before leaping onto the roof of the storehouse and make our way across to where I hope the thieves have gone. I hope I made the right call and didn’t ruin this heist for Aris. He’s stern and gruff and could barely afford to keep me fed and clothed, but he tried. He didn’t abandon me to the pimps and the flesh peddlers after my mother died. He deserves this score, and so do I.

The building covers at least two blocks of the city, so it takes a while to reach the opposite alleyway, especially since we’re trying to minimize our chances of being seen by anyone else. We can’t bolt straight across, out in the open. Instead, we dash between huge brick chimneys, which slow us down some. I wipe the sweat from my brow and pray that my instincts led me the right way.

When we finally get there, I’m disappointed to find an empty alley.

“All right, so, maybe we can catch them at the dock,” Aris says without hesitation. He charges ahead, following the alley in the direction of the wharf.

Then we catch sight of them—four gray-cloaked men, carrying a huge gong barrel, approaching from our right. Relief floods through my limbs. I’d guessed well.

Aris smiles again. “My best girl never lets me down,” he says, through labored breaths. His face is flushed; sweat drips down the sides.

We crouch in the shadows and wait. I try to ignore the pain in my legs and stay focused on the task at hand. It’ll be far more difficult to follow the men if they decide to take the roundabout tree-lined path that leads to the wharf instead of continuing through town. If they go that way, and they most likely will, because there’s less risk of detection, there’s a high chance of losing them. That way is noisier—branches snap, rodents and small animals scatter—and Aris will never be able to move through the trees like I can. Or could, in the past, anyway. I’m not confident I can handle much more of this, either. No matter what Aris says about leaving him behind, if necessary, I need him; I can’t take four men alone.

We’ve got to take them now, while their backs are turned.

I look at Aris and nod. He understands. He glances in the direction of the road and nods in agreement.

I run and crouch near the edge of the building, behind a large chimney, and wait for the men to come up the road beneath us, just before the corner. When Aris doesn’t appear beside me, I look back to see him, one hand leaning on the brick wall, the other holding his chest. His eyes are closed and he’s breathing heavily. I hurry over to him and put his arm over my shoulder to help him walk.

“I told you,” he spits out between breaths, “don’t worry about me.”

“Fat chance, Aristotle.” I smile, pronouncing it the way our people do—Aris-Toh-Tell. Supposedly it means “the best of all, the best of us.” And perhaps he’s well named, because he could have turned his back on me, but instead he gave me a place to stay, he did the best he could and shared what little he had. I left for Madame Verona’s not only because I was sick of living that way, but also so I wouldn’t be his burden anymore.

He smiles at my use of his given name, his Ophir name, and nods, resigned. He lets go of me, leans forward, and then stands up and takes in a huge, deep breath.

The thieves are getting ahead of us.

I glance anxiously at the street, where I should be already if I want to launch a surprise attack, and then back to Aris.

“Cut them off that way,” he says. His voice is strained.

I run back to the edge of the building. Aris is right next to me. I wonder how long he’ll keep this up. But there isn’t much time to worry about it. The men have passed just ahead of us, and there are no more roofs to follow, just a large gap for the wide road between the west and east sides of town.

We’ll have to ambush the men before they get any farther, and before Aris and I lose any more strength.

“Now,” I say. Without waiting for Aris’s response, I jump down from above, landing first on a storage shed, and then the street. Even if the men hear, it’s too dark down there to see where I came from.

I hear Aris land right behind me with a grunt.

The men are directly in front of us. I see their backs, strained against their thin gray cloaks—did they honestly think those would fool a Blackcoat?—gong farmers are a ragged bunch and these thieves are massive, built more like gladiators than the lowest workers who collect waste from private and public outhouses.

I run, pushing through the pain in my ankle, and jump on the smallest one’s back. They all shout as I tackle the man and they drop the barrel. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Aris take on the other three. The thief I’ve chosen falls heavily on the ground, but quickly turns and slashes the air with his blade. I guess the fellow plans to cut his way through me and I force myself not to flinch. I’ve spent the better part of my days seeing one man or another threaten me with sharpened steel so it doesn’t rattle me in the least. I’m faster than this fool, and I slip out of the way, but he whirls and catches me on the cheek with a punch from his free hand. Pain explodes across the right half of my face and I fall to one knee. He draws back the blade, readying for a swift strike, a killing blow that’s sure to be the end of me. I almost welcome that fate, a quick and clean death and an end to all this pain.

But the blow never lands.

The thief I’ve jumped on moves to strike, but impossibly, he’s knocked to the ground by someone else at the same time.

Someone who is not wearing a gray cloak.

Blackcoat? I strain to see in the dark.

No, it’s not a Blackcoat, either. This stranger isn’t wearing a steel visor or armor.

Meanwhile, the mark I tackled scrambles up and tries to yank my leg out from under me, but I dodge his grasp and kick him in the face with as much strength as I can muster. The thief raises his sword again but the stranger who came from out of nowhere blocks the strike with his forearm. Metal rings against metal, as the stranger who’s saved me must be wearing some sort of armor beneath his sleeve. I roll to get out of the way but find myself blundering into two of the disguised gong farmers that I’m trying to escape. I scream out of desperation and skitter backward as the men trade blows.

I pull myself to my feet and stand next to Aris, ready to fight. The four thieves are standing against the barrel, surrounded by me, Aris, and two other men.

Strangers.

Dressed like us, in rags woven from homespun flax, the only cloth available in the Sleeve. The coarse lumpen fabric marks them as Ophir, poor folk who could never afford the richly woven cloth of the folk of Lacon. They don’t have Guild markers, so they’re street thieves, like us.

Me, Aris, the two strangers, and the four gray-cloaked marks all look at each other, brows furrowed, blades drawn. Then, without a word, we all rush at one another at the same time.

One of the gray-cloaked men darts at me, snarling. Luckily, he’s all brute, no skill. He swings at me wildly with a blade. I duck, narrowly avoiding a swipe. Muscle memory kicks in and I sweep my leg under him, knocking him to the ground. He starts to get back up, but I stomp on his midsection with my boot. He gasps for air, holding his stomach. I take the opportunity to kick his face. Blood spews from his mouth. He spits out a tooth, then finds enough strength to grab his blade from the ground and aim it at me again. I jump back, evading his efforts. He gets to his feet and charges once more. Blade ready, I dodge him, then spin around and bury my blade into his back.

He crumples to the ground. I yank the blade back and frantically scan the scene, looking for Aris.

The two Ophir strangers are battling the remaining gray-cloaked men. Two of them are locked arm in arm, neither able to get the upper hand; the other two are circling, stabbing at each other with their daggers. Then I spot Aris, toe to toe with his assailant; his opponent lunges but misses; Aris does the same. I need to help him. But before I can reach him, Aris lets out a startled grunt. He’s been hit. Yet he continues, even more determined, desperate to best his opponent. Both jab at one another. For a moment Aris and the other man stare at each other, and I think they’re about to begin brawling again. But suddenly, they both collapse on the cobblestones. Blood soaks through their tunics and begins to pool around both their bodies. Each of their blades found purchase.

My feet are frozen to the ground. “Aris!” My heart falls into the pit of my stomach. But there’s no time to mourn.

Then I hear screams behind me and swing around to see the last gray-cloaked thieves go down, one by sword and one by dagger. The taller stranger who’d saved me holds two bloody blades in his hand; he’d bested them both, while his companion lies on the ground, dazed but alive.

The barrel is anyone’s for the taking now.

But I’m alone against another street crew of two. And one of them took out two massive thieves all by himself. I’m tired and out of practice. I was able to beat the smallest thief but I won’t be so lucky this time. Fighting one man took a lot out of me already. But there’s no other choice.

I hold up my blade.
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CHAPTER SIX
GIN



The two Ophir strangers stare back at me. All of us are breathing heavily. I’m unsure what to do—take them both on and risk almost certain death? Cut my losses and try to escape?

But I already know. I didn’t come this far to let that treasure go.

I pick up one of the discarded swords so now I have blades in both hands just like my opponent.

The two strangers glance at one another, then back at me. Then the most unexpected thing happens. Their shoulders relax. The taller one’s hood falls; he has black hair that falls over his forehead, thick eyelashes over deep brown eyes. He sheathes his sword and puts his arms up, palms out in front of him. “Whoa,” he says. His partner, a bit smaller, short, with home-shorn brown hair, follows the other’s lead and puts his blade away as well.

I squint at them. What game are they playing? I keep my weapons ready and check the area behind and around, in case I’m about to be ambushed by more unexpected strangers. I want to turn around and look, but I’m afraid to take my eyes off them.

The tall one with the brown eyes and broad shoulders takes a couple of steps forward.

I lunge, warning him. “Stay back,” I growl. “Or I’ll cut you.”

A whistle shrieks in the distance. All our heads turn toward the sound. An alarm. We all meet each other’s eyes again. The Blackcoats are coming. There’s no time for a fight.

Though they’re all tensed up and ready to run, no one makes the first move.

The tall one who seems to be the leader glances at his friend. The friend nods back to him. Something’s been agreed. “How about we call it even and split the loot?” the tall one offers, arms still held out in front of him.

“What?” I exclaim aloud without meaning to. This has to be some kind of trick. It’s two against one. No one offers to split when they can take it all. “No,” I tell him.

He looks at his friend quizzically, who shrugs in response. “We should split it now,” he repeats. “Or no one gets anything.”

I narrow my eyes. “Why are you offering to share? Who are you?”

“It doesn’t matter,” he replies, shaking his head. “Look, we all want to go home in one piece, right?” When I don’t answer, he tries again. “All right, fine. I’m Eban.” Then he gestures to his friend. “And this is Vergel.”

The one called Vergel raises his hand in a slight wave and says “Hello” in Ophir.

They’re both young—my age—although Vergel looks a little younger.

A combination snort and laugh escapes me, despite my misgivings. “I’m sorry, this is ridiculous,” I say, shaking my head. “This was our job.” When I say our, I remember Aris is lying dead behind me. My heart clenches. The old man didn’t deserve to die this way, bleeding on the street. I can’t think about that right now. Not until this is over and I’m somewhere safe and away with the treasure.

The whistle blares again.

“Look, normally, I’d argue the same, and I’m far from the generous type, but we need to move.” His eyes go to Aris’s body. “And I’m sorry about your father.”

“Why? You didn’t kill him,” I snarl. “And he’s not my father.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Still, there’s no need for more bloodshed. We can all benefit here.” He motions at the barrel with his raised hand. “Let’s just split whatever’s in there and call it a day. I’m sure there’s enough in there for all of us. Cut our losses.”

I stare at him, unsure of what to do.

In the distance, the sound of boots echoes through the inner streets of the Sleeve. The Blackcoats are on the way.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
EBAN



I circle the girl. Curious faces pop up in windows across the road. The commotion is drawing an audience. I need to make a move, now. I could get rid of her and claim the entire treasure for myself. It wouldn’t even be hard. One swipe of the blade and me and Vergel would be set for life on this trove of riches. Only, I’d vowed I’d never to do anything to harm one of my own people. The girl is Ophir, that much is obvious, being a desperate thief. And I’m not one to break my promises, especially those made to myself.

Although with the way her eyes are flashing at me, I’ll be lucky if she doesn’t surprise me with a quick stab to the throat. She’s a slight thing, scrawny, with a fierce look to her face—all angles. Nut-brown skin and dark hair like mine. More striking than pretty. Not like the delicate flowers of the Laconian elite. She’s a vine, tough and twisted. I can’t help but admire her courage.

Another blare of the whistle. The din of heavy boots on cobblestone grows louder. The Blackcoats will come crashing around the corner any minute.

I point to the barrel. “Open it.”

At first, she looks surprised at the change of tone, then sort of satisfied. Like she didn’t think much of me and she was right. I’m just a jerk like everyone else she’s ever met. Around here, even the smallest shred of kindness is seen as more suspicious than charming.

Zagar better not have lied to us. There should be a king’s ransom in there. He said he expects mountains of gleaming gold coin, but it’s equally possible the barrel is filled with dirty old pyrite dredged up from the sewer. Maybe some broken costume jewelry, snatched off middling merchants and their wives. Which would still be a respectable haul regardless; it could be sold in the marketplace, or even to one of the pawnbrokers.

The girl hasn’t budged. “I said, open it,” I command again, louder this time. All I hear are the pounding boots.

She glares at me.

She obviously has some experience with night work; I was surprised to find we weren’t alone. I never even heard or saw them until they pounced. If that wasn’t her father, likely she’s been apprenticing under the dead old man for a while.

She relents and inches toward the barrel.

“Come on, open it and take what you want, or do you really want to hang?” The sun is just about to peek over the horizon. We’re wasting time, standing around with a barrel full of stolen goods and dead bodies strewn at our feet with the Blackcoats thundering our way.

She gives me a wary look but obeys, grabbing the end of the barrel and twisting the handle to loosen it. The first try doesn’t do anything, so she tries bracing her bootheel against it and using all her strength to turn it. I have to admit I’m impressed—I didn’t think she was that strong.

Another whistle blares.

This time, the lid to the barrel loosens. She spins it the rest of the way until it pops off, then jumps back, as if she expects it to explode.

“What is it?” As I ask the question, I notice an incandescent blue light glowing from within that feels oddly familiar. Still, there’s something otherworldly about the light coming from the barrel. I’ve seen wood and metal glow. Sometimes a flame that burns brightly is blue in color, but this is no flame and the hue is deep and dark like the endless ocean depths. And the light does not flicker like a fire; instead it pulses and shimmers, awakening something within me. I have never seen a light like this, yet it feels somehow familiar.

“What is it?” Vergel asks, incredulous.

I don’t answer him. I approach the barrel cautiously. The girl stands farther back, staring at the open barrel. The glow gets brighter. There seems to be a faint hum along with it.

An ornate glass bottle rolls out of the barrel, and I pick it up and look at it carefully.

There’s something inside it—something alive—and I nearly drop it. But no, I’m wrong, it’s not alive. It’s something ethereal, trapped in the bottle. Like a ghostly spirit. It can’t be.

Once she sees what I have, the girl rushes forward and reaches inside the barrel and pulls out a similar jeweled bottle. She holds it up to look through it. “I can hear it,” she whispers. She turns to me, eyes wide, her wariness forgotten for the moment. “I can hear a voice!”

I don’t know what to say. This can’t be what I think it is. In the kingdom of Ophir, before the fall, such things were said to exist. Spirits of ancestors that lived in jeweled vessels. Spirits that linked our people to the power of the gods.

But those were only stories. Legends.

I only half believed them.

Ophir spirits were a source of magic that was said to be more powerful than an army of pikemen in plate armor, more devastating than an armada of gleaming ships stocked with soldiers and cannons.

Inside the barrel are more glowing jeweled bottles. Unless I’m hallucinating, the barrel is filled with relics from the lost city of Ophir. Our stories said that spirit vessels were once kept in the kingdom’s Grand Hall, but they were destroyed or lost in the war.

The girl is still gazing at the bottle she’s holding with awe.

“Can someone please tell me what’s happening here?” Vergel asks. He’s standing with his arms crossed, impatient.

I hold the glowing bottle up to show him. “Zagar didn’t lie. This is the score of a lifetime,” I tell him. Meanwhile, the city’s alarm continues to blare. Trumpets and the clatter of hooves in the dark.

For Ophir, these relics hold immeasurable worth. The power that once made Ophir float on the sea rests in these relics. Not only are Vergel and I about to be wealthy beyond our wildest dreams, but we’ve found a power that could change everything in Lacon forever. That could change the fortunes of our people.

“The voice inside the bottle says they come from the floating city,” the girl says, her voice full of wonder.

Vergel peers inside the barrel. “Now what?” he asks. Inherent in his question is also what he doesn’t say: What do we do with the girl?

“We’re splitting it up, like I said,” I reiterate. It goes against my immediate reflexes—to take it all, the girl be damned—but I’ve already made a promise to her, and she’s an Ophir, and a street thief to boot.

“As we agreed,” the girl says.

“I don’t remember you agreeing to that,” I say mildly.

She snorts.

I look inside the barrel again. Aside from the glowing bottles, there are piles of gems and jewels—emeralds the size of goose eggs, rubies, sapphires, and pearls lying on a bed of shiny gold and silver coins. There are so many that I can’t even begin to fathom their worth.

A strange look passes over the girl’s face. She slides the glass bottle into her pocket. Hmm. I’m not sure I said I didn’t want that one.

Then she gestures to one of the fallen men and curses.

I follow where she points. The dead thief’s shirt is raised, exposing a tattoo on his forearm. My heart skips a beat when I see it: the symbol every common thief in Ophir fears. It is simple enough, a circle split in two by a line, symbolizing the sword and the coin.

The mark of the Thieves’ Guild.

She looks at me, alarmed.

My heart sinks. We all know what this means. I’d assumed we were robbing another independent operation like ours. Thieves who wouldn’t be missed. Street rats, slumdogs, no one anyone cares about. Instead, we’d robbed—and worse, killed—Guild thieves from Lacon. Licensed thieves. Legal thieves with the power and backing of the Great Houses. Godsdamnit all, this is against all the rules of the kingdom. If we get caught, we’d all be executed on the spot.

We’ve gotta get out of here. Now.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
GIN



The three of us stare at each other, wide-eyed at the Guild mark on the dead man’s arm. I’m growing frantic, though I try not to reveal that to the other two Ophir thieves. They’ll sense my weakness and pounce on it. Exactly what they’re waiting for. Why are they even keeping me alive?

My luck keeps getting worse and worse. I should’ve followed my instincts—I knew this was a bad idea when Aris offered me the job. I should have taken my chances on the streets instead of returning to night work. Why did I go back? A foolish question and a pointless one—I know why, I was desperate. What’s done is done.

“We’ve got to hide them!” I say, motioning to the dead men. The streets will be teeming with Blackcoats any minute.

“We don’t have time to conceal the bodies and take the loot,” the tall one named Eban says, as if he knows exactly what’s going through my mind. And the way he looks at me, like he sees right through me, past the façade I try so hard to project, intrigues me and makes me uncomfortable at the same time.

“Then we should only take the loot,” says the younger one, Vergel, his voice urgent. “Forget the bodies. They’ll be found no matter what we do with them. Let’s go.”

“Hiding them buys us some time,” I insist.

“Not necessarily.” Eban crouches next to one of the Guild thieves and begins checking his pockets. “Remember what Zagar told us? That they stole all this from House Dominant.” He stands up, empty-handed. “In which case, they broke the pact.”

It’s forbidden for Guild thieves to target the high houses, as every thief—licensed or not—well knows. They’d face swift punishment if they did. Which was exactly why Aris wanted nothing to do with them, never joined the Guild. He’d always said he’d rather rob the wealthy than those who struggled alongside him. But he also knows better (or knew better, I realize with a pang) than to rob a Guild thief directly—like I just did, however unintentionally.

“They were doing an illegal job,” I say quietly. “Maybe the Guild won’t be interested in avenging them.” I look at the two strangers hopefully, urging them to agree. “Maybe?”

Eban and Vergel exchange an anxious glance. They don’t agree. We all know we’ve stumbled onto something far above our station. Whatever this is, now the three of us are involved with it, too. We’ll be accused of both conspiring with the Guild thieves and murdering them. And even if the Blackcoats don’t get a hold of us, the Guild will. It’s an easy tale to spin: We all conspired together, then turned on the Guild thieves and killed them to take all the bounty for ourselves. We’ll all hang within days, if not earlier.

I feel a lump in my throat and swallow hard. All roads lead to the gallows. I wonder how many times I’ll be able to evade that fate before it finally catches up to me. Perhaps it already has.

“Oh well, it doesn’t matter now, because we blew it,” Vergel says, cocking his head in the direction of the main road into town.

Iron horseshoes clatter ominously down the road toward us. Vergel’s right, we’ve wasted too much time. The Blackcoats are here.
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CHAPTER NINE
GIN



Without another word, the three of us rush forward and grab anything we can from the barrel, shoving smaller items into our pockets and gathering as much as we can hold in our arms. I checked what I’ve gathered and a shiver runs down my spine when my fingers make contact with the glowing bottle I’d taken earlier. The glass is as warm as human skin and I startle, nearly dropping it before tightening my grip and shoving the bottle into my satchel, my thoughts buzzing. This is no ordinary treasure. That much is certain.

Eban tries to grab another bottle but yelps and pulls his hand back. “Ouch!”

“What happened?”

“It burned me,” he says, mystified.

Then Vergel tries to grab one of the glowing crystals, but he, too, is repelled.

But there’s no time to puzzle over it. Eban has one bottle, I have another, and we just try to shove as many coins and jewels into our pockets as we can.

We run away, coins and jewels spilling onto the road as we go, clinking evidence of which direction we’d fled, but we can’t stop to collect them. The clatter of hooves grows closer and closer.

I follow Eban and Vergel into a narrow alleyway—if it can even be considered one. We turn sideways to scoot through.

Eban throws an arm across me suddenly. We all stand still as statues, barely daring to breathe, as the first group of Blackcoats, a battalion on horseback, gallops down the street, right past the alley. Their sharpened swords gleam when they catch the reflection of a flickering streetlamp nearby, horses neighing loudly.

We move on, using clotheslines and trash piles for cover as more Blackcoats arrive—this time, a battalion on foot that spreads out across the area.

“This way,” Eban mouths, tilting his head. We sneak out from behind a dilapidated outhouse. I spot a shadow approaching across the yard. I slip around a corner just before the figure comes into view.

“I think someone saw us,” I whisper.

But the Blackcoat doesn’t come our way, and so we continue on, coming up to the rear of a decrepit building. The door is secured by a mismatched series of hastily installed bolts and padlocks, some older and more rusty than others. This door hasn’t been used in ages.

There’s nowhere else to go. I check to see if anyone’s on our trail. I don’t see anyone yet, but they’re bound to appear any second.

Eban pulls a small metal stick from his pocket and starts picking at one of the locks.

There’s no reason to stay with the two of them. I have my cut. I can take my chances alone and flee, before we’re all caught. But I stay where I am. Maybe I’m too tired to run on my own, maybe I’m too scared to move.

The lock pops open. Eban performs a series of confounding maneuvers on the rest of them. They each click, one by one. Then they stop abruptly.

He curses.

“Wrong order?” Vergel asks him, glancing around the yard nervously.

Eban doesn’t answer. He stays focused on the locks and counts under his breath. “Five, seven, three, one.” The fifth lock, the seventh lock, and so on. Finally, he stands up straight, satisfied, and opens the door. “After you.”

I step into a grimy storehouse full of burlap sacks, broken wood crates, and cobwebs. Mice scatter across the floor. The air smells stale and earthy.

Once we’re all inside, Eban fastens the locks back into place using the metal stick. They all click back into position at once.

“How…?” I ask.

Eban sweeps past me before I can finish the question. Vergel gestures to follow them. “Come on,” he says.

We trail Eban around a maze of crates to the other end of the room. He holds his finger up to warn us to be quiet and places his ear to the wall. Then he roots around beneath a filthy window. Another popping sound, and then he lifts the rickety frame. A gust of warm air flows inside.

After we climb out the window, we dash through a desolate stretch strewn with more broken crates, surrounded by a palisade made of stout logs of wood, and slide through a gap where one of the timbers has rotted away. But then a stack of broken beams blocks our way. Eban bends down, cupping his hands so I can place a boot in his cradled fingers and lift myself over the top of the barrier. Vergel follows. Eban is the last to scale it. Jumping, he grips the edge with white knuckles and vaults over the top, joining us. We descend into yet another warren of old and abandoned buildings and rotting shacks.

We reach a cliffside and I fear we’ve stumbled upon a dead end, but Eban slips behind a decaying tree that conceals a narrow path that leads up the cliff. We climb, slipping in the black mud, gripping sharp rocks and bare roots, hoping we don’t fall. Halfway up, I pause and glance over my shoulder. My stomach drops. The ground beneath me is slick with moss and padded with a dense layer of roots and dead leaves. It would be easy enough to lose my footing and tumble to the distant ground. I tighten my grip on the dead roots that I cling to for support, but they tear like paper when I tug at them.

Eban sees my panic. “Don’t worry, we’re almost there,” he says, offering me a hand. I take it, and he pulls me onto a narrow ledge high above the Sleeve where an abandoned cottage overlooks the cliffs.

“It’s not much, but it’s dark and quiet and no one will find us here,” he says as we step inside.

The cottage is empty aside from a few stools and some discarded glass bottles. The floor isn’t clean, exactly, but it has been swept recently. A makeshift ladder leads to a hole in the ceiling.

Eban walks through the cottage, then starts up the ladder. Vergel collapses on the floor with his arms spread. We’re exhausted, but we’re free, and we just made the best score of our lives, despite having to leave most of it behind.

I sit on the floor and reach into my pocket to feel how many coins and jewels remain. I don’t want to count them in front of my new acquaintances. Imagine what else we left behind there. But I can’t allow myself to ponder that; I’m alive, and that’s the most important part.

“That was close,” Vergel says, sitting up. “I thought we were goners, for sure.” He laughs. “I can’t believe we got away.”

“Me either,” I agree. I twist my hair back into a bun. I survived yet another close call. I’m grateful, and lucky. I try not to wonder how long that luck will last.
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CHAPTER TEN
GIN



Eban turns to me. “So, how did you find out about this score?”

I lean against the wall, exhausted. Too much has happened in such a short time; it seems surreal that just this morning I had woken up in a bed in a palace, looking forward to morning meal. “I don’t know … Aris just told me he had a gig … but not who hired him … although I remember there was this guy talking to him, right before we left.”

“What did he look like?” Eban asks, leaning forward.

I squint, trying to recall. “Straw hat … tattered brown clothes…”

“Looked like a beggar?” he asks.

“Yeah, except he had this…”

“Silver ring,” we both say at the same time.

Eban laughs. “Fantastic. This whole thing gets better and better. We were both set up.”

“Obviously.”

“But what I don’t know is if we were supposed to steal from you or you were supposed to steal from us,” he muses.

I shrug.

“Actually, I think we were both supposed to take care of each other,” Eban says at last. “We were supposed to kill the thieves, and then each other, and if we didn’t, then the Blackcoats were supposed to take care of all of us. None of us were supposed to survive tonight.” He pushes away from the wall and begins pacing. “We’re going to have to take care of him. Zagar, I mean. That’s his name—the guy who set us up.” His hand rests lightly on the hilt of his sword.

Vergel screws up his face. “He doesn’t matter. Zagar’s nobody. An opportunist, like everyone else.”

“If the Blackcoats find him, we’re dead,” Eban says to Vergel. “So we’ve got to get to him first.”

“He knows what we all look like,” I realize aloud. “And he’ll know it was me for sure when word spreads about Aris being killed. He saw me tonight. He’ll know the three of us are alive.”

Eban nods. “She’s right. When people find out that your mentor—Aris, was it?—that his body was found next to Guild thieves, Zagar, our mutual friend”—he says the word sarcastically—“will know who’s responsible, and will know for sure we got away with at least some of the treasure. He’ll want his cut, and then it’s likely he’ll double-dip as well.”

“What do you mean?” I ask. I sit up straighter. “If he gets his cut, won’t he leave us alone?”

Eban shrugs. “Maybe, but unlikely. Both the Guild and the Blackcoats will be offering rewards, whether for us directly or for information leading to us. That’s all this grifter does, sell information. Zagar doesn’t do any of the work. He doesn’t take on any of the risks. He’ll be more than willing to sell us out. In fact, that was probably his game all along.”

I know he’s right. That’s how it works in the Sleeve. Betrayal is currency. The only kind most people have to trade.

“So we pay him first. We pay him more than they’re offering,” Vergel suggests.

Eban shakes his head. “That’s not enough. Why would that stop him from wanting more? He’ll take his cut from us and then go straight to them afterward.”

We’re all quiet for a second.

“There’s no other way,” Eban says at last. “We’ve got to get rid of him. He’ll sell our identities to both the Blackcoats and the Guild and we’ll be hunted down from all sides until we’re captured and executed. And probably tortured, for whatever additional information they think they can get out of us. And don’t forget, we’re still wanted for that botched hit on the gaming hall.”

Vergel groans. “No. No killing. It makes me feel like one of them.”

He means the Blackcoats, and I feel the same way. I don’t love the idea, either. I swore I was done with killing. Then I think of the gallows in the courtyard of the House Eternal, how I’d watched the stand-in as she swung, side to side, in those brutal moments when I thought it was real, and imagined myself swinging there instead, and I hate that even more.

“We have to track him down and we have to do it tonight,” I say. “I’ll head back to Aris’s hideout and find out whatever I can.”

“You mean split up?” Eban asks me. He narrows his eyes, crosses his arms, and leans against the wall again.

He’s afraid I’ll rat him out if he lets me out of his sight. I stare back at him just as intensely. “We have to, to get this done. That’s what I assumed.”

Eban kicks at a spot on the rotting wood floor. “I assumed the opposite.” Vergel side-eyes him. Eban doesn’t look back at him. “I mean. I figured you’d want to join us. What good is it to split up? It would benefit all of us to wait out the Blackcoats together. If you’re out there alone, you’re easier to capture.”

“What makes you think I’ll be alone?” I ask, suspicious. Even though Eban has every reason to be suspicious of me as well. I could go straight to the Blackcoats and do the same as this Zagar could, thereby saving myself. That’s the way it is in the Sleeve; it’s about opportunity and self-preservation.

“You and an old man taking down four thieves by yourselves? I figured you guys couldn’t find any other crew to work the job, so yeah, I think you’ll be alone.”

It’s annoying that he’s right.

“Besides, you heard the voice of the Ophir spirit. When I held up the bottle, I didn’t hear anything,” he says. “Somehow, you tapped into the power when I couldn’t.” He looks up and meets my eyes. “That might come in handy later.”

“I see,” I say warily. Fair enough.

“Not only that, but since we’ve established that you’re alone, wouldn’t you rather have backup with you? Just in case?”

I know he just wants to keep tabs on me, and he isn’t wrong about that. My chances of survival are better if I’m not alone. Especially when I have no idea what I could be facing. These boys may be strangers, but Aris, my last friend in the world, is dead. I’m on my own, a fugitive. A murderer. I killed that thief. There’s nothing stopping Eban and Vergel from turning me in, either, just as I suspect they think I might turn them in. We’re stuck with each other. “You’re right. I guess we should stick together.” Then I qualify that with, “For now.”

“Right,” Eban says. “For now.”

“No killing,” Vergel pleads. “It’s one thing to be ambushed—but…” He looks so young, my heart breaks a little.

“Agreed. We’ll meet this guy Zagar and pay him off,” I say forcefully to Eban. “Then after that’s settled, we go our separate ways.”

Eban looks stormy, like he might disagree with me. Then he says something unexpected. “Lift your sleeve,” he orders.

“What?” I’m confused.

“Let me see your arm,” he says, and rolls up his own sleeve.

My eyes widen when I see the mark on his arm. So I do what he’s asked me to do, I pull up my own sleeve and hold my arm next to his brown one.

They are matching symbols. Two vaguely diamond shapes, interlocking together to form a larger diamond.

“I thought it was a birthmark,” I whisper, staring at the two symbols. I look at Vergel, expecting him to pull up his sleeve as well.

“He doesn’t have it,” Eban says gruffly.

“What does it mean?”

“That I don’t know,” he says as I pull my sleeve back down. “Yet.”

He looks at me intently. “Remember, as Ophir, we are bound to each other by the promise of the Kingdom of Waves.”

I’m rattled by the symbol we share, and that he brought up an old legend. The promise is a dream, a wish, a hope. It is the pledge that we Ophir will always help one another. It is a shared understanding: We lost our home, but we will make a new one. Our kingdom will rise from the waves once more. It is a fool’s hope and a fool’s pledge, but I admire him for using it to buy my loyalty.

“Fine,” I say. “For the Kingdom of Waves.”

I put my hand out, palm down. Eban steps forward and places a warm hand over mine. We lock eyes briefly before he looks back at his friend. “Vergel?”

Vergel sighs and stands up, brushing a few errant leaves and dirt off himself. He puts his hand on top of Eban’s. “For the Kingdom of Waves.”

“For the return of the Kingdom of Waves and the spirits that will guide us home,” Eban declares, and so it is settled.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
EBAN



I climb back up into the loft to retrieve some dried meat and salted cheese from my hidden stash to split among the three of us. I’m as ravenous as a bear and I’ll bet the girl, Gin, hasn’t eaten in quite some time. I rarely take pity on anyone, yet I find myself offering her the last of my own portion.

When I hand it to her, she hesitates, then accepts it reluctantly. “Thank you,” she says at last with a small smile that briefly changes her face. She doesn’t look as tough or hard anymore, and when her eyes shine, I can’t look away.

That bit of sustenance raises all our spirits. Vergel starts a small fire outside, near the cliff. “If you warm it up, it tastes better,” I tell her.

“Won’t we be seen?” she asks.

I shake my head. “They can’t check them all.” I point below us, toward the center of the Sleeve. The sky is thick with gray smoke.

“I’ve never seen it from above like this,” she says quietly.

“Yeah, it’s even uglier from this view,” I laugh.

“No, I mean—over there,” she says, pointing to the grand palaces on the hillside.

We sit around the fire, eating quietly and watching over the estates, which somehow manage to look both small and intimidating from afar.

We watch as droves of people emerge from the estates in the distance. One by one, they exit from the iron gates and begin walking back down the road that leads into the southeastern edge of the Sleeve. None of us comment on it—we all know the tiny figures are Ophir like us, leaving their night shifts at the high houses of Lacon, where they toil through the night, serving our wealthy overlords.

Gin looks especially uncomfortable with the scene. I’m used to it, but maybe because of the relics we’d uncovered, or the near escape, I find myself more bothered by it than usual. Our once-great people, a proud folk who lived centuries ago on a floating island paradise, now mere servants, begging for scraps in the gutter. The thought fills me with rage—I want to march down the hill and ambush one of the estates. Break some windows. Take whatever I can grab. Burn it all down. But then, I think, I’ll be just as bad as the Laconians.

She stops eating and stares at the tiny chunk of cheese left in her hand. Her jaw clenches. At first it seems like she’s simply as angry as I am, but there’s a slight quiver in her chin. She’s trying not to cry.

“I know the food’s not fresh, but I didn’t think it was that bad.” The joke doesn’t help. She focuses on the cheese in her hand, expression unchanged.

I look to Vergel for some assistance, but he’s lying on his back with his hands behind his head. I try another tack. “Look, I know we don’t know each other, but I know how you feel. We’re all suffering. We’ve all lost something. Or someone. Or both.”

“I’ve lost everything, not that I’ve ever had very much,” Gin says suddenly. Vergel and I both look at her, surprised by the personal disclosure. She doesn’t look directly back at us. Her eyes are locked intently on the scene below. “But whatever.” She lets out a sad half laugh. “Tonight I almost died. Twice.”

Twice? Vergel and I exchange glances.

“A part of me wishes it had been an actual execution,” she mutters. It’s clear she’s just talking to herself, that she’s forgotten she’s around other people.

“Actual execution?” Vergel asks. “Excuse me?”

I toss a bad bit of meat into the fire. The scrap of flesh crackles when it hits the flames. I want to know what she meant, too, though I know better than to press and cause her to shut down.

“Well, it was supposed to be a real execution, but I was saved at the last minute.” She laughs softly.

I can’t resist. “And why were you … what happened?”

She doesn’t answer right away. She probably isn’t willing to say any more, which doesn’t surprise me. Secrets are all anyone really has.

“The usual Ophir story. My childhood was as cruel and difficult as anyone’s—I’m sure yours was, too.” She cracks a small stick in half and tosses it into the fire piece by piece, as I had with the meat. The fire snaps. “But I knew I wasn’t cut out for the Sleeve. I’m not strong enough for that life. I did it for years, working as a thief and a mercenary. It was better than the alternative.”

“Seems like you’re pretty good at it,” I say. “I mean, you landed the same job we did.” Vergel nods.

Gin shrugs. “I hated being good at it. I hated every part of it. I wanted out of night work. I got lucky, I got a job as a kitchen maid at a pleasure house.”

Vergel and I don’t say anything. Everyone has to do whatever they need to do to survive.

As if she could sense our thoughts she shakes her head. “No, it wasn’t like that. I worked in the kitchen. I thought I was finally safe. At least the work I was doing wouldn’t end in me getting arrested or sentenced to death.” She scoffs. “So much for that. I ended up being kicked out because I slapped a customer. Let’s just say he mistook me for one of the courtesans, and wasn’t polite about it.”

“Is that how you ended up a thief again?” I ask her. I pull up small pieces of weeds and toss them back onto the ground.

She shakes her head. “Sort of. I was kicked out but someone picked me up. A nobleman. The heir to House Eternal.” There’s pride in her voice when she says this.

“Great mark,” Vergel says.

I nod; I was thinking the same. “Yeah, good work.”

“No, no. I didn’t rob him,” she says, voice raised. Something we said struck a nerve. “Actually”—she reaches out and picks up another stick to break—“we were friends.”

I feel a strange tightening in my chest. Anger, mixed with a sick sort of feeling. It’s ridiculous, but for some reason, her saying that almost makes me … jealous. “Guys like that aren’t friends with Ophir, they think we’re less than trash,” I say sharply. “Not that … I mean, it’s not you, it’s just how they are.”

Her eyes narrow. “No. He was different. He’s not like them. He saved me from the streets. Took me to the House Eternal. Gave me everything—clothes, food. A place to live. His bed while he slept on the floor.”

“And everyone was fine with that? With an Ophir girl lounging around in the palace?” I can’t help but scoff. “His mother, Lady Ariadne, known far and wide for her cruelty even among cruel people, she was welcoming to the street rat, was she?”

Gin’s nostrils flare and her hands clench into fists. Rather than hit me, though, she looks down at the ground, shaking her head. “Obviously not. I stayed there in secret. The palace was big enough; I went unnoticed.”

“So, essentially, you ended up being a courtesan anyway,” Vergel says. I try to shut him up with a piercing look, but it’s too late.

Gin’s head snaps up. Her eyes flash with fury. “No, it wasn’t like that. Never.”

Vergel puts his hands up in mock surrender. “Sorry.”

“In fact,” Gin continues, even more indignant, “this morning, when Lady Ariadne discovered us together, and commanded me to hang, Rollo risked everything to save me. He bribed the guards and switched me out with a ruse. The whole thing was a sham so his mother would believe I was dead. The girl was paid; I got away. Everyone was happy. He saved my life.”

“That was you,” Vergel says. “We heard there was an execution at House Eternal today. You were the girl.”

“I was, but I lived. I told you, Rollo saved my life.”

This annoys me. I’d saved her life, too. But then I catch myself—why am I so concerned with what she thinks of me? I don’t even know her.

“Saved your life and tossed you back out on the streets, sounds like a real hero,” I snort, highly irritated.

She huffs.

The fire crackles in the silence that follows. But my annoyance only grows. I don’t hold it in anymore. “Forget him. He’s never going to sacrifice his comfort to save you. He has everything he could possibly want in his palace. He felt guilty, so he saved you, to make himself feel better, that’s all. He only did it to make himself look good. The rest is a fantasy.”

She looks shocked, as if I’d slapped her across the face. I soften my approach. “Look, all I’m saying is, you don’t need him.”

“You don’t know me, you don’t know what I need,” she snarls.

“So is that what you want? To go back there? You’re Ophir. Why would you want to live in their shallow houses of gold?” She opens her mouth to protest but I continue. “We belong to the sea. That’s our true home. That’s my goal—to get home. To the Lashing.”

Gin’s eyes suddenly light up. “Wait, you’re going to the Lashing?”

“Yeah, after we take care of business here, that’s where Vergel and I are headed. Why?”

“I’m headed there, too.” She hangs her head. “I can’t stay in Lacon. If Lady Ariadne finds out I’m still alive … then I’m dead for sure.”

“It’s not going to be easy to get there,” I warn.

She nods. “I’m aware.”

“And first, we’ve got to get to Zagar. If we can keep him quiet, we have everything we need to leave this life behind.”

No one disagrees with me.




[image: ]









CHAPTER TWELVE
GIN



As soon as the sun rises, we leave the safe house behind and descend back down the hill to the heart of the Sleeve to meet with Zagar, that scumbag who 	set us up.

I trail behind Eban and Vergel and think about what they’d said the night before. How they’d immediately thought that I’d scored a mark in Rollo, or that Rollo had used me, or that he’d only been kind to me out of guilt, that our friendship wasn’t even real. That no real friendship can exist between an Ophir and a Laconian. But Rollo’s all I have. But what if they’re right? What if he was just using me? Did he ever care about me? I’m so confused, and I’m tired, and everything in my mind is a whirl. Does it even matter since I’ll never see Rollo again?

We walk separately, considering the Blackcoats are likely searching for two men and a woman traveling together. That way we’ll be less conspicuous. Vergel crosses to the other side of the road, and I keep about half a block behind Eban. I keep my face down, avoiding eye contact. Can I trust these two? Eban made us pledge to the Kingdom of Waves, but so what? And the symbols on our arms—what do they mean?

I decide I’ll stay with them for now, but once I can shake them, I’m out. I’ll find the boat Bahram was supposed to procure for me, and make my way to the Lashing on my own somehow. Eban’s wrong. Rollo was my friend. I trust him and I know that we will see each other again. I don’t know Eban from a stranger on the street, even though he saved my life last night.

We snake through the throngs of daylight wanderers on the streets, dodging aggressive beggars and the occasional patrol. After the recent rain, people are happy to go back out again, so the huge crowds help keep us anonymous.

Eban disappears inside a bar. I back under a building overhang and pull my hood closer around my face, eyes focused on Vergel across the way. I watch him look around before he crosses the street and enters the same bar where they’re supposed to meet Zagar to give him his cut. I wait before approaching to make sure they’re neither apprehended nor thrown out. After another minute or two, I step away from the building and head for the entrance to the bar, pushing past leering vagrants outside who stink of ale and weeks of filth.

It isn’t much better inside. Dim and dusty, it reeks of pickled vegetables and more ale. The floors are covered in a thin layer of grime, and tables and chairs seem like they were tossed into the room haphazardly and left wherever they fell. Sour-looking patrons line the bar, nursing their mugs. They all stare when I walk in, and don’t stop until I find my new companions. They’re sitting at a small round table in the back corner, their faces concealed in the shadow.

I pull out a stool and join them. There are three large frosty mugs of beer on the table and Eban nudges one closer to me. I nod my thanks and take a sip, grateful for the cool rush down my throat. Eban motions to the other side of the room to a man wearing familiar tattered brown robes leaning over the bar. He’s twirling an amber bottle around with his fingers.

I look at Eban and Vergel for confirmation. Eban nods. “That’s him.”

“Yep. Definitely the same man I saw with Aris. Has he seen you?” I whisper.

Eban shakes his head. “Not yet. But he will.”

As if he heard him, the man stands suddenly, pushing the stool back as he does. It screeches sharply across the floor, but the bartender pays him no mind.

“He’s coming,” I say.

“I can see that,” Eban says. “Let me do the talking.”

Without greeting us, the stranger pulls an empty chair from the neighboring table and sits down across from us. He leans forward and places his tanned, bulging arms on the table. “You’re early.”

“And you’re a liar, Zagar,” Eban replies coolly. I’m impressed at how calm he looks, in control, as if he were just discussing the weather. Now there’s someone who’s solid, I think, someone who could have your back in a knife fight. Then it occurs to me—that’s exactly what Eban was doing when we met. He had my back.

Zagar leans forward, crosses his arms, and regards the three of us with amusement. “There were no lies. I gave you information, in return for a small kickback.” He opens his arms wide, a challenge. “Where is the lie?”

Eban stares him down, mouth set in a thin line. “You gave the information about the job to another team as well. This is Gin. She was working with Aris.”

Zagar shrugs and smiles, like this is all fun and games. “Never said it was exclusive information. Did I?”

“Lies of omission are lies,” Eban growls.

“So. You got the loot. Where’s my cut?”

“How can we be sure you won’t sell us out to the Blackcoats?”

“Thieves’ honor,” he laughs. “You have no choice. But a good question, I suppose. You left a mess.”

“You meant us to.”

“Perhaps. But still, the Blackcoats are enraged. Looks bad, you know, poor gong farmers murdered in cold blood. Doesn’t look good for the high houses.”

“We could pay you, or we could kill you,” Eban says coldly.

Zagar laughs. “If you were going to kill me, you’d do it now. Why are you here?”

“Old times’ sake, I guess. Maybe I just wanted you to look me in the eye and understand that you weren’t able to get rid of me that easily.”

Zagar growls back, and for a moment it looks like it might come to blows. But then I see something peeking out from beneath his right sleeve. A mark I’ve seen before. A gold tattoo on his wrist that all Rollo’s servants, liverymen, and bannermen carried.

The mark of House Eternal.

Huh?

Why would this low-level thief carry the mark of one of the Great Houses?

Something isn’t right here. I nudge Eban under the table. He glances at me out of the corner of his eye but there’s no way for me to tell him outright. Luckily, I don’t recognize Zagar from the palace, so he probably doesn’t know who I am, either—I didn’t exactly spend much time outside of Rollo’s quarters.

They’re still arguing when I interrupt. “Why do you have a House Eternal mark?”

Eban and Vergel look at me and then at the man’s arm. Vergel’s eyes widen. Eban, to his credit, maintains a blank expression, though I can almost see the wheels turning in his mind.

The man glances down at his own arm like it’s a surprise to him, too. “Oh, that.”

“New employer?” Eban asks with a meaningful glance.

“Nothing personal, my friend. It’s all business.”

Eban stares him down. “I’m not your friend.”

Zagar doesn’t react. “Look, I have a job, you have a job, we all understand that.” He throws his arms open wide. “Cogs in the big, huge wheel. Why does it matter?”

“It matters to me,” Eban says. “Or maybe we can just call this whole deal null and void.”

“Calm down,” Zagar says, quieter now. He leans forward. In an instant, he seems to sober up. “Where’s the loot?”

“Tell us what we’re involved with first,” I demand.

Eban looks surprised at my ferocity, but it’s just as much my business as it is his. This dirtbag’s empty promises killed Aris.

Zagar nods his chin at me. “Got yourself a feisty one, I see.”

“Answer me. What does House Eternal have to do with this?” Eban says, ignoring the jab.

“You knew what you were doing,” Zagar insists. “I all but spelled it out for you. One house or another house, doesn’t make a difference. They’re all the same. House Eternal got wind of the fact that some Guild thieves decided to break the rules and rob a high house. It’s in our best interest to intercept that situation. But we couldn’t go to the Guild, so we went to you instead to take care of it.”

“So you’re a security officer for the House Eternal?” I push him.

“This one.” He shakes his head and points his thumb in my direction. Eban and Vergel only shrug. Zagar drops his hand and addresses me. “Yeah, so what if I am. It’s a perfectly legit position. You know what isn’t in Lacon? Being an unlicensed street thief who steals from the Great Houses.” He leans back in his chair, a smug smile on his lips.

“But why didn’t House Eternal just warn House Dominant about the burglary? Why hire a couple of street thieves to get the loot back? You know what I think?” Eban asks.

“Enlighten me.”

“I think House Eternal has no interest in returning the prize back to House Dominant. And as far I know, the Great Houses aren’t supposed to steal from each other, either. That’s highly illegal, too, according to the Thieves’ Guild,” Eban says. “I wonder what the magistrate would say if we testified.”

Zagar’s smile turns into a glare as he’s caught in a web of his lies.

I tense, ready to run.

Eban’s about to stand when the back room doors and closets suddenly fly open. Armed guards emerge, drawing longswords and stringing arrows. The nearly empty bar is suddenly full of soldiers, more than I can count. The few patrons left in the place flee out the front door.

Of course. House Eternal is cleaning up the mess they’d made. I curse underneath my breath and slide my blades out of my sleeves.

The Great Houses are playing a dangerous game—breaking their own laws, robbing one another—and we’re just three young and stupid Ophir caught in the middle of a scheme much bigger than we are. We can’t be allowed to go free, to possibly talk about what we’ve done and what we know.

The guards rush forward.

Eban, Vergel, and I rise to meet them.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
EBAN



Damn that Zagar. Two-timing pisshead. I leap to my feet and flip the table on its side, providing a brief shield from the onslaught. But I wasn’t fast enough. I yank an arrow out of my thigh, grunting with pain and fury. As Gin ducks behind the barrier beside me, an arrow flies right past her shoulder. She retaliates by throwing a dagger that strikes the guard square in the eye.

“Let’s see you try that again,” she growls.

I turn to give her a victorious smile, but my face falls.

Vergel stands right behind her, still, a horrible expression of shock frozen on his face, the arrow meant for Gin sticking out of his chest. Pierced right through his heart.

My mouth opens to scream, but nothing comes out. Another arrow whooshes by and hits Vergel in the arm while I watch, powerless to stop it. And then immediately another one makes its mark, before finally, to my horror, Vergel slumps into a tangled pile on the ground beside Gin.

No.

Not Vergel.

This is the end. What I’ve been outrunning for years. We’re outnumbered, outmatched. Outsmarted. I stare at Vergel as memories of the past few days fly through my mind, then the past few months, then years. It all flashes before my eyes: How I’d met Vergel after I lost the only family I’d ever had, the two of us barely more than children, striving for something better than going back to the pest-infected orphanage, where we were beaten every day. How much I’ve wanted to escape this life of toil and misery. And how badly I’ve failed. I failed him. We were brothers, not by blood, but brothers nonetheless. And just like that, he’s gone.

Gin hasn’t looked—or won’t look—directly at Vergel. I’m not certain she knows what just happened. She’s focused on the enemy surrounding us, throwing arrows back as quickly as they shoot them. Meanwhile Zagar, who tumbled over when I flipped the table, reaches over the makeshift barrier, and attempts to grab Gin by the shirt to pull her up.

I lunge at him, blade aimed straight at his neck.

I miss, just barely. The two of us tumble onto the ground. I raise my blade again but he grabs my hands. I’m losing my grip. The blade is about to slip from my hands when all of a sudden, there’s a loud pop. I’m thrown backward from some great force while Zagar is thrown the opposite way. The House Eternal guards are all scattered as well.

I search for Gin and find her standing amid the chaos, holding a tiny glowing bottle aloft. The one she grabbed from the gong barrel. She’d opened the stopper—that’s what caused the explosion. Now a small blue light seeps from the bottle, growing larger and larger as it rises. Within the glow is the faint outline of an ethereal silvery figure. Everyone in the room freezes, transfixed by the sight, even the guards who are left standing on the other side of the room. They’re all still as statues now, mouths agape.

“Please, help us,” Gin calls out to the spirit.

A ghostly voice answers, one that feels like it’s speaking directly into my mind. Who calls upon me?

“My name is Gin,” she answers. “Gineth Strong.” Then she adds desperately: “Help us!”

There are proper ways to court a spirit of Ophir, and this is not one of them, the spirit replies. But whatever, I’m bored.

All at once, a blinding flash of light fills the room, followed closely by a thunderous boom that ripples from the place where the spirit hovers, then spreads throughout the entire space, pushing the remaining soldiers back as if they’re hit with a tidal wave that throws them against the walls with great force. There are awful cracking sounds as bones break; shrieks of metal swords bending. Zagar screams.

And then, as quickly as it begins, it’s over. The spirit leaves the room like a wind funnel, disappearing behind silence and destruction.

“Come back!” Gin yells after it.

“It’s all right,” I say. “Maybe it’ll come back.” I clutch my leg. Blood soaks through my clothes. A sea of dead men surrounds us.

Including my friend.



No time to think about that now. “Come on, we have to get out of here.” I grab Gin’s hand. There’s debris everywhere, scattered amid the hideously mangled bodies—the flipped table is split in half, chairs and stools are broken and scattered around the room, glass from broken bottles and mugs litters the floor, cracks run down every wall. The front door is blown open, swinging in the wind, and the large front window is shattered into a million pieces, like a crystal spiderweb. With some satisfaction, I notice that Zagar is one of the dead men piled on the ground. Good.

Gin looks down at the dark red stain on my pant leg. “You’re hurt.”

“I’m fine. It looks worse than it is. Didn’t go deep,” I insist. I pull her toward the back door. “Let’s go.” I can’t think about Vergel lying there. About leaving him behind. I have to block it out of my mind. This is what happens in the Sleeve. It isn’t the first time, and it won’t be the last. There will be time to mourn later.

I lead her around the dead bodies, careful not to step in any of the blood spreading across the floor. We flee out the rear exit of the bar. My leg radiates with pain, but I can ignore it until we get somewhere safe.

The two of us run down the putrid alleyway behind the bar and its neighboring shops. We dodge a trio of wild dogs digging through rotten refuse, too distracted by the promise of raw meat to bother with humans. Swarms of flies buzz around us. Gin gags and uses her free hand to cover her mouth and nose. I almost slide into something slick and unrecognizable. Gin pulls me up just as I’m about to go down.

At the end of the alleyway, we turn into a narrow walkway between buildings that takes us back to the main thoroughfare. Down the street, we see a curious crowd forming around the destroyed bar. “This way,” I say, yanking her nearer the last shack at the end of the main road. We slip around the corner, boots crunching in the gravel.

“I have a boat,” she says. “It’s waiting for me at the south pier.”

“Why didn’t you say that before?”

She shrugs.

“Where are you headed?” I ask.

“I told you, same as you, the Lashing. Let’s go.”

A few more feet and we make it, breathless, out of the Sleeve proper and onto the brush-lined path that leads to the shore. We trample through the burrs and follow the ditch along the side of the path. I almost turn to say something to Vergel, then catch myself. Vergel is gone. Killed like a dog on the street by House Eternal.

Anguish and fury flame up in my chest. I stamp it down, deep, where I keep the rest of my hidden pain. There’s no time for that now. Vergel, left on the floor of the bar, along with our enemies. I shake my head. No, I can’t allow myself to think about it. I have to focus on surviving. Me, and Gin.

I’m all alone with a girl I don’t know, and don’t trust.




[image: ]









CHAPTER FOURTEEN
EBAN



Birds flap overhead, frightened away by the snapping twigs beneath our feet. We shove branches aside and stomp forward, ignoring the stray leaves and brambles that scratch our faces and snag our clothing. Neither of us stop or speak until we finally come to an isolated section of the rocky shoreline, a ways down from the main wharf.

Sure enough, at the south pier, there’s an old greenish-gray fishing boat docked there, drifting lazily with the current. “I think this is it,” she says, and reads the boat’s transom. “Panglaban.” For the fight.

“That thing is supposed to take us all the way to the Lashing?” I scoff. “It’s nothing but a rowboat!”

“There’s a sail,” she snaps. “Come on.”

I sigh, jump in, and hold my hand out.

She ignores my hand and climbs aboard the shaky boat. I untie it from the dock and push us off, into the river, then sit beside her. The sail is useless as there’s no wind, so we each grab an oar and begin to row as fast as we can.

Once the immediate threat is behind us, I stop rowing so I can attend to my injury. When I roll up my pant leg, I notice that Gin looks away, like she’s embarrassed, or else disgusted by the sight of the wound.

“It’s nothing,” I assure her. Still, it’s bad enough that I should cover it. I look around, but there’s nothing I can use as a bandage, so I pull my shirt over my head and rip off the sleeves, using one to wrap around and stop the bleeding.

Gin studiously avoids looking in my direction the whole time.

Once I get my leg sorted, I pick up the oar and row faster. The skyline of Lacon fades into the distance behind us. From so far away, anyone would think it’s a beautiful place, no hint of the misery and strife behind the glowing lights. It looks charming, peaceful.

“Head north on the river till we get to the sea, then follow Estrella Norte until we get there.”

“How do you know how to find it?”

She shrugs and won’t say. Fine, be that way.

I do as she’s directed, but as we near the open ocean, I realize something. We can’t see the Bituon—what we Ophir call Estrella Norte—during the day. There’s no way to know if we’re going the right way. These directions are useless. Then I realize we’re not without resources.

“You still got that bottle?” I ask, thinking of what happened back at the Sleeve. The Ophir spirit saved us, maybe it will again. I fish around in my pocket and pull out the silvery glass orb with a sapphire stopper.

She does the same, coming up with hers, a milky glass with a ruby top. “Oh!” she says, startled, then looks intently at the bottle. “The spirit—it’s back! I thought it left us.” Her eyes shine brightly with hope.

“Ask if it knows the way to the Lashing,”

She grasps the bottle tightly. “I don’t know. It seemed annoyed at the bar.” She fiddles with the stopper, hesitating.

“Just try. We don’t have many options. The last known sighting of the Lashing was supposedly just off the coast of Suvarna, which is east. But that was years ago. If your source told you to follow Bituon, there’s a huge chance it’s moved from that location, if it was ever there in the first place.”

She slips it back into her pocket. “But what if it blows us up? What if instead of leading us to the Lashing, it explodes again?” She frowns. “I think we should sell these. How much did you say Zagar said they’re worth? A thousand leopard? Wasn’t that the whole point of the heist? Money?”

I can’t believe she’s saying this. “If you do that, then you’re no better off than you were before.”

“Wrong,” she insists. Anger flashes in her eyes, and I can’t help but notice how attractive she is when she’s quarrelsome. “Right now, I have riches in my hand,” she continues. “One of the Great Houses would pay a fortune for these, possibly even enough to buy an estate of my own. And if you’re wrong, and we don’t find the Lashing, where will we go? Back to the streets. Or no, actually, at this point, we’re more likely to end up in the black cells, then the gallows.”

“These are Ophir relics,” I say sharply. “We can’t sell them. They belong to us. To our people. So does the Lashing.” I gesture at the Laconian city far behind us. “You really want to go back there? Even if we had that much coin, do you think they’d welcome us in the estates? They’d never let an Ophir get that much power. They built that city off our backs. They’d never let one of us live in a palace.”

“They’d have to if we had the coin. I’ve suffered enough. My pain doesn’t help our people, either. And any one of us would do the same if they were in my place. Don’t pretend anyone else in the Sleeve would choose otherwise.”

“It doesn’t matter what anyone else would do, only what you do. We could learn about the relics. Harness their power somehow, to help our people. Help ourselves, too. You’re not sacrificing anything—all of us could benefit. Who knows what—or who—is in the Lashing. They could have more relics. Manuscripts. The history of the Ophir.”

“If that were true, the relics would’ve helped us by now. Why have they been silent for five hundred years?” she argues.

“Maybe because they believe everyone in the Sleeve thinks like you do.”

The comment hangs in the air. She looks straight ahead in stony silence.

Still, I need her. The relics don’t respond to me the way they do for Gin, that’s clear. But if she’s determined to join the Laconian elite, I can try to go alone. Attempt to use the relic myself. Anything is better than returning to the Sleeve without Vergel. No, I’m not doing that. I’d perish at sea alone before I turn back.

“Fine,” Gin relents. “I’ll ask the relic how to find the Lashing.”

I smile to myself but say nothing. I don’t want to inadvertently start another argument. Once we reach the mouth of the river we’ll be out in the open sea, and so long as we don’t run into any Blackcoat ships or Guild pirates, we have a clear path to the Lashing, once we find the way, of course. If we don’t kill each other first.

By the time we get nearer to the opening to the sea, it’s nearly sunset. I reconsider the plan. It looks a lot more difficult than I’d imagined. Being on the water at night when I don’t know where I’m going is a recipe for disaster. We could perish before we even begin. It’s smarter to pull off to the shore and spend the night there, set out again at first light. But where could we dock where we wouldn’t be found? There are Blackcoats on patrol everywhere. Then again, I don’t want to lose her in the middle of the night. She might change her mind and leave. We could be caught. No, waiting for a better time is a luxury we don’t have.

Gin takes the bottle from her pocket. “Should I open it now?”

For a brief moment I think of how the spirit destroyed everything in its path before disappearing. Granted, it was helping us, but maybe it was just luck that we weren’t caught in the blast. “Maybe just, I don’t know, try to talk to it nicely.”

“I’ll try,” she says, without much confidence. She holds the bottle up in front of us and concentrates on it.

“Out loud,” I say.

She narrows her eyes at me. “I know.” Then she shifts around in her seat, clears her throat, and says, “Spirt of the Ophir, esteemed ancestor, please lead us to the Lashing, we humbly ask of you.”

Nothing happens. “Try again.”

“I am trying,” she whispers, frustrated.

“Great spirit, please hear our call in this time of need,” she says.

Nothing happens for a long moment.

Gin sighs and slumps her shoulders, when I see it: a small ball of blue light in the bottle. It expands until the entire bottle glows, like there’s a small fire inside. Then it begins to shake. Gin grips it tightly and repeats, “We are Ophir looking for the hidden colony called the Lashing. Do you know the way?” Though she holds on with all her might, her hand shifts slightly to the right.

“I think it’s telling us which way to go,” she says, eyes wide.

I rush to move the boat in the direction of Gin’s hand. When I do, the bottle continues to glow steadily but stops pushing.

Gin stares at it in awe. “It’s a compass.”

In the distance, a bright bolt of blue erupts from the sea, like a beacon. Both of us gasp. We all know the stories: Long ago, before the fall of Ophir, our folk possessed great magic. Ophir was the jewel of the sea, a city that floated atop the waves, supported only by the power of our people. Now, without a doubt, we hold a token of that strength. What was lost in the fall has been found once again.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
GIN



You’re welcome. I don’t think I was ever thanked.

I startle at the voice. The sun dips beneath the horizon. On the sea, water and sky are nearly indistinguishable.

Hello. Are you ignoring me? Fine lot you are. Impolite. No wonder our kingdom fell.

“Did you say something?” I say to Eban.

“Huh?” He’s busy rowing toward the distant horizon, in the direction the spirit pointed the bottle toward.

Silly girl, it’s me. Tadhana. Your esteemed ancestor. Guardian. Guide. What have you.

“You’re the spirit,” I whisper. The spirit in the bottle.

“Did you say something?” Eban asks.

I shake my head, concentrating on the voice I hear in my head. Tadhana? I ask. Is that your name?

Don’t make me say it twice.

-Thank you, Tadhana.

That’s better.

-Are we going the right way?

What do you think?

-Are you a fairy?

A fairy! Excuse me, are all Ophir this dense? I told you, I’m Tadhana.

-My ancestor?

Something like that. I’m not a fairy, I was a warrior. One of the shieldmaidens of Queen Bulakna. Only the best of us become spirits who channel the gods. I’ve been waiting a long time for one of my line to wake me.

-I don’t know anything about Queen Bulakna. The Laconians—they scrubbed our history. They don’t want us to know anything about Ophir.

That’s a pity, says Tadhana. Then you must learn. But now that I’m awake, I find I need a little nap.



I turn back to Eban, who is rowing furiously, watching the arc of his broad shoulders in the dim light of the relic, the corded muscles in his arms as he rows, the faint tan line at his chest. He looks up and catches me staring and now we’re both blushing. With the heat rising in my cheeks, I remind myself that I’m determined to see Rollo again.

Luckily, Eban doesn’t say anything. To fill the silence I ask him a question about the Lashing.

His demeanor softens. “What do I know about it? Not much.” He takes a few moments to concentrate on pulling on the oars, then continues. “There are many different stories, some more fantastical than others. Most pirates say it’s nothing more than a collection of rafts, always moving from place to place, which might explain why it’s hard to find.”

I hope that’s not the case, that we didn’t survive all this just to find a ragtag collection of dinghies. “What do you think it is?”

He focuses on the vast open sea in front of us, squinting as if that will help him see in the endless darkness beyond. “I don’t know. I guess I’m hoping it’s an actual city and not just a fairy tale. Not just something they told us as kids to make us feel better about our miserable lives. To give us hope.”

There is hope!

“There’s hope,” I echo. “I mean, Tadhana—the spirit in the bottle—she says there’s hope.”

He narrows his eyes. “You still hear the voice?”

“Yeah, and it’s a she. Her name is Tadhana and she was an Ophir warrior who served Queen Bulakna. Have you heard of her? I don’t know anything about our history.”

“Queen Bulakna was the last queen to stand against Lacon. She led a battalion of warriors against Lacon but was caught and executed. They burned her.”

It’s true, Tadhana says softly. I saw her die. She held her head high, she never screamed. Her mage turned all of us dying warriors into spirits and hid us in the reliquary. It was the last thing I remember before falling asleep. How long have I been asleep, by the way?

-Five hundred years.

Tadhana is silent after that.

I tell Eban what Tadhana tells me, and his brow furrows. “What I really want to know is how did Ophir relics end up at House Dominant? And how did House Eternal know they had them? And what do they mean to do with them?”

The boat drifts slightly as Eban has stopped rowing.

“Beats me,” I say. Maybe I’m just an illiterate street rat, but most of us are. What we know about our heritage, our culture, is only what Lacon allows us to know. We’ve been stripped of our kingdom, our land, our history, our language. The only thing we do know is that we are not Laconian. That much they make clear.

“Are we going the right way?” I ask aloud. A soft sigh comes from within, and then the bottle glows brighter while tugging my hand forward slightly. “That’s a yes,” I tell Eban.

His brow is sweaty from the effort. I fight the urge to reach out and wipe it away. “How much farther?” he asks.

The relic’s light intensifies. “Keep going,” I tell him.

Still, even with an Ophir ancestral spirit guiding us, I’m worried. The sea is hazardous, its mood unpredictable, and we have nothing but an aged fishing boat. No food, no fresh drinking water. Even if we’re headed the right way, we can’t possibly survive many days of this. If nothing else we’ll die of thirst. And what happens when the sun comes out and bakes us beneath its relentless rays, without any type of shelter?

I can tell Eban is thinking the same.

“There’s no going back now, anyway,” I add. He can’t deny that truth, either. We both know there’s no point in complaining or worrying.

We’ll arrive when we arrive, Tadhana sings.

I gaze into the bottle, eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?” But Tadhana gives no answer.

We continue on, silently, for a while, until I give in and slide to the floor of the boat. I try to find a comfortable position by resting my head on one arm over the bench seat in the middle of the vessel. It doesn’t quite work, but it has to be good enough, if only to rest my eyes for a bit. Despite the anticipation of the journey, and the promise of reaching the Lashing, my body is giving in to exhaustion. “Are you all right?” I ask Eban.

“Perfectly fine,” he answers, slightly out of breath. It’s getting to him, too, even if he won’t admit it. “You rest. I’ll keep going,” he says. The oars aren’t moving as quickly as they were before.

“But when will you rest?” I mumble. My eyes are heavy. I will them to stay open, but it’s as if they’re weighed down.

All at once, I fall asleep, the relic clasped in one hand on my lap.

In what feels like mere moments, my eyes pop open. The sky is maroon and orange above deep green, rippled water. Eban stands, one hand at his forehead, gazing at something in the distance. I fumble around for the relic, finding it still nestled in my lap, glowing brighter than ever before. “What’s happening?” I ask. I wipe some drool from my cheek with my sleeve, quickly, so he won’t notice.

“I think we’re here,” Eban says.

Yes we are! pipes up Tadhana from within her bottle.

I hoist myself up. I ignore the ache in my neck and arm and try to shake off the sleep from the foot that was folded beneath me for hours. “Where? I don’t see it.” I scan the horizon for the shimmering towers of the Lashing. All I see is blue and more blue, water against sky, with almost no separation between.

“There, I think.” Eban points straight north.

I search in that direction. Then I see something moving in the distance. “That’s not it.” It isn’t clear, but it looks like a pod of whales, maybe even dolphins. “That’s just…” A figure comes into focus, then another. The unmistakable shape of a man stands above what I’d mistaken for sea animals.

The stories Eban heard are accurate, then. The Lashing is a community of rafts and elaborate tent shelters. Enormous rafts, yes, and much sturdier than any I’d ever seen, but a far cry from the utopia I’d secretly hoped for. It’s not so much a city but a collection of floating docks. Its residents, even if they are fellow Ophir, also don’t appear to be friendly. “Are they…” The people standing along the edges of the rafts appear to be lifting up weapons. Something flies through the air and hits the water. Arrows.

“Duck,” Eban shouts as he drops.

I slam down on the rough floor of the boat and yell at Tadhana. They’re attacking us! Why did you bring us here? Are you trying to kill us?

Keep going, Tadhana insists. Keep heading toward it! You’re almost there!

The sound of the warriors shouting warnings carries across the water.

Eban moves beside me. “We have to turn around, unless we can signal that we aren’t Lacon.”

No! Don’t turn around. Continue.

“Tadhana says we should keep going,” I tell him, even as we can make out what they’re yelling now. “Death to Lacon!” “Approach at risk of certain death!”

Stay the course!

“Tadhana says we can’t turn back.”

Eban nods. “Of course not. But we need to let them know we’re here in peace. We’re Ophir.” Except with the way the arrows are falling, we’ll be riddled with holes before we get the chance. “We just have to show them we’re not a threat,” he says.

“How do we do that?”

“I don’t know.” He’s still steering the boat toward the nearest floating dock, while dodging arrows.

One lands way too close to his foot. “Maybe we should turn back, we’re going to get killed,” I argue. But we need food and water, and Eban’s leg is still bleeding. We’re weak and tired, on the run for two days already.

Arrows whistle through the air and slice the water nearby.

“They’re just warning shots. If they wanted to hit us they would.”

Then an arrow lands on the boat—and this one is on fire.

Eban lunges to grab it before it can set the boat aflame, but a huge swell lifts the vessel and knocks him back down. It wobbles with the wave, but thankfully the water douses the flame as well. I hold on but the relic tumbles from my lap and rolls across the bottom. Tadhana yells, Hey!

The bottle rolls away and I panic. I’m going to lose the relic to the depths. I crawl forward and reach out for the bottle as the craft sways sharply from side to side. I can’t reach it.

Don’t lose me! Tadhana yells.

“I’m trying!” I yell back.

Eban grabs on to my leg; he tries to hang on to the edge at the same time as the boat lurches side to side. The bottle rolls again, back and forth. It’s so close, my fingertips almost touch it. “Come on, come on,” I repeat, more desperately each time.

The boat tips the opposite way and the bottle rolls. But this time, I’m able to clasp it, only barely, in my fingers. As I do, the craft slams violently. My body bounces against it, almost knocking the wind out of me. “Ow!”

Eban clings on to me, keeping me from spilling over the side. The boat comes to a rest against the first floating dock. A ragtag bunch of Ophir, holding weapons and looking fierce, rush toward us, leaping from raft to raft.

Some of them pull swords, holding them up, ready to strike. They’re clad in homespun tunics and jagged britches tied at the waist with rope.

A tall and imposing woman pushes her way to the front and raises an axe. “We warned you to leave us alone! Now go!”

“We’re not Lacon!” Eban says, standing up and raising his arms in surrender. The interlocking diamond symbols on his arm glow in the firelight. “We’re Ophir from the Sleeve, we’re looking for help and shelter. Please, we’re just like you.”

Then a tall, muscular man with shiny black hair pushes his way through the growing crowd and walks in front of the woman, holding his arm out to keep her back. “It’s all right,” he assures her. She seems unconvinced but doesn’t protest. He clearly outranks her.

I wonder if I should show them the relic. Whether that might help, or cause more trouble. Tadhana has been quiet since the Lashing folk approached. The bottle is no longer glowing. I hide it back in my pocket for the time being.

The man in charge looks at me and Eban. His big dark eyes rest on me for an especially long time. He looks me up and down, as if evaluating a purchase. I turn away, uncomfortable.

“It’s all right, Perlah. They’re Ophir. They’re not Lacon. They look hungry. Ever seen a Laconian who looked that thin and desperate?” he jokes.

I flush. We definitely don’t look like much. Tattered clothes, mud on my face, Eban with that haunted look in his eyes.

Then the man smiles, a sight that feels somehow familiar and comforting, as if I know him from somewhere, though I can’t quite place it. I suppose we are all Ophir, after all. It makes sense he detects some kinship with us, and vice versa.

His arms open wide and his booming voice calls out, “My friends, welcome home!”






PART TWO
THE LASHING
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
EBAN



I’m flooded with relief as weapons are lowered and the leader helps to secure our lines, docking our boat, adding us to the flotilla. My leg is throbbing and my head hurts, but we’re safe for now. I step out of the boat onto the makeshift foundation. It’s more like solid ground than I expected, nothing like a raft floating on the sea. There’s no sway or bounce.

“Darius,” he says. He’s solidly built, about my height and age. He has a confident air about him, very unlike any Ophir I’ve known. But maybe living in the Lashing instead of the Sleeve will do that to a person. He hasn’t had to grovel and sneak all his life if he’s lived here instead of under Lacon.

I shake his hand and the hand of the similarly tall, muscular woman standing beside him. Her face is lined and weathered, and she has a stern, though not unkind, air about her. “Perlah,” she says.

“And you are…” Darius addresses this inquiry to me first, in a vaguely challenging tone.

“Eban, and this is my—this is Gin.” I’m not sure what to call Gin—we’re barely friends, and it would take too long to explain how we ended up here together.

Darius nods, and helps Gin out of the boat as well, easily lifting her onto the dock. Then he bows to her as if she’s a visiting dignitary. Gin looks uncomfortable about the gesture and stands awkwardly, keeping a hand in her pocket, where I’m assuming she’s holding on to the relic.

I’m dazed and lightheaded from blood loss and the effort it took to get here. I made it to the Lashing—I should be ecstatic, but all I feel is exhausted.

Darius turns back to me. “We have to ask all those who make it home. But how did you find us?”

“By chance,” I say, not wanting to disclose the truth about the relics just yet.

“Hmm. A little hard to believe that you were able to navigate directly to our outpost with a few lucky guesses. It’s a big ocean out there,” he says mildly.

“There was talk in the Sleeve that the best way to find the Lashing is not to look for it,” I say, just as mildly. “Not all who wander are lost, as they say.”

“An old Ophir saying,” he says, then laughs. “All right, Eban. Keep your secrets. But you must understand if it’s as easy to find us by chance as you claim, then we’ll have to move again.” He turns to a few men behind him. “Sink their vessel and tell Mako to rev the main engines. We should be out of here by morning, lest they were followed by Laconian scouts.”

“Is that really necessary?” I ask. “To sink our boat?” I realize that without it, we don’t have a way to get out of here. But why do I feel I need an escape plan? It’s been a dream to find the last free colony of Ophir. But something about this whole welcome feels false and strange.

Darius doesn’t reply and instead turns on his heel and walks away toward the end of the dock. Gin and I look at each other, unsure what to do.

“Come along now,” Darius calls over his shoulder. “Don’t you want something to eat?”

I limp along, my leg screaming.

He nods toward it. “Did we do that? If so, please accept my apologies. We get raided by Lacon, so we need to keep strangers away, as you can imagine.”

I shake my head and grit my teeth. “No. It’s from the day before. Ran into some trouble. Sleeve life, as you can imagine,” I say, matching his tone.

“Hmm,” he says, when I say nothing more.

He leads us to the end of the flotilla, where a larger barge is docked. We follow him onto it, along with several of the armed men and women who had just tried to kill us with their flaming arrows. The barge takes us farther out to a much larger collection of rafts. One that goes for miles and miles, a real floating city with tents and even what appear to be makeshift cottages and towers.

“Here we are,” he says, and leads us out to what looks like the main thoroughfare.

The people of Lashing line the way. It looks like word has spread about our arrival, and they’re as curious about us as we are about them. They’re all dressed similarly, in light woven cloth in shades of tan and brown and black, cut to suit life on the water. No one wears anything that suggests they’re of a higher or lower social status than anyone else. I feel like I’m in some sort of parade, like the one the highborn put on during one of their high holidays. Gin and I are regarded with suspicion by most, interest by some. Few appear genuinely friendly. Not surprising. If anything, friendliness puts me on the defensive—where I’m from, that’s almost always a manipulation tactic. For all I know, it might be here as well.

The Lashing is far larger than it initially appeared. There are banners everywhere, depicting what looks like a dragon with fins. I wonder what that is, some kind of Ophir symbol perhaps. The tents go on as far as I can see. There are colorful prints on most of them, and through some of the tied-open entryways, I see spacious living quarters with cushy beds covered in soft linens, and bright woven rugs covering the hard floors. The fact that so many are open and unguarded with their possessions surprises me. Back home, if anyone leaves their belongings unsupervised, anything of value disappears. “We share cooking duties here,” Darius tells us, indicating a wide, open space with huge pots simmering over open fires, being stirred by men and women wearing thick beige aprons, splattered with old stains. They pause their work to watch as we go by. He grabs a few pieces of dried beef and hands them to me and Gin. “We’ll get you a proper meal in a bit; hopefully this will do for now.”

I try not to stuff it all in my mouth, although the salty taste makes me crave water more than ever. Thankfully, Darius supplies that, too, handing us each a waterskin filled to the brim with cold drinking water. He continues the makeshift tour. “We also have weavers, crofters, fishermen; every one of us works for the whole. We operate as one community, a sort of extended family. We’re all equal here.”

“How nice,” says Gin.

I have to admit, it does seem pleasant, and fed and watered, I’m more amenable to his welcome. At the same time, I can’t imagine giving up any of my hard-won autonomy—relying on others has never worked out for me. Plus, I don’t have a boat anymore. Not that it was ever mine, but again, I can’t get rid of that strange nagging feeling of discomfort.

“A family, huh?” I say.

“Yes—why?” Darius asks.

“And I’ll assume you’re the head of it?”

Darius rocks back on his heels. “I’ve been designated as one of the community leaders, I suppose.”

“Some people are more equal than others, then?” I challenge.

“I know it’s hard to understand after living in Lacon your whole life, Eban, but that’s not how we operate here. In the Lashing, we keep to the Ophir ways. We are a community of equals. Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it after a while.” Darius turns to walk ahead. “We have open quarters for each of you,” he calls back. “They’re on the north side of the village.”

We weave in and out of a maze of tents until we come to one with the entrance tied shut. Darius undoes the knot holding it closed and pulls the flap aside. “Gin, you can stay here.”

She steps inside. The room is as well-appointed as the others we’d seen. The bed is thick and covered with blankets and pillows in red, yellow, and orange, like a sunset. There’s a woven screen for privacy, and an expertly crafted wood chair. “Thank you,” she says.

“As for you, Eban,” Darius begins as he leads me away from the room, toward another large tent a significant distance from Gin’s. “That leg looks like it might be infected. Since you’re injured, you’ll be staying in the infirmary awhile.”

I memorize the layout of the place as we walk, which paths lead where, and the quickest exits at every given point. When we finally arrive at the infirmary, there are at least a dozen simple beds set up in two rows, almost all occupied by sick men—men who obviously require far more care than I do. I suspect Darius is more concerned with putting some space between me and Gin than with healing my leg, but I accept the amenities gratefully.

“I’ll leave you to get settled in, then,” Darius says with a nod. I watch him walk out of the room.

I wait a few minutes after Darius departs, then jump out of bed and head off to check on Gin. The nurse calls out to me as I go. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back,” I promise her as I slip through the infirmary curtain.

Out of habit, I back up around corners and check what’s ahead before turning down any path, convinced Darius might be waiting to catch me. You’re not a prisoner, I remind myself. You’re a guest here. This isn’t Lacon anymore. This is Ophir. You’re safe. But I can’t even convince myself. I don’t know this place, or these people, and in my experience, kindness without expectation of personal gain is an exceedingly rare commodity. What does Darius want from us? He must want something.

I make my way to Gin’s tent and tap on the side of the entryway. Solid wood. Certainly can’t fault their craftsmanship. This place may not be a palace, but it is sturdy.

“Yes?” she calls out. I sense trepidation in her voice. Maybe she’s afraid Darius is at the door, back to bother her while she’s alone and unguarded. Which is exactly why I went to her the moment I could. She’s nothing to me, a thief, a stranger, but right then I realize she’s the only person I know in this place. More than that, I feel protective toward her. We’ve been through a lot together in such a short time.

“It’s me.”

She peeks out, then opens the tent flap and moves aside so I can enter.

“Yeah, so…,” I begin. “How about that Darius…”

“He’s quite generous,” she remarks. “Nice of him to welcome us so readily.” Huh. I guess I read her wrong. I thought she’d feel like I do.

“A little too nice, don’t you think?”

“What do you mean?”

“We’re strangers. He doesn’t know us from a toad on the ground. Why trust us?”

She crosses her arms across her body. “You’d rather he locked us up? You wanted to be here. You’re the one who believes all those Ophir myths.”

I slump. She’s right. I’m the one who dreamed of finding this place, of living in freedom. I should be ecstatic, but instead I’m the same thief I was in the Sleeve. Watchful, suspicious, guarded. “Well, I am stuck in the infirmary.”

“I’m sure he’s only making sure you get the care you need.” She looks at my injury and scrunches her eyebrows with concern. “Did you have it examined? Cleaned?”

“Not yet. I came to see how you’re doing first.”

“I’m all right,” she says. “Just tired. You should get some rest, too. Heal. It’s been a rough two days. And Ver—” She stops herself from mentioning Vergel.

“It’s okay, you can say his name.”

“I’m sorry about Vergel. He didn’t deserve to die like that.”

“He was a street rat and a thief, his life wasn’t worth much,” I say bitterly. “Especially to House Eternal.” I know it’s all I’m going to think about when I’m inevitably alone that night, trying to sleep, and haunted by visions of Vergel being shot down by Blackcoats.

She puts a hand on my arm. “He was worthy because he was your friend.”

“And I’m sorry about Aris,” I tell her.

Gin blinks back a few tears. “He didn’t have much, but what he did, he gave me.”

“Yeah,” I cough.

“Do you really think we’re not safe here?” she asks nervously.

“I don’t know,” I tell her. “I don’t know if I ever believed this place really existed. I never thought I’d actually get here.”

“Neither did I.”

“But hey, we’re free here,” I say. That’s why Lacon spends so much of their resources tracking down the Lashing. It’s the one place where their rules and their might don’t matter. Here, in the last free colony of Ophir, we aren’t slaves, we aren’t second-class citizens. But are we actually free? I have no idea.

Unexpectedly, Gin slides her arm through mine. The gesture sends a flood of warmth through me. “I’ll walk you back to the infirmary. I want to see more of our so-called home.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
GIN



After leaving Eban, I take my time on the way back from the infirmary, meandering around the passages. The community is shutting down for the evening. 	People head back to their quarters after a long day; some carry woven baskets full of yarn and thread, others are toting a child on their hip and another by the hand. There’s an elderly woman with a fishing pole and another with a tray of beaded necklaces she made to sell at the market. They all regard me with a combination of suspicion and curiosity. I smile, which softens a few, who smile back. The children stare with wide eyes. I wonder how they know I don’t belong. Or if they’ve ever laid eyes on an outsider before.

Still, I’ll take reticence over the open hostility and danger of the Sleeve any day. Wary strangers are nothing new. It’s exhilarating to walk around without concern for my physical safety, though I do startle more than once when someone turns a corner and heads toward me.

All the tents look comfortable and well-appointed yet simple, similar to mine, with added personal décor like handmade pottery and homespun tapestries, and some with braided ropes in vibrant colors to replace the utilitarian one that secures the entryway. No one seems to lack for anything, or possess much more than anyone else, either. It’s a far cry from the rigid Laconian hierarchy, where the estates look down on the cottages, and the cottages and farmhouses look down on the shantytown of the Sleeve. In Lacon, you can tell exactly how rich and important a person is by the cut of their cloth alone.

But after sampling the luxuries of House Eternal, I wonder if this simple kind of life won’t be enough for me. Another thought occurs to me, one that maybe floated around on the periphery but that I’ve refused to face: Do I actually miss Rollo, or only the perks he’d provided? And will I ever see him again?

Back in my room, I check beneath the bed and under the table for spies, then peek out from the door curtain to ensure nobody lingers outside. Then I tie the sash to the hook on the wall and return to the bed. I reach my hand behind the pillow, against the wall, until I find the tightly wound scrap of fabric I’d placed there earlier. Before removing it, I listen once more. No footsteps or voices.

I pull the relic out from behind the bed and unwrap it, but stay right where I am in case I need to hide it away with little notice. No one can know I have this precious magic. Not yet.

“Tadhana?” I whisper. Hopefully the spirit is able to shed some light on this place and tell me where Rollo is and why he’s sent me here.

I’m here.

“What do you think of the Lashing? Is it too good to be true?” I ask.

“Who are you talking to?”

I nearly jump out of my skin. I shove the relic into my pocket and turn to see Darius standing in the doorway, carrying a wooden tray of food. How had he approached so silently?

He doesn’t wait for an answer to his own question. “Since you probably haven’t eaten, I brought you something.” He places the tray on a round table in the corner.

There are goblets of water for both of us, along with bread, and soup, and a mug of steaming tea. “That looks wonderful. Thank you.” I’m so used to staving off hunger, I didn’t realize how famished I was until faced with the sight of a fresh hot meal.

Are you going to tell me what you woke me up for?

“Shhh!” I say as Darius sets the tray down on the table.

“Did you say something?” he asks, turning back to me.

“I think it was from next door,” I answer quickly. I clang the spoon around noisily and shove the relic deeper into my pocket with the other hand.

“Are you joining me?” I gesture to the open seat across from me. I make note of the fact that even though I’m technically a guest in his space, he waits until he’s invited to sit down. Once he does, I clear my throat and take a sip of the tea. It’s strong, but not bitter, and sweet, but not overly so.

“I hope you don’t mind if I ask you a few questions,” he says, after I’ve had a chance to eat a few morsels of bread.

“Of course not, I’m at your service,” I say with a bright smile. My time with Rollo at the palace taught me manners, I suppose.

“Your—companion? Eban? He isn’t as forthcoming,” he says.

I titter a bit. “Oh, that’s just Eban, you know what thieves are like,” I say, then immediately regret that I might have said too much. I shrug casually and swallow a spoonful of soup. As perfect as the tea. “This is quite good,” I say. He nods, accepting the compliment on behalf of the cooks of the Lashing.

“So he’s a thief, is he?” Darius asks.

“Aren’t we all who live in the Sleeve?” I say, a bit defensively. I don’t tell him I’m a thief, too.

“Hmm,” he says. “There are always choices.”

“Maybe since you live here—in a free colony—you think there are. But in the Sleeve there aren’t many. We’re either servants or thieves. Groveling or sneaking. There’s not much else.”

“I wasn’t judging,” he says softly. “But I did want to ask you. My sources on the mainland tell me that a massive heist went down two nights ago.”

My heart begins to pound. “Oh?”

“And it involved quite a bounty.”

“Did it now?”

“Yes, and some of it was recovered, but some of it was stolen, they say.” He leans forward. “Do you know what Ophir relics are?”

Not until two nights ago. But I sure do know about them now. “I’ve heard a little about them, yes. Why?”

“Supposedly they made up a large part of the treasure,” he says. “When I was a child, we pretended we had relics as weapons. That we had marvelous powers and could tear down buildings and defeat whole armies of Blackcoats.”

“Did you grow up here? In the Lashing?” I ask.

He nods. “Sort of.” He looks at me intently. “I’ll tell you what I know about them. Ophir relics aren’t just mere antiquities. They’re reliquaries. Holy objects. Spirits that allow the bearer to channel the power of the gods.”

“Sounds incredible.”

He nods. “If these rumors about the heist are true and our relics have been found, then whoever holds that power…” He shakes his head. “They could rule this world or build a new one. I cannot imagine…”

“Could they remake Ophir?” I ask. “Bring back the Kingdom of Waves?”

He nods again. “The relics hold power that could conjure a hundred cities on the water. We could have a real home for our people instead of this floating tent city.”

My breath catches in my throat, and I say nothing. Is it truly possible? I feel the relic tucked away in my robes and press it close. I wish I could tell Darius that I have one of the objects, right now, but I don’t know him well enough yet. Would he take it from me? What would he do with it? I have no idea. And Eban’s right, I know better than to trust strangers. But Darius has been nothing but kind and welcoming since we arrived. We are nothing to him, and yet he didn’t turn us away. He welcomed us as kinsmen just because we are Ophir. It’s not like that in the Sleeve, where the only thing that unites us is misery.

“These relics could do much for our people, much good or much harm. If the high houses were to take possession of them, they would use them for their own gain,” Darius says. “Although only an Ophir can wield a relic.”

“So what use are they to Lacon?” I ask. Then I gasp when I realize the answer. “The servants. They’ll make the Ophir who serve them use the relics for them.”

“Exactly,” says Darius. “Some Ophir would probably even choose to do it voluntarily. People crave power. So it is crucial that we control it. Don’t you agree, Gineth?”

I feel a little thrill when he says my full name like that, though I try to push it away immediately, ashamed. Yes, he’s handsome, but I think of Rollo and a wave of guilt flushes over me.

Darius continues without waiting for me to answer. “Are you sure you and Eban don’t know anything about that heist that just went down a few days ago?”

I want to trust him, but trusting him means betraying Eban and, somehow, I feel bound to him. I know Eban wouldn’t want me to tell Darius what happened, and my instinct is to trust Eban. I hate lying but I do anyway. I shake my head. “Nothing. I wish I did. I wish I could help you.”

“Well, if you do hear anything, promise you’ll tell me? The Lashing is a temporary home for our people, but we need a real one, a permanent place to call our own. The relics could help us make it.” He looks me in the eyes.

I hold his stare. His eyes are deep and dark. “I would like that,” I say.

“Good.” He breaks away. I feel strange, like he ended a kiss. “I’m setting off for Lacon tonight,” he says. “I have contacts in the Great Houses. They might know more about what happened that night and where the relics ended up. The highborn are terrible at keeping secrets. They brag too much.”

“You’re leaving? So late?”

“It’s the best way to avoid pirates or Blackcoats.”

“How long will you be?”

He shrugs. “Not long.” He looks at me thoughtfully. “Care to join me? I’d appreciate the company.”

“Oh,” I say. “I don’t think I should leave Eban…”

“You’ll be safe with me,” Darius says.

“Won’t I be safe in the Lashing?” I ask.

He considers that. “Of course.”

He stands, and so I do as well. I almost feel like he might reach out and hug me, but he doesn’t. Instead he asks me a question. “Tell me, why did you come to the Lashing?” he asks.

“A friend sent me here,” I say truthfully. “He said it’s the only place I could be safe.”

“A friend,” he echoes. “He must have been a good one. Do you miss him?” he asks gently.

I shrug. “I suppose.” I look down at my teacup and remember all the nights Rollo and I spent drinking tea, solving puzzles, and talking late into the night.

“He must miss you, too,” Darius says intently.

I catch his gaze and my cheeks burn. Does Rollo miss me? Or has he already forgotten about me? And why does Darius care?

“Take care of yourself while I’m away, will you?” he says.

Then he’s gone. I listen as his footsteps travel farther and farther away from my quarters. Then, suddenly, I think of Eban, stuck in that infirmary bed, and feel a strange stab of guilt, but I shake it off. He’s more than capable of taking care of himself. But did anyone bring him a hot meal? And tea?

I sit on the bed and remove the bottle from its hiding place to consult Tadhana about my dilemma. “Are you still there?”

Always.

“What do you think of Darius?”

The real question is, What do you think of him?

I think about his kind eyes, and his fierce loyalty to his people. But I don’t know him, truly. “Is he trustworthy?”

That depends on who you ask.

“Why are magical beings so aggravating?”

Tadhana harrumphs at me. Well, I never! Magical beings aren’t aggravating. We are precise. In my experience it’s the nonmagical beings who cause all the problems. I’ve merely been minding my business for all these many years, until your lot appeared and began demanding—

“Perhaps I should sell you to the highest bidder,” I mutter.

What was that?

“Never mind.” As tempting as the coin would be, I know I’ll never sell the relic. Not for all the estates in Lacon. I think of all the relics we had to leave behind in the barrel, falling into Laconian hands. If news of the heist has reached even the Lashing, then most of Lacon must know what happened, too. And I need to tell Eban that Darius knows about the relics. I flop back on the bed and stare at the canvas ceiling. Some laughter drifts through the air from a nearby tent. It sounds like a party. A memory comes to me: Rollo, after one of his mother’s grand balls, bringing me a goblet of wine. His face flush and his lips curled into a secret smile just for me.

I get out of bed and walk over to the tray of food and pick up the goblet. I knew I’d seen it before. Sure enough, on the bottom of the stem, there’s an engraving: the sigil of House Eternal.

I whip open the curtain at the doorway, but Darius is long gone.

As soon as he returns, I’ll ask him when he was at the palace, and what else he’d stolen from the Great House. Whether he’d ever seen me there.

And how he knew my full name.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
EBAN



On our third night in the Lashing, I awake from a nightmare. I’d been running through the alleys of the Sleeve as a little boy, except I couldn’t run, because the ground was slick with blood, and when I looked down at my palms, they were stained deep blackish red. And then, suddenly, people were crying out for me, from every direction.

Only, the cries are real. I sit up, disoriented. Shouts ring out in the night, followed by loud banging. The room shakes. Then another bang, this time followed by metal clanging and shouts of, “Breach! Breach!”

The other men in the infirmary sit up in their squeaking beds and look around, too. A couple of them have bandaged heads, one has a broken arm in a sling, another is battling a fever. None will be able to defend themselves if we’re attacked. I fly out of bed and grab my blades from beneath the straw mattress where I’d stashed them.

“Where are you going?” the healer, a small elderly woman with cropped hair, calls to me. I ignore her and rush to the exit. Whatever’s happening, first I have to find Gin.

Outside the infirmary, people are running to the south end of the colony, armed with bows and longswords and sticks, prepared to fight. There’s thick gray smoke coming from that direction. It billows into the air, an ominous cloud. A young boy, around age twelve, runs by. I grab the sleeve of his scruffy, homespun tunic and yell, “What’s happening?”

Then the piercing sound of a tambuli horn echoes throughout the night. A warning.

“Lacon ambush,” the kid tells me. He yanks his arm away and runs back with the others. “Another one!”

I head the other way, fighting against the current of the crowd. They shove past me, eager to take on whatever enemy awaits, so focused on the goal they hardly seem to notice me, barking information and commands at each other. “A dozen ships!” “Fire the arrows!” “To the towers!”

When I finally get to Gin’s quarters, I whip open the partition to her room without knocking. “Gin? Where are you? Gin!” I don’t see her anywhere. The room is empty. My stomach sinks. What if the enemy got to her before I could?

As I’m about to leave and rush straight into the chaos, she steps out from behind a changing screen. “Eban! I said I’m right here! Couldn’t you hear me?”

She’s fastening a leather breastplate to her chest. It’s a traditional Ophir design, painted in swirls of red and gold. “Where’d you get that?” I ask.

“Darius sent it over before he left,” she explains. “It’s a raid, isn’t it?”

“A dozen Laconian ships, I heard. Come on—they’ll need our help,” I say, just as a blast tears through the side of the room. “Watch out!” I shout, throwing myself in front of her to block her from the attack.

The blast opened a hole that suddenly rips open wider. A figure climbs inside the room. A Blackcoat from Lacon. His eyes are fixed squarely on Gin.

I react without another thought, pulling my dagger from its scabbard, furious at the thought of any danger coming to her. I tear across the room, stumbling into a chair, knocking a table to the ground. The Blackcoat is focused on Gin and doesn’t see me coming at him from behind. I drive my shoulder into the small of his back. With a grunt, I hit him with everything I have, but he doesn’t fall. He spins, pivoting, planting his feet to absorb the blow as he sizes me up, looking me up and down, his eyes filled with disdain. It’s the same look Blackcoats have been giving me since my earliest memory, that cruel stare that tells me I’m lesser, that I’m no one.

The harsh sound of metal striking metal fills the room.

Gin struck him with the breastplate. Not having a weapon, she turned her armor into one. Clever. But now she’s both weaponless and defenseless and she staggers backward, the Blackcoat grinning, wondering which of us he ought to kill first.

I cut the air with my blade, hoping to draw him to me. Instead, he lifts the chair I stumbled into and tosses it at me, then turns to Gin, blade raised for the killing blow. She’s backed up against the wall, a heavy tarp. There’s nowhere for her to run, nowhere to go, and I see the panic in her eyes, sweat running down her face.

I let the heavy wooden chair hit me. I don’t flinch. I take the blow without slowing, my fingers wrapped tightly around the pommel of the dagger. I see a place where the Blackcoat’s armor is thin, a gap in the heavy plates. I put two hands on the base and drive the blade into it. The steel hits something hard yet flexible. Rings of steel or chain mail. The armor snaps and breaks, the rings pulling apart, spreading for my blade. The man grunts as the dagger parts his flesh. He hits me hard on the head with a gauntlet fist and my vision goes black. He curses me and strikes me again. He calls me every foul word he can muster. There’s a ringing in my ears, but I don’t stop. I force the blade deeper into his back and he hits me again.

I scream out my fury and put all of my strength into the attack, pushing until the dagger bottoms out and warm wet blood flows over my hands. It’s done. I stagger backward. My vision returning, I search frantically for Gin, my heart in my throat. If she’s hurt … Finally I see that she’s pressed up against the wall, immobile. Unharmed, thank the spirits. Shocked perhaps.

“You okay?” I ask.

She’s too startled for words, so she just nods. It’s enough. She’s all right. I don’t think I’ve ever felt more relief than at that moment.

The Blackcoat falls to the ground, his stare blank, arms limp.

I nearly fall over on top of him. My every breath is a gasp, and I stand half bent over for a heartbeat, trying to calm myself. More of them could appear at any instant. There’s no time for rest.

I get to my feet and look down at the dead man. “That one’s for Vergel,” I say.

I spot Gin’s sword, sheathed, leaning against a chair. I grab it and throw it to her. She reaches out and catches it in midair.

Impressive. I suppose the shock has passed.

“Thanks,” she says.

“No need,” I tell her. “Come on, let’s get rid of these bastards.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
GIN



As we run through the maze of tents, dashing among the waving cloth doorways left open when the people fled, all I can think about is how strong Eban is, 	and how brave, how he threw himself upon that Blackcoat to save me without a moment of hesitation. I’m alive because of him. He’s saved my life twice now. Echoes of commotion float toward us from the edge of the docks, but in the heart of the city, it’s eerily silent and desolate. At a corner, I stop abruptly. Eban nearly runs into me. “Did you hear that?” I whisper.

Eban shakes his head.

Hear what? a little voice responds from my pocket.

I shush her.

Eban shrugs and shakes his head again.

I point to the left. Then it happens again, much louder: a muffled cry.

Without another thought, I take off running at the sound. Eban follows closely behind. The noise gets louder. A deep grunt, followed by a thud, and another terrified, but muted, yell.

It’s to the right. I turn another corner and find the source of the alarming noises.

Perlah, Darius’s second-in-command, is on the ground, with a piece of fabric shoved in her mouth. A Blackcoat stands over her, back turned to us, his fist raised above her face, poised to land another blow. She spots us coming and tries to yell.

As the Blackcoat turns to look, we pull out our blades. Rage fills my entire body as I leap at him and slash across his throat. At the same moment, Eban barrels into him, driving his knife into the man’s torso.

The Blackcoat lets out one last hideous grunt and crumples into a pool of his own blood.

I yank the gag from Perlah’s mouth and untie her hands while Eban ensures the Blackcoat is dead.

That’s when I notice there are at least half a dozen others scattered around, all lying dead. They wear the same armor Perlah and I are wearing.

“You all right?”

“They’ll take me dead before I serve them,” she spits. Perlah glares at me with tired, dark-ringed eyes, but her voice is strong and angry. “There was no warning. They must have traveled under sail, carried silently by the wind. They avoided the dock and our lookouts. It wasn’t hard. They chose the new moon for their strike. The sky is black like their boats and their armor. We didn’t have a chance. They took out all my strongest fighters in one blow. We’re defenseless. They found the Lashing just in time to celebrate the high holidays.”

Lacon celebrates the fall of Ophir every year on “Liberation Day.” During the festivities the Sleeve shuts down; all us Ophir stay indoors, to mourn the fall of our kingdom, but also because Laconians have a habit of coming to the poor side of town to harass us and destroy what little we have. They claim these sweeps are necessary to preserve order and safety during their celebrations. Somehow that translates to throwing rocks through windows, smashing merchant carts, and snatching women and children off the street and forcing them into estate servitude.

At the height of the season, House Eternal hosts a massive party, bigger than all the parties the rest of the year combined. I wasn’t there for it, but I’d witnessed some of the early planning. Every year Lady Ariadne opens all four ballrooms at once, which requires multiple bands of musicians, a veritable army of servants pulled from the Sleeve, and months of around-the-clock dressmakers to create her many costumes. In the palaces of Lacon, these Liberation Day parties go on for weeks, as each house throws its own ball, always attempting to outdo the previous one. The memory makes me ashamed of the time I spent in the palace, built over the bones of my ancestors.

With horror I recall that during the holidays, Laconian lords like Rollo roam the abandoned streets, faces hideous with glee as they set fire to and destroy Ophir shanties, and throw food that could feed countless hungry children but splatters on our doors and windows instead.

“Their Liberation Day raids extend all the way here?” I ask Perlah.

She shakes her head. “Not always, we’re pretty good at making ourselves invisible.”

“But there’s enough Ophir in the Sleeve—what do they want with people from the Lashing?”

Perlah snarls. “Don’t you know? They say the servants from the Sleeve are useless, too weak and starved to have much value. They want free Ophir—we’re stronger, healthier. We make better servants. Why else?”

She shakes her head again and points toward the horizon. To my horror there are more boats approaching from afar. Their masts stand defiantly against the placid sky, threatening in their sheer size, the way they tower over the Lashing. An impending storm.

“Darius isn’t here,” Perlah says. She tries to stand, but can’t. “Kidol, Shayan, and Mateo were killed in their tents.”

With Darius away, his top commanders slaughtered, and Perlah injured, there’s no one to lead them. The Ophir warriors barely managed to fend off the first wave of invaders and many are dead or hurt now, and more boats are coming. “We’re not much help, but we’ll do what we can,” I say, nodding to Eban, who agrees.

“Move the injured into tents and gather the remaining warriors; the only way to win is to force the Laconian ships to dock in the center and attack them from both sides,” Perlah orders. “Get them close, that’s the only way we can win, as we can’t beat their cannons. Use the towers and the tents to hide yourselves.”

“I’ll take the east end,” Eban says. “Gin, you lead the west.”

We head back to the dock and separate to our corners. I drag a bench from a nearby tent and stand on it so I’m visible to all. It wobbles underfoot. “Perlah says to bring the injured away from the docks and into a temporary infirmary at the south end!” But no one stirs. I try again, louder.

A man with one eye patched hears me this time. He spreads the word to those out of range. “Gather the injured and bring them south!” The message is repeated over and over until everyone hears. Quickly, they begin to mobilize, carrying those who can’t walk to the south end of the colony and out of harm’s way.

They look up at me, waiting, so I continue: “If you have a weapon, arm yourself. And if you are able, if you have an extra blade, or bow, arm someone who does not.” Heads nod. Some hold up their arrows. A couple hand an extra blade to another. Word spreads through the crowd; a few run to tell those who aren’t nearby.

The ships are getting close. Their Laconian flags flap in the wind.

Perlah’s voice echoes in my mind. Don’t you know? They say the servants from the Sleeve are useless, too weak and starved to be much use. They want free Ophir—we’re stronger, healthier. We make better servants. Why else?

“Ready yourselves!” I shout. Across the way, I can hear Eban’s voice on the other side of the dock, though I can’t quite make out his words. A cheer erupts.

And then, on all sides of the Lashing, there is silence. No one speaks, or even dares to move. The ships keep coming, their silhouettes growing ever larger, more imposing, until eventually their cannons and the soldiers manning them become visible.

The air on the dock is thick with anticipation and contained fury. Whatever happens, the people of the Lashing aren’t going down without taking as many Blackcoats out as possible.

A huge blast erupts from one of the ships and breaks the tense silence. A thick cloud of smoke. The cannon is out of range; it’s intended to be a warning. A show of force. I smile to myself. They’ll get no such warning in return. Let them keep coming. “Come on,” I whisper to myself.

Another blast. A cannonball hits the water, causing a huge splash. Waves ripple from the impact. People begin to shift around, nervous. “Hold steady,” I call out.

Rafts full of Blackcoats descend from the larger ships. They row toward the island ahead of the rest of the ship. Another cannon goes off. Arrows fly from the rafts, but none reach the city. They slice through the water and disappear. More impotent displays of power.

“Hold!” I yell. I hear Eban call out the same from afar. Everyone crouches, weapons raised, bows taut. Get them close, that’s the only way we can win, Perlah said.

The first of the Laconian rafts reach the end of the Lashing’s docks, the outpost where we arrived not long before. Blackcoats jump from their rafts, reach the outpost docks, and run deeper into the city.

“Hold!” I order. Not yet.

They’re nearly in range. Their swords are held aloft over their heads as they charge. I have to marvel at their foolishness—are they unaware of what awaits them, believing the city has already been destabilized by the first round of soldiers? Or do they have such a low opinion of the Ophir that they think they can best an entire city with only a few men? Either way, the confidence in their superiority is remarkable, and shortsighted. And fully to our advantage.

“Now!” I scream.

Arrows fly. One hits a Blackcoat immediately, knocking him from the dock into the sea. The others keep running with their swords. More climb from rafts onto the dock. Some carry bows, which they shoot back at the Lashing. But they’re too far away, and at a disadvantage. They’re out in the open, while the Ophir are shielded by the tent city.

I crouch and wait as arrows fly all around me. I don’t flinch, feeling calm in the midst of it, assured, and focused intently on the ships.

The dozen or so soldiers who think they can access the city from the dock are taken out effortlessly. Yet that doesn’t dissuade the rest from still coming. Three ships are almost close enough for their cannons to do some damage. Six more are close behind those. More rafts arrive at the dock. The Blackcoats hesitate this time, having seen what happened to their comrades. One comes charging in anyway, and receives an arrow to the chest for his efforts. After that the rest wait for the bigger ships to back them up.

The boats drop their anchors. Rope ladders roll down the sides of the ships. Blackcoats climb to the docks. On the ship decks, soldiers load the cannons.

I hear Eban again; his strong, confident voice carries across the docks. I fight the urge to look in that direction, keeping my eyes on the Blackcoat ships, but in my periphery, I catch glimpses of Ophir boats and Blackcoats clashing near the water, and Blackcoats falling into the sea.

A cannon fires. The boom is so loud this time, it startles me. The ball reaches the edge of the city raft, clipping off a piece of it as it hits the water. Dozens of soldiers run up the dock. Arrows fly from the Lashing again. Some of the soldiers stop and return the favor.

Another round of cannon fire strikes the docks. Two cannons at once. No. Three. A whole volley erupts from one ship, followed by a second round from another. The cannon fire throws broken wood and rent cloth into the air. Smoke follows, a dark cloud rising upward in the distance. Screams fill the air, and panic takes hold. I see it in their eyes. This isn’t the first time the Blackcoats have raided the Lashing. For a moment, their fear infects me. What can we do against an armada of ships? What can arrows do against cannons?

I watch as a whole section of the Lashing, three or four rafts, floats away, severed from the rest of the colony by the first cannon strike. Flames quickly engulf the severed portion of our floating city as the attackers shoot flaming arrows at the rafts.

It’s a warning. That’s my best guess. They’re telling us to lay down our arms or they’ll burn us all. I don’t doubt that they could do it. These rafts are made of wood and the tents are woven from seaweed. There isn’t anything here that isn’t flammable. A few dozen arrows tipped with fire could doom all of us, and I see thirty or forty archers gathering on the ships and dozens more cannons ready for yet another volley. Something in my stomach drops, and for the span of a heartbeat, I share in the hopeless fear that’s washed across the faces of these people. I sense their despair roiling my stomach. It would be easy to give in to it.

Instead, I stifle my emotions.

I’m not helpless.

I have power.

I find a place where I’m concealed from view, hidden amid a warren of tents tucked along the edge of the Lashing, and I wait. Come closer. I only have one chance. The moment I reveal myself, their archers will send arrows hurtling toward me and cannon fire will surely follow, so I wait until they are close. I wait until I make a single strike that’ll hit every person and every ship.

Wait all you want. That won’t help you.

I put my hand in my pocket.

It’s almost time. Any second.

Another round of cannon fire strikes the lashing. It cleaves a whole section of rafts, breaking them apart before they sink into the sea. I hope no one was inside. I pray that my hesitation hasn’t cost anyone their life. Because I have the power to end it all.

I take the relic from my pocket.

An arrow flies over my head, thwacking into a tent behind me.

My heart races, and my hands shake. There are four large ships in the armada and they’ve each taken up position, two in front, two behind. They are packed in close because they know we don’t have cannons. Soon, we’ll run out of arrows. We’ve made a valiant stand. We’ve taken lives, but they still do not fear us. Their captains shout orders. Above the cries of the dying and the twang of the bows, I hear them marshaling their soldiers, readying them for the final push.

More soldiers are coming. More cannons are loaded. To my left, an Ophir grunts, then falls. Slain by an Ophir arrow. Chaos. Confusion. We’re shooting our own people.

We’re going to lose, overrun by the Blackcoats. I see them drop boats into the water, and the soldiers leap from the ships, filling the rafts.

In a moment they’ll make their push and they’ll take the city.

I stand up and hold out the relic. “Tadhana! Now!”

The relic shakes in my hand. I feel it glow warmly.

I hear a scream—another arrow met its mark.

“Tadhana!” I shout, but nothing happens.

My heart skips a beat.

“Tahana?” I cry as the soldiers row toward the city.

Again, I see the captains calling their targets, and the men position the cannons. A boy holding a candle stands ready to light the fuses, and behind him the archers loose yet another volley.

Arrows rain down from the sky, and the smoke from the distant fire swirls about me, filing my throat and eyes as the cries of the dying echo in all directions. A part of me wants to run, to shield myself from the chaos, but I cannot.

“Tadhana!” I cry once more, and this time, the voice comes from somewhere deep inside me. My voice echoes with the voices of my ancestors. The bottle vibrates in my hand, growing warm at first, then so hot I can barely hold it. The hair on my arms stands on end and my whole body shakes. I feel alive and full of power. Every ounce of me is suffused with it. For a moment, I feel as if I am a wineskin filled to the point of breaking, every stitch pulling apart, slowly unraveling until it breaks …

Then it happens.

In a single stroke, all of the power flows out of me, escaping like some great and powerful exhalation.

Where once the air was dark and threaded with smoke, an intense and overwhelming light illuminates the scene of battle. I close my eyes against the brightness, but even with my eyes shut, I still see its glow. It is as bright as the sun or maybe brighter. I dare not look at it. A shower of lightning flows out of me and strikes the tiny armada, bifurcating, splitting into smaller and smaller arcs, striking the ships, the rafts, and the soldiers they ferried. It shatters wood, and what it does not break, it sets aflame. In the span of a heartbeat, the ships are engulfed in white-hot flame and the rafts are shattered, the water filled with broken shards. With their rafts destroyed, the Blackcoats plunge overboard, their heavy armor carrying them down to the watery depths. Our archers pick off the rest. Soon, the waters run red and the sky is black with smoke, but the air is quiet.

The battle has ended.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
EBAN



It’s over. We were able to repel the Lacon raid. In the aftermath, a placid, midnight-blue evening arrives alongside our subdued celebrations, lending a deeper sense of calm. Folk gather in the common spaces to lick their wounds and share some much-needed libations. Out come the best of their hand-carved goblets and stores of bignay wine. No one’s quite sure how we triumphed—it was all a blur. They’d all seen the lightning strike, though no one seems to know where it came from, as there were no storm clouds overhead. Some believe it was a freak accident, a glitch in nature; others, that it can’t be coincidence, that it had to be the power of the gods. That perhaps fortune smiles on us Ophir at last.

Gin has been very quiet since the victory and I’m not about to tell everyone her secret. I know what happened. I know how we won. She’s incredible. It was all her, and her ability to bond with the spirit. If not for her, none of us would be standing. Fearless, and beautiful, too.

I snake through the crowd, Gin beside me, checking on people. Everywhere I go, hands reach out to shake mine and thank us for leading them. “You did it yourselves,” I tell them, and it’s true. Me and Gin—we merely oversaw some organization, galvanized morale. It was the people themselves who bested the Blackcoats, despite the enemy’s superior weaponry and benefit of the surprise attack. That and Gin’s relic, of course.

Cheers erupt in the distance. A commotion at one of the docks. I head over to investigate. A boat’s being pulled in. Darius has returned.

“Figures,” I mutter. “Just in time for the victory celebration.” I don’t know why I dislike him so much; maybe it’s the arrogance, maybe it’s jealousy that he was able to grow up in relative freedom while I grew up in scarcity and hunger.

Darius hops from the boat onto the platform at the dock. His face is a mask of anguish, and his eyes are haunted once he sees what’s left of the colony. There are still small fires being put out. Boats drift near the docks, chunks broken off, many destroyed entirely. Dozens are injured, we don’t know how many are lost. Tents are tattered. There’s more damage than I realized, seeing it through Darius’s eyes. Then his gaze turns to Gin and his face softens.

“You are all right,” he says to Gin with a smile.

“It’s good to have you back,” she tells him.

Ah, there it is. Why I dislike him so much. I don’t like the way he looks at Gin. I hate to admit it, but I don’t like it one bit. I keep telling myself she means nothing to me and that I can’t get attached to anyone. Maybe I’m just feeling too alone in this world after Vergel’s death. But maybe—yeah—I have to admit it. I like her. It’s infuriating to realize he does, too.

When he turns to me, his smile vanishes. “You were followed,” he says flatly. “That’s the only way they could have found our location.”

That stings. I’m about to protest but there’s truth in his words.

“It doesn’t matter now.” He shakes his head and sighs. “It wasn’t your fault, you didn’t know. It’s my fault. We took precautions but it wasn’t enough.”

Perlah interrupts. “I told you we should have moved the Lashing when we spotted them.”

I raise an eyebrow. “You saw us?”

“Of course. Scouts alerted us when you crossed the river mouth,” she says. “But Darius didn’t want to abandon you. He’s always had a soft spot for refugees from the Sleeve.” She sighs. “But it’s a good thing you were with us. Darius, Eban and Gin organized the warriors and the counterattack. They’re the reason the Lashing is still standing.”

“As well as a lucky lightning strike, I heard,” says Darius with a curious look on his face.

“Yes, very lucky,” I agree. “Just like you were lucky you weren’t here during the raid.”

Darius regards me with amusement. “Lucky, was I?”

“Or maybe you weren’t lucky at all. Maybe you knew it was coming and didn’t want to be around for it.”

Darius looks like he’s about to punch me. “I have given everything I have to the Lashing, can you say the same?” With a snort, he turns away from me and back to Perlah. “How many casualties?”

“Too many,” she says. “And without Eban and Gin it would have been more.”

He sighs deeply. “Right. Eban, we are on the same side here. Here’s the truth. I was in Lacon, yes, but as I said, I was spying on the enemy. Speaking to sources who are deeply embedded in the estates.”

“And?”

“I know the location of the Ophir relics and how to get them back.”

Gin told me why he had gone to Lacon, but I’m still stunned.

“The Blackcoat Marshal, Lord Talavera of House Dominant, holds them in his vault. He has the contents of almost the entire reliquary. Apparently two of the most powerful relics are still missing, but the rest are accounted for. More importantly, they know what they have. Our only saving grace is that they have no idea how to harness that power. Yet. There’s no telling when they might, however. That’s the only thing standing in their way.”

“What do we do?” Gin asks, glancing between the two of us. “We have to do something.”

“Of course we will,” I assure her, at the same time Darius says, “I plan on it.”

Darius continues: “I’m putting together a team to recover the relics.” He looks at me. “And I was hoping you would join me, Eban. I hear you’re quite good at retrieving things that don’t belong to you.”

“I was the best, actually.”

“Good. We need the best.”

“I’ll go, too,” Gin offers immediately. She steps up next to Darius.

He shakes his head. “Far too dangerous. You’ll be safer here.”

Gin is indignant. She puts her hands on her hips and scowls up at him. “I’ve been in plenty of dangerous situations, thank you very much.”

“I need you here as leader while we’re gone,” Darius insists, with a playful smile on his lips.

“Hold on, I’m not leaving her here alone,” I say, annoyed at the way Darius is acting toward Gin, as if he knows her better than I do. “She’ll be safer with me.” I can keep her safe, I think. I’ve kept her safe so far.

“That settles it,” says Gin. “They can’t have our relics. What if they figure out how to use them? Then what? You saw what one of them can do. Imagine dozens unleashed on the other side.”

Darius furrows his brow. “You saw a relic unleashed?” he asks. “When? How?”

Gin keeps silent but exchanges a worried glance with me.

“No, she didn’t,” I say firmly. “Gin just assumes we saw someone using Ophir magic back in the Sleeve, but it wasn’t. It was just an accident.”

“Right,” she says slowly.

Darius raises his eyebrows and studies the two of us.

“I’ll steal back the relic, but I don’t work alone. Gin comes with me.”

“I already told you…,” Darius starts.

“With all due respect, Darius, it’s not your decision to make,” she snaps. “I’m going with Eban.”

I smile at that.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
GIN



There’s no time to waste, and as soon as Darius gets a team together, we are off on a schooner for Lacon. Eban keeps to the deck while I linger in the cabin.

Darius’s ship is well equipped, with private quarters belowdecks and plenty of emergency provisions on board, a far cry from the dinky fishing vessel we’d arrived in. This boat reminds me of all the luxuries at House Eternal, as it’s clear a lot of thought went into providing convenience and comforts. The beds are lush, covered in soft linens and plump pillows, and each room has a full tea service in polished silver, a small table to be used for eating or writing, and a large trunk for storage. It’s much more Laconian in style than Ophir, which Darius explained was something of a cover to blend in when he does business on the mainland. I’m still a bit irritated with Darius for wanting to leave me behind, even though I know he was just trying to protect me. He likes me, I can tell. I’m not sure what I feel about him, though. It’s flattering, but I’ve only just met him.

I know Eban is wary of him, which worries me. I trust Eban. We’re each other’s only friend in the world now. Vergel’s dead, Aris is dead, and somehow, even without voicing it, we understand that at least we have each other. Aside from Aris, I’ve never had a friend in the Sleeve. Eban understands me in a way that even Rollo never did, because we grew up in the same place, practically had the same awful childhood. Eban could have killed me and taken all the loot for himself; instead he saved my life. Not by lying to his mother like Rollo did, but with his own strength and skill.

I head up to the deck to find him standing next to Darius, watching the crowd gathered at the dock to see us off. The slender vessel cuts easily through the waves, darting through whitecaps, the wind propelling us across the sea.

“We’re far too obvious in this huge boat.” Eban scowls. I understand the meaning beneath his words: Eban thinks Darius is showing off.

Darius doesn’t address Eban’s complaint directly. He makes an announcement to everyone on board, which, aside from the three of us, is two shipmen and a couple of warriors who will stay behind and guard the ship while we’re on our mission. “We’ll anchor near the cliffs and take one of the rafts to shore. The ship won’t be noticed behind the rocks. We can head to the estates and House Dominant from there.”

He turns to me with a smile. “Think you could give me a hand? I’m going to inspect the rigging.” Darius is standing with his back against the sun, aglow like some type of god. But before I can even ask Darius what exactly he wants me to do, Eban marches over with his hand held out. “Give me that,” he tells Darius.

Reluctantly, Darius hands him a rope. I watch as the two of them navigate the complicated system of masts and sails. At times they even seem to be cooperating. Eban glances back at me a few times but I keep my face blank.

When they’re done, Darius asks if I’d like a tour of the boat, and even with Eban’s eyes boring into my back, I say yes. Eban and I are friends now, but we’re not more than that, and I don’t see why I can’t be nice to our host.

Darius is delighted and spends time explaining all the sections of the ship. But after an hour of this, I’m bored of following him around. Handsome or not, there are only so many names of ship parts I can memorize at once, so I excuse myself and go belowdecks to escape the blazing sun. I just want to lie down in the calm dark while I’m still able. Once we arrive in Lacon, there won’t be many opportunities for rest, and I need to gather as much strength as possible. I haven’t even fully recovered from the battle against the Blackcoats. I only hope Eban and Darius won’t be at each other’s throats as soon as I walk away.

Moments after I sink into the feather-stuffed bed and give in to the melodic sway of the boat in the waves, I hear that tiny voice again. Excuse me, Gineth.

I sigh and take the bottle out of my pocket.

-Sorry, I was taking a nap. Is something wrong?

Did I eavesdrop correctly? Are we to go to House Dominant?

-If all goes according to plan.

A high-pitched squeal emanates from within. Tadhana’s light bounces around frantically, banging against the sides of the bottle.

“Hey! Hey!” I shout. It shakes in my hand. “What’s wrong?”

The light slows down, until it settles at the bottom. I hear Tadhana say, nearly whispering, House Dominant is dangerous.

-I know. We’re going to be as careful as we can.

They were one of the worst of them all, Tadhana replies mournfully.

-The worst of who? The estates?

Of the rebels.

-You mean the conquerors.

I suppose you could call them that.

That’s what we call the Laconians. Conquerors. They came to Ophir and defeated us, conquered our lands and subjugated our people under their rule. Ophir schools, such as they are, prepare us to serve Lacon. From birth, we’ve been taught that Ophir are born defective, unable to govern ourselves or others, and that when Lacon arrived, we were nothing but barbarians, and far from an organized civilization, due to what they’ve termed Ophir’s lack of respect for authority and order. There are no Ophir books. No ancient scrolls remain, and only fragments of our language. The few stories that are passed down, whispered from mother to daughter, father to son, are mere fantasies. My mother said Ophir was an empire once, and a place full of magic and wonder. That our warriors were undefeated, and feared throughout the world. That we ourselves are made of magic. But if that was true, how did we end up in the Sleeve?

In Lacon, we Ophir are told we are lesser and so must live on less. Whereas Laconians are superior in every way and thus are deserving of their sprawling palaces with lush green courtyards. Their lives are soft and easy, like the velvet and damask they wear, and they travel in shining carriages, pulled by strong, well-groomed horses. Lacon ancestors are immortalized in marble statues and life-size paintings that hang in their halls as well as in leather-bound volumes recounting their long, illustrious history.

Meanwhile my people are fighting for their castoffs, chunks of bread discarded after a banquet, an old dress that might be repurposed into clothes for multiple children. All my life I’ve been beaten down, and so, yes, I believe it when Lacon tells me that I’m nothing more than an undeserving gutter rat, barely human.

But that was before we found the relics, and the Lashing. I’m starting to think that maybe, just maybe, those old wives’ tales about Ophir’s glorious past could be true.

What do you know about the conquerors? I ask Tadhana.

It’s been quite some time since the fall. I’m sure you know as much as or more than I do.

I shake my head. I don’t know anything.

What do you mean, you don’t know anything? It’s all there, in the Chronicles.

My eyebrows furrow. What chronicles?

Tadhana’s light bounces around again and rattles the bottle. The Chronicles! The word of our ancestors. What do you mean you don’t know about it?

I shake my head again. I told you, we don’t know anything. Nothing’s left of Ophir.

Tadhana jumps around again, then lands at the bottom of the bottle. The light dims some. I hear a faint sigh. So the Chronicles are gone, then, too. Along with everything else.

-I’m afraid so.

I can tell you what I remember of them.

-Please do.

Once upon a time, there was a shining kingdom floating on the sea, filled with wonder and magic, something children all over the realm looked forward to studying.

-Hold on—what do you mean? Children studied magic?

Yes, of course, magic was part of everything in Ophir. So it must be studied to be used correctly.

-But I was taught that we Ophir were a backward people, that we barely had any learning or knowledge.

Lies. All lies. Ophir was a grand and glorious kingdom, our empire lasted for thousands upon thousands of years. Our floating city traversed the globe until we settled in the Bay of Payun. We were there at the beginning. We named the stars. Apolaki the sun god himself married one of our queens. The Lacon were mere—

-Mere? What were you saying about Lacon?

Alas, Tadhana doesn’t respond. “Tadhana?” Seconds later I hear a snore from within. Either Tadhana fell asleep or she’s faking it because she doesn’t want to talk anymore; regardless, my eyes are heavy, too. It’s been a long, exhausting day. “Tell me the rest later,” I yawn.

Once I fall asleep, I dream of a flourishing Ophir in the distant past, where everyone lived in harmony and had access to our ancient wisdom. There’s a library, with rows upon rows of tablets, scrolls, and bound manuscripts, spanning all the ages of our history. A figure in a hooded white cloak calls to me. Come to Ophir. Heed the call of the Drowned City. Now it holds a book out to me. I see the double diamond mark on their arm, similar to mine and Eban’s. I take the book, heavy, dry, and cool to the touch. But in the dream, when I open it, all the pages are blank.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
GIN



“Gin. Get up. We’re here.”

I wake to Eban’s face hovering over me. Startled, I sit up too fast, disoriented, with drool on the side of my mouth and half my hair matted to my sweaty head.

“You okay?” he asks.

I nod. My mouth is dry. I notice his sleeve is up, revealing the double diamond mark I’d just dreamed about. “Are we already back home?” The word is strange in my mouth now. Is Lacon still home? Was it ever? I think about what Tadhana told me and check to make sure the relic is in my pocket and clasp the stopper closed.

“You’ve been out awhile,” Eban says.

The bed is so comfortable, I couldn’t help it. I haven’t slept this soundly since I left House Eternal. I almost tell him about the dream, and what Tadhana had said about the Ophir Empire, but for now, I want to keep it to myself. It just sounds preposterous that such a great, grand, and magical people could fall so far from the height of its glory. All I know of Ophir is the Sleeve—a life of filth and drudgery, of servitude and backbreaking work. If we are made of magic, why would we live like this for five hundred years? How could we have been brought so low? It feels like a lie, like something our mothers told us to make us feel better. It can’t possibly be true.

I get dressed and we meet Darius on deck. “Ready?” he asks with a grim nod.

Darius explains we’re going to scout the location first. “Then I’ll leave it up to you to figure out what’s the best way to get into the vault,” he says to Eban. “Seeing as I don’t have your experience in these matters.”

Eban nods curtly and the three of us board a raft. I grasp the edge as we’re lowered to the water below. Eban and Darius row us toward the rocky beach at the foot of the cliffs. I’ve never been to this side of Lacon. The cliffs were strictly off-limits to us in childhood; there are too many stories of the horrors that could occur if any of us went to play there. Someone always knew someone who knew someone who fell to their death from them, whether by accident or something more nefarious. The scary reputation is well deserved. The cliffs tower over us, menacing, like angry faces carved from jagged stone. From below, it appears as if they’re reaching into the clouds, blocking out the sun. I shiver.

Once we reach the shore, we pull the raft behind a collection of tall stones and head up a narrow path that runs alongside the cliffs. The hike is grueling and steep. My legs and feet ache halfway up. Both Eban and Darius struggle as well, though they try not to show it. They seem to have put aside their animosity for now. No one talks that much.

The path runs up to the west side of the island and I realize we’re near the path that leads to House Eternal. A spark of hope lights up in my belly—that I might catch a glimpse of Rollo. I miss him, and it’s only been a few days since we saw each other. But it also feels like a lifetime since I lived in his quarters. So much has happened since I was discovered. I’m not even sure I’m the same girl who used to wait around for meals to be brought to me, content to hide in a nobleman’s bed and spend her days reading. Still, after a morning meal of hard bread and bitter coffee, I can’t help but think of what they’re preparing in the kitchens of House Eternal at that very moment, the sugared sweets, plump pastries, and trays of cured meats and exquisite cheeses. My stomach rumbles.

Darius turns around. “Stay close.” He steers us onto an unused, overgrown path around the edge of some trees. We walk for a moment, then he stops and throws his arms out in warning. He puts a finger to his lips. Eban and I nod.

Darius motions for us to follow him. He bends low, so we do, too, and creep up to an opening in the patch of trees. Below us, at the bottom of the hill, the western estates of Lacon stretch out as far as we can see. In the distance, House Eternal is barely visible. There are a few figures, like tiny beetles, walking on the property, but they’re much too far away to make out who they might be.

“There it is,” Darius says. For a moment, I think he means House Eternal, as if he knows where I was looking, but instead, he points to a different palace farther up the hill.

House Dominant. The estate is even bigger and grander than House Eternal, a flashy attempt to outdo them, no doubt, with six wings stretching out from the center courtyard, all connected by walkways, and round towers that protrude from the top of each wing of the building. There are also impressive outbuildings, including a carriage house that could be considered a palace itself. Pillars in front, huge arched windows along the top, decorative stonework. Their horses live far better than anyone in the Sleeve could ever dream of.

It reminds me of who I am. A gutter rat, a street thief, a kitchen maid.

Eban motions toward figures who stand near a horse and cart on the drive up to the property. They’re unloading crates overflowing with fruit, bags of flour and rice, and bottles of wine. The parade of crates travels to and from the east side of the house.

“That must be where the kitchens and storerooms are,” he says. “Looks like they’re preparing for the holiday. Lots of coming and going for the next few days.”

Once the cart’s empty, and the last of the deliveries are being carried into the storerooms, some servants walk out empty-handed and get in the back of the cart.

“I’ve got an idea,” Eban says, watching the procession of goods. “Let’s follow them.”

Darius agrees. “Lead the way.”

It’s nearly dusk. The impending darkness is a good thing, though—we’re less likely to be noticed. We push our way through the overgrown brush, away from the palace, until we come to the road that weaves through the estates and eventually leads back into the Sleeve.

All three of us put our hoods up as we walk down the road. If anyone sees us, they’ll assume we’re just three more servants procuring goods for the festivities.

The cart is slow, but well ahead of us.

Once we’re close enough to hear the wheels squeaking and the horse hooves clapping against the ground, we slow our pace. The cart turns down the same road I took when I fled from House Eternal. We sneak alongside well-manicured trees and landscaping that keep the estates apart, maintaining their fantasy of a perfect, beautiful world, so they don’t have to look directly at the poverty they benefit from. The path leads to the nearest village, a tidy collection of shops and cottages. The cart stops in front of a pub. Soon a few barkeeps are loading the cart with barrels of wine.

“Right, this is where I leave you,” Darius says. “I have some business to take care of with a few of my sources.”

“You’re leaving us?” I ask, surprised.

“I need to make some inquiries. Make sure Lacon hasn’t discovered the Lashing’s new location. Besides, your boy says he’s got it covered.” He looks at Eban with a challenging smile. “Right?”

“If the relics are at House Dominant, yes,” says Eban, matching Darius’s nonchalant tone.

“I heard there’s a bounty on your head. Some situation with a gaming hall hit that went bust?” Darius says with a slight smirk.

“They didn’t catch me, did they?” Eban lifts his chin.

Darius looks at the sky, where the moon is low. “Make sure they don’t. Get the relics. Send a flare when it’s done, and we’ll pick you up where we were dropped off.” He hands us a few sticks of combust.

“What about the Blackcoats?” I whisper.

Darius shakes his head. “I wouldn’t worry about Blackcoats. This place is supplying an estate, which means it’s protected by them. They’re not going to look for trouble here.”

“How do you know?” I ask.

“Yes,” Eban chimes in. He narrows his eyes at Darius. “How do you know that?”

But Darius ignores the question. “Send a flare and my crew will come get you. Good luck.” He looks directly at me. “Actually, Gin, I might need your help. A woman’s touch is always helpful when trying to get information. Your choice—do you want to stay with him or go with me?”

I hesitate. I’d volunteered to retrieve the stolen relics with Eban, but let’s be honest, he doesn’t need me. He is the Shadow of the Sleeve after all, the thief no one can catch. I hesitate, unsure of where I’m not needed.

“She’s coming with me,” Eban practically growls.

Darius shrugs when I don’t move. “Well, good luck, then.” Then he disappears into the night without another word.

Eban grumbles underneath his breath, but I don’t catch it. My cheeks flush at how possessive he was just then, especially since I liked it.

When we step inside the pub, there are a few people hunched over at the bar. A mechanical contraption is bubbling away, while an automaton pours drinks into tumblers. A couple of heads turn our way, but mostly we’re ignored. We take a seat in the corner. It reminds me a little too much of the last pub and what happened there. My heart speeds up.

A frazzled barmaid approaches us. She has her curly hair wrapped up with linen, and an old apron tied over a simple brown dress. She looks familiar and I swear I’ve seen her somewhere before.

“What can I get you?” she asks. Then she raises her eyebrows and looks directly at me. “I know you, don’t I?”

My heart begins to race uncontrollably. “No, I don’t think so…”

“Hold on, I never forget a face.” The barmaid’s face lights up. “From House Eternal, right?”

My stomach turns. I can tell Eban is looking at me but I can’t move. I’m frozen. “I…”

“I used to work there, too,” the woman says. “Silva. That’s my name. Do you remember me?”

Silva. Rollo’s maid who delivered me breakfast every morning. The one he trusted with his secrets. She doesn’t seem to remember that I didn’t work there, but was hidden in his room. Before I answer, Silva says, “I work for House Dominant now. Lord Rollo found a better situation for me. When I’m not here, that is.” Figures. Many Ophir take one or two or three servile gigs just to be able to afford to eat gruel and keep a tin roof over our heads.

At least she doesn’t remember where she knows me exactly. It feels like hundreds of pounds of pressure leave my body. But hearing Rollo’s name is painful. It reminds me of all I’d lost. Eban saves me. “How are the holiday preparations going? At House Dominant, I mean? Lady Emilia means to best Lady Ariadne’s Liberation Day Ball?”

“Oh, you know it. Lady Emilia can’t stop talking about how her Liberation Day party will be the one everyone talks about. Yeah, it’s busy, as usual. I was there today making deliveries for the feast. Still more tomorrow.”

“Is your lady still looking for help?”

“Oh yes, she’s already fretting that she doesn’t have enough footmen and kitchen maids. She needs far more than usual, even,” Silva adds. “I think this party is going to be the biggest Lacon has ever seen. They say there’s even going to be a tournament. Are you two interested in getting work?”

“Yes, if jobs are still open?” Eban asks.

“I think they’re still looking for people to work in the storeroom. There’s a lot of heavy lifting to be done down there and so those are hard to fill.”

“Jobs in the storeroom, huh?” Eban says mildly. “Would that be underground … near the vault, perhaps?” A daring question and I hold my breath.

Silva looks at him intently before replying. She looks around, then leans down, lowering her voice. “Yes, near the vault … It’s heavily guarded, though. I’d use a lot of caution, if I were going down there.”

Eban nods.

She hesitates, as if she’s fighting an internal battle, then shakes her head at herself. “You’re Eban, aren’t you? You used to work with Vergel.”

“Yes.” Eban’s cheek twitches.

“I thought so. He was a good boy, Vergel. He was from the southern garrets, like me. I knew his family, when they were alive, that is. You should be careful,” she says. “There’s still a bounty on your head and word is that it’s quadrupled. Whatever you did, I’ve never seen the Blackcoats so riled up.” She looks around again, making sure no one’s watching. “I don’t want to know what you’re planning and it’s best if I don’t. But I will tell you there’s another way into the vault. A passageway from a tunnel through the cliffs, hidden in a cove only accessible from the sea.”

Eban raises his eyebrows and leans forward. “Is there now?”

“House Dominant has underground tunnels that only the servants use, and they lead straight to the vault.”

“What did you lose to the Lacon?” Eban asks.

Silva’s eyes dim. “My brother. He stole an orange from a cart meant for Lady Emilia’s table. One orange. He was a child. They beat him to death.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, but it’s not enough. Nothing will ever be enough.

“Don’t be sorry,” Silva says. She reaches out and grabs my hand. “Avenge him instead.”

“We’ll give you a cut, of course,” Eban says. “Of whatever we take.”

“That’s fine,” Silva says, leaning back in her seat again. “If you make it out alive. Honestly, watching them get cleaned out is enough pay for me.” She motions her head to the back room of the pub. “I’ve been skimming off the top as it is. I’ll get whatever I can out of these monsters.”

Before we leave, Eban presses a few silver takas into Silva’s hand and thanks her.

She pockets them and nods. “Like I said. I don’t need thanks. Just revenge.”

As we leave the pub, I stop cold. Eban walks a few steps ahead before he realizes I’m not following him and turns around. “What is it?” He scans our surroundings, looking for the threat.

I wasn’t sure at first, but yes, it’s definitely him.

A young aristocrat, holding an automated dog in his arms.

Rollo.

Lord Rodolfo de Allende of House Eternal.

Flanked by two of his bodyguards as he hands out copper piloncitos to Ophir children in the street and allows them to pet the mechanical creature. I remember, then, that the night he rescued me from Madame Verona’s goons wasn’t the first time I’d met him. I’d seen him around the Sleeve before then, this highborn lord doling out charity to hungry street urchins. I’d caught his eye, then refused his coin. “Nothing from an estate born is free,” I’d told him. Rather than turn him off, it intrigued him. He’d been persistent, returning the next night, and the next, trying to get my attention. It wasn’t until I was lying on the street, helpless and vulnerable, when he came to my aid, that I saw something other than a threat in him—I saw a protector. And more than that, if I’m truly honest with myself, I saw a way out of the Sleeve.

I realize now that Rollo had always styled himself as a savior of the Ophir. A benevolent patron. It eases his guilt. Strokes his ego. And keeps him entertained. That big bedroom must be awfully lonely without me. No one to keep him company, no one to listen to his theories on science and mechanics. How automatons are the future.

He’s dressed in his fine, beautiful clothes, and he smiles indulgently as the dirty children surround him. I feel sickened by the sight. What did I ever see in him? How did I ever think I felt anything for someone so patently oblivious and smug? I thought he was kind, that he was generous and brave. But now—seeing him cosseted by his wealth, protected by his entourage—I realize that his generosity is merely a ploy, a way to convince himself he’s not a villain. To assure himself that he’s not like the other Lacon, that he’s better than the others of his kind. Perhaps that’s all I was: a pet like the one he’s holding. A project. It made him feel good to spoil and pamper me. Saving my life was probably just an adrenaline rush. Did he ever care about me? Or did he only care about making himself feel better?

I think I have my answer.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
EBAN



“Gin, you all right?” I ask. She doesn’t move, and I look over to what she’s staring at. It’s a young Laconian lord, surrounded by street urchins, handing out coins and candy. He’s laughing and joking with the kids, who leap and catch the copper pieces and wrapped sweets.

“That’s him, isn’t it?” I whisper. What was his name again? Then I remember. “Rollo.”

She nods, still unable to speak.

“Gin,” I say gently. “We have to go. You can’t stand here, people will notice. He’ll notice.”

Sure enough, the pompous lordling looks up and catches Gin’s gaze. There’s a brief flash of recognition, and his smile fades. But he collects himself and turns away. “I believe that’s all I have today, young ones.” He turns on his heel and leaves with his guards.

“That bastard,” Gin says, tears in her eyes. “I thought … I thought…”

“That he loved you?”

She squeezes her eyes shut. “Yeah.” She opens them again. “But it turns out I was just one of those kids to him, right? Someone who hung on his every word, just thankful for a piece of candy, a sliver of brass. I’m pathetic.”

I take her by her shoulders and shake her a bit. “Gin. You’re one of the bravest and strongest people I’ve met. I’m sad to tell you you’re an excellent thief and a great fighter. I know you don’t want to be, but you are. And that guy—he’s nothing. He hasn’t had to work a day in his life, he knows nothing, he’ll die knowing nothing.”

She sniffs. “Yeah.”

I let her go and she wipes her eyes and nose on her sleeve. “I’m okay. Let’s go.”

We make our way to the docks—my plan is to find an unsecured fishing boat similar to the one that took us to the Lashing that we can use to make our way to the cliffside entrance from the shore to House Dominant. After we’d spent just a few days in the Lashing, walking through the Sleeve again, where I’ve lived my entire life, feels foreign and strange. Not only is it sad and ugly, but now I see what Lacon has done to us. The Ophir work as one, as a community of equals, but here we’re estranged from each other, distrustful, wary. We don’t work together—we work against each other. Lacon has taken a lot from us, but this, I think, is the worst.

As if reading my mind, Gin asks if I’ve ever heard of the Chronicles.

“I think so—they were lost in the fall,” I say. “They were supposed to contain all the world’s knowledge of magic.”

“Tadhana says that Ophir was made of magic, that its people were magic,” she tells me.

“That would make sense. The city floated on water. It wasn’t an island—which are pieces of earth that broke off from the mainland, and are part of the earth’s core. Ophir wasn’t part of the earth.”

“But if we are magic, why are we like this now?” she asks, motioning to the run-down shacks and dirty slums.

“Lacon defeated us. Liberation Day, remember?”

“That’s another thing, Eban. Did you ever wonder why it’s called Liberation Day? They taught us that Lacon conquered us. That’s what we call them—the conquerors. That they came to Ophir with their cannons and guns and defeated us, a backward civilization, and set us to rights.”

“Okay … yeah. What are you getting at?”

“So why do they call it Liberation Day? I always thought it meant they liberated us. But from what? Now I think they call it that because they were the ones being liberated. But what were they being liberated from?” she asks. “And you know what else? Tadhana doesn’t call Lacon the conquerors. You know what she calls them?”

“Tell me.”

“Rebels.”



The fishing boats are a leaky, shabby bunch, but I find one that looks seafaring enough. “I can work with this,” I tell Gin. “And I don’t have to row all the way to the Lashing.” I worry the boat will be secured with a lock, but it’s merely tied to two posts.

“It’s luck. Or divine intervention,” Gin says. “Maybe the gods are looking out for us.”

“Did Tadhana do this?” I ask with a smile.

“I don’t know,” Gin says. “She’s sleeping. She does that a lot.”

“I notice you didn’t tell Darius you have a relic.”

“Or that you do, too,” she says.

“You trust him, though.”

“I do,” she sighs. “Maybe I shouldn’t. But he’s kept the Lashing together. That counts for something, doesn’t it? And he’s Ophir, not Lacon.”

I grunt. I don’t really want to talk about Darius right now. What kind of business did he have to address? He seems to disappear a lot, but what do I know? I’m just a common thief. I push the boat from the river’s edge halfway into the water. “Ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Gin says, helping me shove the boat into the water the rest of the way, and we both hop in. We hug the shoreline until we reach the rocky precipice.

Dark gray clouds roll in overhead, and the water is instantly ominous, murky and choppier. The boat sways around. “It’ll be all right, we just need to round the bend around Lacon City and then we’ll make it to shore.”

I tell Gin I can take over the oars, she doesn’t have to row. I steer the boat, but it’s foggy and hard to see. There’s nothing but gray haze in front of us. But there’s no going back, either, and so I row harder, faster. I’ve got to get us to shore before the storm rolls in.

“Almost there!” I tell Gin, even if I’m starting to lose steam and have to pause with every turn of the paddle.

“Wait! Stop rowing,” Gin says, grabbing the sides of the boat.

“What is it?”

“I think we’re going backward.”

I stop rowing and look around. There’s nothing to see, though. Just dense, gray fog, and worse, a smattering of rain.

“Can you feel it?” Gin asks.

I hope I’m imagining it; an illusion caused by the fog, perhaps. But I know what she means. “Yes.” My heart sinks. We’re being pulled farther out to sea. There’s no telling how far from shore we are.

Without another word, we each pick up an oar and paddle frantically, willing away the weakness in our arms, desperate to escape the force dragging us away.

Out of nowhere I hear a strange braying sound coming from within the mist. We work as hard as physically possible, pushing our bodies to the limit, but the braying gets louder and louder until finally it’s directly upon us.

“What is that?” I yell.

A wave rises from the sea and the boat overturns. Gin screams. There’s an abrupt jolt when we hit the water, followed by the shock of cold. I hold my breath as we sink, and swim frantically to her side. But we keep falling, and even as I try to kick my way up, a force keeps pulling us downward. Darkness envelops us. We continue to sink, only more slowly, as we descend deeper and deeper into the dark sea. We’re lost. This is the end. I close my eyes and surrender to the void, waiting for the brutal end to come.

Except it doesn’t. I open my eyes. I should be dead. Except I’m not. I’m awake and I can breathe. I take another deep breath—it’s the same. Air. I must be delusional. Am I dying? Or already dead?

I attempt to speak. “Gin?” It works. “Gin!” I repeat, more frantically.

“Eban? What’s happening? Where are we?”

“I have no idea.”

“Look!” she cries.

I stretch to see where she’s pointing. I can just barely make out what appears to be ruins of towers in the shadowy distance. I take Gin’s hand and we stand up together. We’re on a sandy beach.

“What is this?” she says, voice shaking. “I don’t understand. Are we dead?”

“Somehow, we’re very much alive,” I assure her. As our eyes adjust to the dim light, I notice there are ruins all around us, and a crumbling stone walkway nearby that stretches toward a strange abandoned city. There’s no other option but to go that way.

So we walk, hands clasped together, swerving around large stones in our path, past piles of what used to be buildings. There’s a headless statue lying on the seafloor, and a large decorative pot with a missing handle, bits of its once-vibrant paint still visible in spots. Predatory eyes flicker in the darkness beyond.

The wreckage strewn across the sand gets denser as we near the heart of the mysterious city. I squeeze Gin’s hand. As we get closer, I see that the buildings are pristine white, and not ruins at all—they’re actually in perfect condition, and appear to be lived in. Their surfaces pulse with light and color. They aren’t made of stone. They’re made of crystal, or some other kind of gem, like nothing I’ve ever seen. Like the relics. Something made of pure magic. A fairy-tale land. Except it’s real. All of it’s real, though I can hardly believe what I’m seeing. Then faces peek out from behind windows and around corners.

As impossible as it is, I realize then where we are. We’ve come upon something that should not exist anymore. This can only be the lost city. The Drowned City. The fallen kingdom. Somehow, it has survived.

Ophir.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
GIN



The people of the Drowned City emerge from the buildings, cautious at first, taking small, curious steps toward us. More follow, men and women and children, dressed in colorful tunics and dresses made from some kind of silky fabric I don’t recognize, until there’s a large crowd gathered in what appears to be the city’s common area. Shimmering water flows from a wide marble fountain, set in the middle of a great square, paved in glistening white stone and flanked by crystalline towers that soar upward; how high, I can’t tell. Around the square there are houses made of crystal, and others with wavy, sparkling walls that seem to be made of flowing water, somehow suspended in the air. There are flags waving from posts, and their patterns are familiar, then I realize I’ve seen them before in the Lashing.

We watch as a figure leaves one of the tall iridescent buildings and walks right onto a cloud. My chest seizes, except the person doesn’t fall. Then more follow. It isn’t a cloud, but a bridge. Or both. I look around—there are more cloud bridges connecting all the towers.

Neither of us move, except to gaze over the unbelievable sight, our mouths agape.

“Maybe we are dead?” Eban manages to whisper.

I shake my head, though, to be honest, I’m not convinced we aren’t. It’s all surreal. I even pinch my arm just to be sure.

There’s a commotion in the back of the crowd. People move aside. A woman wearing a floor-length, sleeveless white sheath gown walks through the makeshift aisle. She’s barefoot, and her hair is piled up in a mound of elaborate curls and braids. There are strings of the largest pearls I’ve ever seen around her neck and more around her wrists. Next to her is some kind of sea animal; it looks like a small dragon. It emits a braying sound like the one we heard before our boat capsized.

“Welcome to Ophir,” she says. “We’ve been waiting for you.” She turns to pet the small water dragon. “Thanks, Bastian, for bringing them.”

“Is that a bakuwana?” Eban asks. “My mother told me about them. That Ophir warriors used to ride water dragons in battle.”

“Indeed.” The woman smiles.

“Is this real?” I ask. “Are we dead?”

“This is a memory. The memory of our people that is kept alive in your bloodlines,” she replies.

“But where are we really?” I ask. “We were drowning. We should be dead.”

“You are safe above. Do not worry. But your minds are here in the Drowned City. In the Kingdom of Ophir, which lives on in the blood of its people.”

“Are you dead, then?”

The woman smiles. “What is death when we live on in memory and in the lives of our children and our children’s children?”

“So this isn’t real. It’s just in our minds.”

She sighs. “Gineth Strong, just because it is only in your mind doesn’t mean it is not real.”

I stop arguing and Eban is silent, too.

Ophir is real. It lives in us. Then I notice something else—that Eban and I aren’t wearing the clothes we donned this morning. Instead I’m wearing a clean linen sheath with a multicolored shawl folded above my right shoulder. My hair is clean and washed and, like the woman’s, held up by a string of pearls and jewels.

Next to me, the street thief is gone, replaced by a man who could easily pass for a prince. Eban’s dark hair falls gracefully around his ears—no longer slicked back, or secured with a thin piece of tied leather. He stands taller, and more assured. I realize for the first time how handsome he is and I wonder why I didn’t notice before, maybe because he doesn’t look Laconian—we’ve been told that only Laconians are beautiful and we came to see ourselves as ugly in comparison. No one would mistake Eban for a Laconian lord, but he is handsome all the same.

Then I realize with a start that I don’t have the thing that’s most precious to me. The relic. It’s gone. It’s not in my pocket. It’s not anywhere. I look up, alarmed.

“You are looking for Tadhana,” she says.

“She’s gone. I lost her!” She must have fallen out when I was drowning.

“Do not fear. She is here. You will see her in time,” the woman says. “As she is part of the reason I’ve brought you here.”

“Because we have the relics,” Eban says.

“Correct.” The woman smiles again. “We have much to discuss. Come, walk with me.”



We follow her into the dazzling white city. It’s far more beautiful than Lacon City, even more glorious than House Eternal. I nearly laugh aloud, imagining Lady Ariadne’s jealousy if she were to see it. The entire place shimmers, as if there are crushed gems embedded in the stone—and for all I know, there are.

We stop at a dome-shaped building with a tall, arched, open doorway. “Here we are,” she says. Inside, there’s a circular table nearly the size of the room, which is considerable. It’s slick, reflective, and faintly pink, made of pearl. Tall-backed golden chairs, almost like individual thrones, are arranged around it. “Please, have a seat.”

As Eban takes the seat next to me, the woman speaks. “Gineth Strong—” She smiles. “And Eban Sadreal, is that right?” She stares at Eban.

“Yes,” Eban replies, chin tilted defiantly.

“My name is Luwalhati,” the woman continues. “I am the last archivist, the keeper of Ophir knowledge. But please, no Ophir welcome would be complete without a feast. Let’s eat first.”

Bowls are set on the table, filled with steaming fish soup, platters of roasted and grilled meat, as well as giant prawn, crab cooked in its own fat, and steaming curries filled with lobster and sea snails. I do my best to resist scarfing it down, instead picking up my spoon and taking a polite taste of the soup. But I can’t help closing my eyes and reveling in how amazing it is.

“This is like something my mother used to make,” Eban says. “It never tasted this good, but I think she tried with what she had.”

Luwalhati smiles and nods.

I stuff myself silly, giving in to the hunger I feel deep in my bones. I’ve never tasted such delights, not even when I lived with Rollo.

“How did it happen? The fall?” I ask. “I never thought Ophir actually even existed. I thought it was just a fantasy. A lie, honestly. How did you—did we—lose this?”

Luwalhati frowns. “You know nothing of our history?”

“Very little. Only what Lacon allows us to know.”

At the mention of Lacon, her face changes, darkens. “Lacon betrayed us.”

But before she can explain further, dessert is served. Golden plates piled high with a mélange of exotic fruit and exquisite date and coconut candies. I eat so many of the coconut creams I feel sick.

Luwalhati turns solemn. “You understand the power of our relics. Spirits of our ancestors that have a direct channel to the gods.”

We both nod.

“The spirits in the relics are the source of all our power. The gods speak to us through the relics, and that is what created Ophir. We are the first people of the gods. It is said that in the very beginning, the gods walked among us in Ophir. We were created in their likeness. But the gods are fickle and grow bored. The gods returned to their haven, but allowed spirits to be able to communicate with them. And so the relics were created. Only the few and the best of us are chosen to be ancestor spirits. Only those who bond with the spirits can wield the power of the relics. All Ophir children have the capacity to bond, but only those who are worthy and succeed in the trial are bonded. All of our magic, all of our strength, lies in the bonded Ophir’s ability to channel the power of their ancestor spirit, who then unleashes the power of its god.”

Eban and I listen attentively.

“While it was not a secret that the source of our power lay in our relics, we never imagined this knowledge could be used against us,” she says grimly.

I look up from taking a sip of the sparkling melon juice. “By Lacon?”

“Yes. You asked how it happened. How we lost all this. During the fall of Ophir, the people of Lacon betrayed us. They struck without warning during a feast for our gods and killed all the bonded Ophir. It was a slaughter.”

I shudder. Eban’s eyes are stormy.

“The Laconians thought that if they killed the bonded and stole the relics and the spirits contained in them, they would be able to bond with those spirits and use the power of our gods for themselves.”

“But they couldn’t,” I say. That much I know.

“Of course not. It was a foolish notion from the beginning. Only an Ophir descendant can speak to an ancestor spirit. Once the bonded Ophir were dead, the relics were useless to the Lacon. They might as well be empty glass vessels.” She shook her head. “But without the power of the bond, we had no way to communicate with the gods, so our magic failed, and our kingdom sank into the sea.”

We’re sitting in a graveyard, I think. A graveyard of memories, of past glory and grandeur. There is no Ophir. This is just in my mind, a memory, a dream.

Luwalhati sighs. “You know what happened next. We all drowned. Although a few Ophir survived. They fled on rafts and skiffs. Those who escaped had nowhere else to go but Lacon. We became a people without magic, without hope and with no knowledge of our past. A handful made it to the Lashing, our last free colony. But like the Ophir in Lacon, without the power of our relics, they, too, live without magic.” She turns to us now, her eyes flashing like diamonds. “But now the relics are found. And two are in Ophir hands once more. In the hands of their descendants.”

She looks at us intently. “I brought you here for a reason. Now, let us fulfill it.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
EBAN



Luwalhati leads us out of the dining hall and down a grand corridor, pointing out the sights along the way, the statue of a great king, a column commemorating a great battle won. This is just a dream, I think. It’s not real. It’s a memory in my bloodline. But it feels real. At the same time, the life I knew mere days before—stealing, hiding, and relying on scraps—seems equally unbelievable and far away.

And Gin—I can hardly bear to look straight at her. She’s already beautiful, but seeing her that way—in that long, body-skimming gown, with her hair flowing down her back in waves, is almost more than I can take. I care for her, I realize, more than as a friend. Will she ever feel the same for me? Will I ever be worthy of her? I hope so. I’m filled with a kind of yearning I’ve never felt before—I never had anything to live for before. I never thought I had much of a future; I assumed I would die young, like all of the thieves in the Sleeve. But now, seeing Gin, I don’t want to die. I want to live.

The three of us stroll along paths paved with smooth pebbles, in shades of pale blue and white and gray and light purple. We come to a large, regal structure with swirling pillars in front. “This is our library,” Luwalhati tells us.

“Can we go inside?” Gin asks.

“Of course.” Luwalhati brings us inside.

The ceiling is domed in crystal like the first one, with a view of the endless sky. Shelves stretch nearly as high as the ceiling, filled with withered scrolls and bound books in various sizes and colors, some plain, others with intricate designs on the spine, a few wrapped shut with thin silver chains that glow with light.

I point to them. “What are those?”

“Book guardians. It’s an enchantment to protect the Chronicles from harm. These are the last records of Ophir history and the magical arts. They are our testimony of the past, for our future.”

“House Eternal has a library, but nothing like this,” Gin says with awe as she spins around to take it all in. I watch her face light up, and at that moment I want nothing more than to give Gin her very own library, as close to this magical one as possible.

“I know you,” Gin says. “I’ve seen you in a dream.”

Luwalhati seems pleased. “You heard my call.” She clasps her elegant fingers in front of her and gazes off into the distance. “I hope that one day the remaining Ophir will be able to resurrect the city in its entirety and return our people to their home above the sea. With the relics, that is possible. Without them…” She seems to consider her next words. “This all remains a dream. A memory.”

She glides down the middle of the room. We follow behind, still marveling at the towers of ink and parchment surrounding us. At one of the aisles, Luwalhati lifts her hand into the air, then chants something in an unfamiliar language.

The light spinning around the shelf speeds up, swirling around faster and faster, then halts in front of one of the volumes. The book slides out from the shelf slowly. Once it’s hovering in midair, it begins to descend, along with the light, until it lands gently in Luwalhati’s hand. The light flies back up to the shelf and resumes its vigil.

Luwalhati carries the book to a slick wooden table, opens it up, and thumbs through a few pages. The book lies open on the table in front of us. “Show me your arms,” she orders.

“Our arms?” Gin says.

“I think she wants to see our marks,” I explain under my breath.

“Eban is correct,” Luwalhati says. She waits expectantly.

We both step forward and pull back our sleeves, revealing the birthmarks on our forearms. Luwalhati examines them both carefully. “Just as I suspected. Do you know what these are?” she asks us.

“In the Sleeve, they told me the image is a curse. They said it’s proof of being a descendant of those who caused the fall,” Gin says with a grimace.

“Is that what you believe?” Luwalhati asks.

“Not me,” I say. “My mother told me these are the marks of those who once ruled Ophir. Very few of us carry them. So it makes sense that those who don’t have one claim it’s something bad.”

“Your mother is right, Eban. These imprints are passed down from generation to generation,” Luwalhati tells us. She motions for us to look inside the book.

We both lean forward as she points. There’s a drawing that matches the symbol on Gin’s arm. Sigil of Matabagka, Warrior Clan of Ophir.

“I had no idea,” Gin says, her voice breaking with emotion. “It isn’t a curse at all.”

“Indeed not,” Luwalhati exclaims. “And Eban?” She points to the next page. There’s another drawing. This one matches my mark.

Family sigil of Ophir’s last ruler, the Duke of Chryse.

My face screws up in confusion. “I don’t understand. What does that mean?”

“I think it means you’re the heir to the Duke of Chryse,” Gin whispers.

“Gin is correct,” Luwalhati says. “You are both royal descendants of the lost city.”

Royals? Us? Thieves who have spent most of our lives scrounging and starving? I grew up in a gutter. My mother worked in a pleasure house, and not in the kitchen. I never knew my father. We could not be further from royalty if we tried. I’m too stunned to speak. Gin has tears in her eyes.

“When you found the relics, you were able to touch them, were you not?” Luwalhati asks. “The relics recognized your bloodline.”

I remember how I couldn’t touch the other bottles, but how the one I pocketed seemed to call to me. I couldn’t hear the spirit, but I was drawn to it nonetheless.

“Gineth, I understand you have already communicated with your spirit.”

Gin nods.

“Mine is silent,” I tell her.

“As you are not ready to listen yet, but you will be,” says Luwalhati. “Ophir needs you both to pass the bonding trials so you may have a chance to restore Ophir to its lost glory.”

Gin looks apprehensive. “What are the trials?”

“You must suffer a trial in order to bond with your ancestor spirit and tap into the strength of our gods. These are the traditions of our people. If you pass the test, your newfound powers will allow you to recover the remaining relics as well as serve a direct line to the gods. But the trials are quite dangerous, and while attempting to bond with a spirit can lead to great strength, it can also claim your life force instead of enhancing it. One must have a clear conscience to pass the test. Few survive it.”

I frown. I’ve led a hard life and have made many hard decisions. I’m done doing things I’ll regret. If, as Luwalhati said, one must have a clear conscience, I’m disqualified before I can even begin. I think of all the things I’ve done, the friends I’ve failed. Angel. Vergel.

Perhaps sensing my hesitation, Luwalhati puts a hand on my arm. “If you are not ready, perhaps this is not the time. We have waited five hundred years, we can wait as long as we need.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
GIN



Luwalhati gives us some time to decide if we’re ready to face the trials. We take the remainder of the day to explore the market district of the strange city while we consider our options. Though, in my opinion, the options are few. “What choice do we have?” I whisper to Eban as we peruse the wares at one of the city’s delectable bakeries. We haven’t discussed the trials since we left Luwalhati behind, but I don’t have to preface the question. It’s hanging over us. He knows exactly what I’m referring to.

“You heard her. It’s a huge risk,” he replies, his tone curt. He doesn’t meet my eyes, keeping his gaze focused steadily on the endless spread of breads and pastries and towering cakes.

His reluctance confuses me. When has that ever stopped him before? “Doing nothing is an even bigger risk,” I insist. “Can you truly tell me you’re fine with returning to the Sleeve? Continuing on with the way things are? Or worse?” I for one would rather take my chances with death than go back to my old life, if it can even be called that. Nothing about it was sustainable. Or worth trying.

He doesn’t respond, only frowns slightly. “I’d like to try one of these, please,” he tells the man behind the counter, pointing to one of the fluffy creations, piled high with some kind of frosting or meringue.

“I’d like one as well,” I add. I know he’s avoiding my questions, but in Eban’s defense, the treats are distracting. I haven’t seen anything quite like them since I left House Eternal, and the sight of them makes my mouth water. And for all his bravado, in my heart I know Eban is just scared of facing the trials and trying to process everything that’s happened to us in such a short time. I am, too—Luwalhati’s warning echoes repeatedly in my mind. The trials are quite dangerous.… One must have a clear conscience to pass the test. Few survive it.

The man hands us the pastries. It’s strange to get such things without payment, but we’re guests of Luwalhati, and everyone in the city seems to know who we are, or at least, that we are strangers. Or rather, guests from another realm. On our way out of the shop, we get a lot of stares, largely from curious children with their mouths agape, and many others who try to watch us surreptitiously, following us out of the corner of their eyes.

Neither of us comments on it. Eban bites into the treat. “You have to try this,” he says, mouth full, a smear of white frosting on his nose. I laugh and reach out to wipe it off. His cheeks flush.

I pretend not to notice his reaction to my touch and try mine. Whatever I expected, it’s better. Buttery and sweet and perfectly flaky. “Wow,” I manage.

Eban looks at me and returns the favor, brushing his finger gently against the side of my lip. “You had a little something there,” he says.

It’s my turn to blush. “Thanks.” I can’t look directly at him.

We walk in silence for a bit, passing by a series of dreamy shops, some featuring gowns similar to the one I’m wearing, others with elaborate accessories on display, little flickers of light bouncing around inside. When we get closer, I notice they’re not artificial lights at all, but some kind of small creature. The buildings are all made of the same shimmering, otherworldly material, with bay windows that look like they’re made of iridescent crystal rather than standard glass, and twirling columns flanking each side. Residents of the city glide in and out of them. What freedom they have, to come and go, secure in the knowledge they have everything they need.

It hits me, again, that these are not some other people, but my people. Living the way we all once did, long ago. And that we can again, so long as Eban and I succeed.

We come to an elaborate fountain in the heart of the city, similar to the one we saw earlier, except this one features huge water dragons made of a sparkly marble. Even the water is different here, clearer, with a crisp fresh scent. We take a seat on the edge to finish the pastries. I can’t help but touch the water. There’s a faint effervescence, almost a fizz, not unpleasant, against my finger.

“We need to talk about this,” I say finally.

Eban nods.

“I know Luwalhati said it’s dangerous. But—”

“It’s not that.” Eban cuts me off. “It’s…” He trails off.

I wait for him to finish, afraid that if I interject or offer my own opinion, he’ll retract back into himself again.

“My conscience isn’t clear,” he finally spits out.

“Is that all?” I say, perplexed. “We’ve all done things we’re not proud of, Eban. But we did what we needed to do to survive. Luwalhati must be aware of that. It’s hardly disqualifying—”

He shakes his head, his eyes flat and black. “You don’t understand.”

I put my hand on top of his. “Help me to, then.”

Eban looks down at our hands as if the sight of them together is more than he can bear. He starts to speak but stops. His eyes meet mine then look away, restless, haunted. I can feel the storm of words gathering behind his silence and see the tension in his jaw.

I pull back, suddenly self-conscious about the gesture, and he sighs. For a moment, I almost demand the truth from him, to reveal the dark secret of his past. But the way he sits there—shoulders drawn, hands clenched tight in his lap as if he’s holding himself together by force—keeps me from pushing.

“Whatever it is, it can’t be that bad,” I tell him. “I know you.”

He shakes his head once more. His mouth twists, and he stares at the ground as though wishing it would open up and let him fall. The silence between us grows taut, humming with what he won’t confess.

At last, I let it go and squeeze his shoulder. “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me.”

Relief flickers across his face, and he nods.

“Let’s take a walk,” I say, partly to defuse the awkwardness I feel between us and partly because I hope that will help him open up. I can’t imagine what he’s holding inside that could possibly be disqualifying, when all Ophir in the Sleeve have resorted to tactics we aren’t proud of.

Something in the stone beneath our feet evokes a memory, of when I was a child. Walking hand in hand with someone, watching my tiny feet as I step around shards of broken glass.

I stop in my tracks. Eban looks at me quizzically. I focus on the design in the stone, a border of curvy lines. Waves. The same from my childhood memory, when there was only a bit of wavy edge left, worn down but visible in the cracked old stone.

My stomach seizes. This place becomes real in that moment. A tangible link between the magical city and what remains of the Ophir.

I realize without any reservation that I’ll do whatever I have to do to help us regain what we once had, with or without Eban. I can still do my part.

As if summoned, when I look up, Luwalhati appears before us. I startle and step backward.

“The time has come to make your decision. I cannot keep you here any longer,” she tells us. “I’ve been made aware of developments in your world. Forces in motion demand a response.”

“I’ll do it,” I say, straightening my shoulders and lifting my chin. “I’m ready.” I know this is what I’m meant to do. After all, what is there to live for if not this? Back to my pitiful existence in the Sleeve, waiting for Lacon to unleash our own magic against us?

“I will take the trial as well,” Eban adds abruptly. I can hardly control the surprise from registering on my face. He squares his shoulders—an attempt, I can tell, to appear more confident than he actually feels. The slight, almost undetectable grimace on his face gives away his true feelings about the situation, though.

I reach out and squeeze his hand in mine. He squeezes back, and gently caresses the top of my hand with his thumb. That touch alone makes the risk worth it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
EBAN



“Let us begin,” Luwalhati says.

With a snap of her fingers, the three of us are now inside a large temple. The building is gleaming white like the others, but with twelve massive columns lining the front, and a lofty arched entrance. Now the archivist is wearing a gauzy, shimmering gown in pale gold, with a simple gold and pearl diadem over pinned-up black-and-silver hair. “Eban. Gineth. There is no obligation to undergo the bonded trial. The challenge is undertaken voluntarily, never under duress, with the intention of harnessing the ancient power of the ancestors for the good of all the Ophir, not personal glory. Do you accept?”

We both affirm our commitment.

I wish I’d asked more questions. Namely: How many times has a bonding ritual been attempted, and of those, how many have succeeded? And does failure mean death? But I’ve been dodging Blackcoats my entire life, cheating death from every corner. If I die today, at least I die for a noble cause.

It’s quiet in the temple, the silence practically echoing off the walls. Somewhere in the distance, there’s a faint plink of dripping water, barely perceptible. The space is empty aside from twelve massive statues, taller than most buildings I’ve ever seen.

Luwalhati spins around to face us and holds her arms out to each side, gesturing to the statues. “Each statue represents one of the twelve gods of Ophir.” She lowers her arms. “Once we were a strong nation, with the full might of twelve bonded spirits. Now there is only one.”

“You mean Gin?”

Luwalhati shakes her head. “Gin is not yet bonded. There is an Ophir above the waves who is bonded to the trickster god.”

“Who?”

“I do not know. I cannot see them as they do not heed the call of the Drowned City. It is strange. I have sent Bastian, but we have been unsuccessful in reaching them.”

“Maybe they don’t hear your call because they serve another master,” I surmise. “Perhaps Lacon has already figured out how to use their Ophir servants to wield the relics?”

Luwalhati looks stern. “If that is the case, then we need to work faster than ever. The power of the bond and the power of the gods belong to our people, not theirs.”

I nod. The idea of a bonded trickster god floating around out there gives me a sense of impending dread in the pit of my stomach.

In the middle of the altar are the two relics Gin and I stole from the barrel. One with the sapphire stopper, the other with the ruby. Luwalhati walks over to them. “The spirits residing within the jeweled relics are living beings. Perhaps not in the way you and I are living, but as conscious beings capable of individual thought and action, and, yes, capable of being destroyed. They are ancestors of the Ophir, transformed into a different life form. As such, they deserve our respect, the same or more than you would afford to one another. In addition: We cannot break or tame the spirits. Many have tried, to disastrous results. Should you decide to take your chances, you, likewise, will be swiftly corrected.

“The seeker does not dictate the spirit’s behavior. The spirits themselves must seek the bond. It is their purpose to establish it. In this way they are a familiar, a companion who will remain alongside the one to whom they are bonded. Access their thoughts when called upon. Once bonded, the spirit’s power is available at will.”

She stops walking, clasps her hands behind her back. “There is one catch. Like I mentioned earlier, the bonding itself is dangerous. In the process the Ophir is exposed to the limitless power of the god or goddess who responds. Some minds are unable to handle this. For them, the trial is traumatic at best and fatal at worst. While those who can, who survive, are often changed irrevocably, altered by the physical and mental stresses of the trial. After all, once completed, the ancestor will remain with them in their thoughts forever.”

Luwalhati directs us to stand in front of our relics. We step forward in unison. My eyes are locked on the vials, yet I’m not fully seeing them. Everything fades in and out of focus, including my hearing.

When Luwalhati speaks again, it’s as if she’s standing far away, or from another room, behind a thick wall. “It is time to meet your spirits.” She walks behind the display, her hand out, hovering over the two vials. She halts, jerking her hand back. Then she gazes at the vials beneath her hand and, seemingly pleased with them, removes the lid from mine. I flinch involuntarily, expecting an explosion, like before, but nothing happens.

The room is dark. Only the relics are visible, glowing pale blue.

I brace myself, though for what, I’m not sure. There’s no immediate blast, or dramatic display of color and sound. It’s almost as if nothing happened at all—and I worry that I’ve already failed my trial. There must be no spirit for me. My deepest fear realized: a failure before I even began.

Then I see it. A puff of hazy, smoky light emits from one of the open vials, followed immediately by a tiny ball of bright white light. It’s cautious initially, rising slowly from the neck of the bottle, almost like it’s peeking around. But once freed from the glass, it moves faster, flitting around in the air, giddy with freedom. It looks exactly like a tiny version of the book guardians from the library. Though, like she’d said, these are something different. They’re conscious beings, actual spirits, not spells created for a task.

I squint, attempting to make out the spirit’s image, but it doesn’t seem to have a solid form, or any physical presence outside of the formless light.

I am King Mangsana, the first monarch of Ophir.

The spirit flits over to me with a zipping flash and comes to a sudden stop right in front of my face, where it hovers. There’s more shape to the light when it’s that near, almost. I make out the vague suggestion of a man’s face from within the mist.

I was a great and famed ruler. Allow me to show you my reign.

With the sound of the voice in my ear—no, it’s deeper, as if it’s coming from inside my head, rather than speaking to me from outside it—my mind goes entirely dark. Just as the severity of the black nothingness begins to worry me, that I may never find my way out of it, there’s a silvery flicker somewhere beyond me, followed by a vision: the kingdom of Ophir, intact, as it once floated on the sea, with majestic glittering towers jutting up into the clouds. The vision drags me in closer, as if I’m flying through the sky like a bird. I soar into the city, zip past people who pay me no mind, and fly around buildings, some so close I’m sure I’m about to run into them, then I’m pulled straight down a main thoroughfare that leads directly to the entrance of an imposing silver palace. At first, I think it’s the very temple I’m standing in because I’m sure I’ve seen it before. But it looks nothing like the temple, aside from its color, same as all the other buildings of ancient Ophir.

The gates in front of the palace swing open and allow me into the inner courtyard, and then I fly through the open doors at the entryway, through a great main hall. The walls are covered in life-size tapestries that glitter with gold threads. I want to stop and admire them, but another set of doors opens and I fly through those as well. In the next room, I’m faced with a sparkling iridescent throne, thrumming with magic.

Somehow, without ever being told, I know this is the throne of my ancestors.

I reach out to touch it, but I can’t reach it. I strain forward, desperate to feel the place my people once claimed, when a figure appears out of the corner of my eye. I yank my hand back.

King Mangsana, in his youth, a tall and broad-shouldered lad wearing a ceremonial war vest similar to those worn by the warriors of the Lashing.

Should I speak to him? My mouth opens but no sound comes out.

The visions blur into static, the indistinct white shapes like tiny stars I’d sometimes see as a child when I was trying to fall asleep. Then bits and pieces of new visions come into focus. There are flashes of images from all over Ophir. I see a golden era, where musicians and artisans and scribes produced works of art for the ages. Beautiful pieces that would one day line the bottom of the ocean. I have a pang of jealousy at their blissful unknowing. What was that like? I see how my ancestors kept the city afloat and alive with their magic, never suspecting one day it would all come crashing down. It was a paradise, though it didn’t last.

Indeed it did not, the king’s voice says in my head. Now images of destruction and cataclysm play out before my eyes. The sadder I feel, the worse it gets. People flee in terror, clutching their children as buildings shake and collapse around them. Flames shoot out from windows. People jump from them, or into the sea, to avoid the fire. Many attempt to escape on whatever intact boats they can find. Those who find none try to row away on planks of broken wood. Some make it, I know. Most will not. White turns to gray as the city becomes ash and falls deeper into the waves. Sinking, sinking.

That scene disappears. The vision fades out, leaving only the faint sound of screaming in darkness, before that also stops abruptly. There’s pure nothing again, and then everything changes. I’m no longer in ancient Ophir and no longer a witness to the fall. And no longer watching from above. This time, I’m in my own memories. Back in the Sleeve.

The memory becomes real. I can no longer differentiate the self that stands in the Temple of the Gods from the little boy I once was. I hold up a hand. Yes, I recognized my own palm.

My mind skips. Now I’m running down the street, with Uncle, my mother’s brother, the closest thing I ever had to a father, by my side. I’m shorter. It’s disorienting, seeing from that vantage point again. That last thought of my current self vanishes, and then I’m fully my child self again, with only a child’s thoughts.

Uncle and I are fleeing Blackcoats who are out to kill us and I’m small, so I can barely keep up. Uncle has me by the hand, pulling me, so that at times it feels like my feet are hardly meeting the ground, like I’m gliding in air, but even the slightest misstep could drag us both down. If that happens, the Blackcoats will slit our throats. I’ve seen them do it to others, right there in the street, in front of me. I know exactly what it means when they chase someone. What they’re capable of. And I’ll do anything to avoid it happening to me.

We take a sharp right turn.

I recognize the alleyway. It’s the night that has haunted me for years. The night we were captured. The Blackcoats are right on our heels. There’s no escape. Any second, we’ll meet the same fate as the other captured thieves.

We’ll be arrested for thieving outside of the Guild, and the penalty for that is death. Being a mere boy of nine will not save me from this fate—I’ve witnessed others even younger at the gallows. No matter that they had no autonomy, no alternative.

I can’t allow this to happen. I have to do something to save myself. If I’m going to face the consequences of a man, of a criminal, then let me act like one.

I’m aware that I’m slowing Uncle down, my short legs unable to keep up, but the man never abandons me, though he could. It’s almost expected. Kindness is weakness, and no one will watch out for you but yourself, he taught me. If you hesitate, you’ve made a decision.

This is my only chance. Any moment, the Blackcoats will come around that corner and catch up to me. I do not want to die in this alleyway, or worse, much worse, go to the gallows like those other boys, some crying, others numb and silent.

I slow down and draw my blade and hold it up. I am crying, I forgot that.

Uncle shakes his head. “No time to fight,” he says, yanking on my arm, pulling me forward.

But I’m not going to fight the Blackcoats.

There’s only one way to survive. I dig in my heels, pulling him to a stop.

Uncle stops and turns to me, suddenly understanding. He glances behind us and back to me. “Do it,” he says, lifting his chin, almost defiantly. “Save yourself.”

I hesitate.

“Do it!” he shouts. “Now!”

I hear the guards coming. There’s no more thought, only fear, and the overwhelming desire to survive. To keep my enemies at bay. To live.

I can’t look at this, I can’t … It’s a memory I’ve tried to suppress, I can’t face it … I don’t want to …

I’m sorry, Uncle, I think, though to my lifelong regret, I don’t actually speak the words aloud. My blade slices through the air. Except instead of meeting his throat, I swing down, and slash his Achilles tendon instead. It might appear to be a mistake, though both of us know it is not.

Uncle cries out in pain and drops to the ground, unable to run, or even walk. He starts to crawl, in vain. Blood seeps down his foot onto the ground.

Pounding boots approach.

I run. Behind me, Uncle gives up, lying face down on the ground.

I hear the Blackcoats rush up to him. They stop running, but I never do.

Later, as penance, as tribute, I adopt Uncle’s name as my own. Eban Sadreal.

-No!

-No!

-I’m not this cruel, this selfish. No. I refuse to believe I did this.

You must accept your past, the voice of the king says in my head. You must accept who you are, and only then can you become who you are meant to be.

-No!

But the vision returns, and there I am again, nine years old, running with Uncle, the Blackcoats at our heels.

I pull away from the memory. I don’t want to see it again, nor do I want to face the Blackcoats, so much larger than me, their hideous faces full of gleeful hate.

I need to get out. I try to speak, but like in my nightmares, my voice is empty. I can’t scream. I strain against it, until my throat burns from the effort.

Finally, I manage to make a sound, and then all at once, I break through the silent barrier.

“Stop!” I cry out. “Please! I want to end the trial!”

There’s a sickening lurch through time and space, where I’m thrown back through everything I’ve seen, from the alley to the throne room to the glory of ancient Ophir, all in a single instant, a screeching blur.

When my vision comes back into focus, I’m lying face down on the slick marble floor of the temple.

I’ve failed. I didn’t bond with King Mangsana. I’m no one and nothing. Eban isn’t even my real name.




[image: ]









CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
GIN



I watch as Eban’s entire body shakes. He’s clearly in distress, and I’m helpless to stop it. His eyes roll up into the back of his head, and his face twists up in agony—whether with pain or terror is unclear. He’s somewhere else, with his imaginary sword drawn against some invisible foe, though he only swings it a single time.

I sense a wall between the two of us—he isn’t in this world at the moment; he’s somewhere else. It’s strange to share the same room while also feeling, and knowing, he’s far away. And that there’s a chance, however small, he won’t return.

I wish I’d been chosen first. Witnessing Eban go through this, I’m not confident I can withstand it after all. Luwalhati watches him intently, her shoulders held back, back stiff, with her hands clasped in front of her. They’re the only things that give away her concern—she squeezes them so tightly, they’re going white.

Luwalhati glances at me. Concern flickers across her face, a slightly furrowed brow and pursed mouth. I want to do something. Run forward, help him, something.

As if she read my thoughts, Luwalhati puts her arm out in front of me. “You cannot interfere.”

“How much longer will this go on?” It’s a rhetorical question. I know Luwalhati doesn’t have an answer. The trial is complete when the spirit decides.

Eban collapses to the ground.

“What happened?” I shout. “Is it over?”

Luwalhati looks neither pleased nor disappointed. Her reaction reveals nothing. But she does move her arm away, tacit permission for me to approach him.

I rush forward and kneel on the ground next to him. He’s breathing. “Eban? Are you all right?”

Eban’s eyes flutter open. He’s disoriented. He reaches out with one trembling arm and holds his hand to his head. “No,” he croaks. His eyes scrunch closed, like an awful headache came on abruptly.

“What happened? Did you do it?” He’s alive, therefore he must have, right?

He doesn’t answer right away. He tries to stand up, but his legs are weak. I put my arm around him and help him to his feet. “No,” he says. “I failed.”

Luwalhati looks impassive.

Eban failed? But he’s so strong and so brave. If he failed …

I stare at him. But there’s no time to ask questions.

“Gineth, it’s your turn,” Luwalhati announces.



If Eban was unable to do it, I have no chance of making this happen. Luwalhati asks me to stand before my relic. She opens the stopper. At first nothing happens. My trial may not be today after all. But then the same thing happens as with Eban’s— a puff of hazy gray, followed by a tiny orb of light.

Oh, there you are. Ready for this?

It’s Tadhana. My whole body relaxes as the tension leaves me. I try not to smile too widely, in case that’s taken as disrespect for the ceremony.

-Where have you been? I ask.

Looking around. I missed this place.

Then immediately, my mind goes dark, and when my sight returns, I’m flying into the old city of Ophir. I’m whisked around the city, through lush green parks featuring monuments to leaders I’ve never heard of, over a clear blue stream where schools of minnows dart through the current, past cozy houses and tall buildings of polished stone that reflect almost like glass, until I come to a skidding stop in front of a warrior, standing on the wide steps of some kind of public building, similar to the one where the trials are being hosted. It’s Tadhana, as she’d looked in life.

She’s small and fierce, dressed in armor, blades on her forearms and hanging on her hips. Her hair is shorn and spunky on top, but long on the bottom, plaited into a river of braids.

“You’re taller than I thought,” she says, assessing me.

“But you’re so young,” I say. She can’t be more than twelve years old. That explains the petulance, the attitude, and I almost laugh thinking that my spirit is that of an impulsive, pouty child.

“Is that a problem?” she says, annoyed. She’s still Tadhana after all.

“Just surprised.”

She sniffs. “Let’s see if you’ve got what it takes, grandchild.”

Suddenly, the world begins to spin. I watch the city crumble as it’s attacked by Lacon. I watch warriors dressed like Tadhana battle with everything they have, though they’re no match for the invaders. Not without the power of the relics.

Then I see Tadhana herself, charging at the enemy, mouth open, screaming, though there’s no sound. Tadhana manages to fell two of the Laconian soldiers. But while she’s occupied with them, one more appears from behind. I try to cry out to warn her, but no sound leaves my mouth. I’m restricted to horrified bystander, helpless to do anything as the invading soldier stabs Tadhana in the back.

I hate this part, she says.

My vision spins again. I’m dragged backward from the site where Tadhana was attacked, through the besieged city, flashes of fire and destruction and slaughter all around me.

I stop suddenly at the city center. The elders of Ophir are gathered up and marched into the middle of town, their faces drawn and feet dragging. Once there, they’re killed by Laconians, throats slashed by short blades, one after the other. The people cry out in the streets. I try to close my eyes or look away, but nothing makes the horrific vision disappear. It’s inside my mind, inescapable.

A bell tolls ominously in the square. Bong. Bong. Bong.

You come from the blood of warriors.

Then Tadhana shows me my life with Aris, the night work I so reviled. There I am, slashing at Blackcoats, sneaking into banks, stealing, all the night work I’ve done, all the men and women I’ve killed. I wasn’t just a thief, I was also a mercenary, someone who killed for money. They were criminals, fellow thieves, not one of them innocent but still I’m ashamed, even though there was no other way to survive. I look at my life, the dark nights and the punishing days, my time at Madame Verona’s, and then I see the girl I was when I lived with Rollo. Her soft hair, her silky dress. I wanted to be soft, easy. But that’s not who I am. That’s not who I ever was.

I am a warrior, a fighter, a killer. My mind is clear and certain. No one needs to tell me this; the knowledge is simply there, as if I’ve always known and have only been suppressing the truth all this time.

The images halt. The world stops spinning. Everything goes still, though I remain in the darkness. This is who I am. I’ve always known it. But until now, I haven’t accepted it.

“Did I pass?”

Tadhana appears before me with a grin. What do you think?

A being of striking beauty appears to stand next to her. This is Yarima, the goddess of war, our patron, Tadhana says, reaching for my hand and, with the other, holding Yarima’s. At that very moment, when she touches the goddess, a surge of energy strikes me like a lightning bolt.

My skin begins to turn black, like it’s on fire, yet there are no flames. It comes from within rather than outside of me. The hair on my arms burns. Still, I hold steady and do not pull away. My flesh withers away, peeling from my fingers, turning to charcoal. I brace myself and stand my ground. This is all part of the trial. It’s a test. I can withstand it. Resist the urge to break away, to run. My ancestors endured the trial. Tadhana withstood the trial and passed. If she did it, I can, too. I descend from warriors. That makes me a warrior as well. And warriors do not quit.

The pain is immeasurable, from my feet to my head, a shrieking agony, begging for relief. But I refuse to flinch, to show any weakness. The anguish stretches on and on, until I’m certain it’s endless, that it must go on forever that way, and still, I stand strong. It will kill me, or I will kill it. Those are the only ways this ends.

Once my entire body is burnt, my vision starts to fade. The image of Tadhana and the Goddess Yarima grows darker and darker, until they’re mere outlines, until eventually I see nothing, only hints of shadow in darkness, and finally, everything is black.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
EBAN



Gin crumples to the floor. I run over to her, the way she had for me only minutes before.

I put my hand to her stomach. It rises and falls. She’s breathing. I don’t know if I should try to wake her up or let her wake up on her own. I look over to Luwalhati for guidance, but she maintains that frustrating neutral expression.

Gin gasps and her eyes open wide. She holds up her hand and examines it, then breathes a sigh of relief and closes her eyes again.

“Are you all right?” I whisper.

She nods, eyes still closed, then inhales deeply and opens them again.

I offer my hand so she can get to her feet. She pushes herself up on her knees with her hands, then grabs my hand to stand. When she touches me, I get a shock.

Once she’s standing on her own, I back away.

When she opens her eyes, they crackle with white sparks like lightning, which suddenly fade when she blinks. She holds up her hand, marveling at it, her skin sizzling with that same lightning, though like her eyes, the glow quickly fades, revealing skin that glows blue briefly before returning to its natural color. She achieved what I could not.

She’s bonded to her spirit and connected to the power of the gods. I look at Gin. Though the strange spark in her eyes has gone, she still isn’t the same person she was prior to her bonding. There’s something intimidating about her that wasn’t there before. Her power seems to emanate from her body, invisible but potent.

Gin turns to Luwalhati. “What happens now?”

Luwalhati smiles softly. “The spirit will act as your guide, teaching and explaining how to access it.”

Then Luwalhati approaches me. “Be patient, Eban,” she advises me quietly. My frustration must be evident all over my face. “Your time will come. The spirit has awakened in you and you will be given another opportunity.” Her words, while kind, do little to assuage my disappointment. I nod. Next time, I won’t allow the same to happen. I’ll either succeed, or I will die.

I don’t want to die.

I want to avenge my people.

I bow and Luwalhati places her hands on the top of my head. A blessing. An order.

“Retrieve the relics from our enemy’s hands. Resurrect the Drowned City. Bring back the Kingdom of Waves. Let Ophir rise again.” With those words, Luwalhati vanishes.
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CHAPTER THIRTY
GIN



As Luwalhati promised, when we awake, we find ourselves washed ashore, hidden near the cliffside where we were dropped off earlier. Eban sends a flare up and we’re 	picked up by Darius’s crew and headed back to the Lashing. Darius will no doubt be disappointed at our failure to recover the relics, but after our boat capsized and we almost drowned, we just want to come back and regroup before attempting another heist. Ever since the bonding, all my thoughts are far clearer. Sharper. The doubts I used to have, the second-guessing, no longer exist. My growing feelings for Eban are self-explanatory, matter-of-fact. I trust him implicitly. We share the same goal. Perhaps one day we will be more than friends. I think I would like that, and I think that maybe he would, too.

I’m happy to return, but Eban is apprehensive, guarded. Though it isn’t only about the Lashing; he’s been like this ever since the trials. I know he’s agonized that he did not achieve the bonding. I wonder what happened, what he saw, whether it was similar to mine or something different. He hasn’t offered up any information, and I know better than to ask. I wish I could comfort him somehow, assure him that everything will be all right, that he’ll succeed with the next trial—that there will even be a next trial—but of course, I cannot. Because I don’t know that it will.

The Lashing twinkles faintly in the dawn. Evening candles have waned, and so only the barest sliver of light illuminates the colony, a collection of black shapes rising from the sea, like a shadow cast of the bright, magic world lying deep below it. Gentle waves lap up against the docks. Seagulls swoop by overhead. A still, calm morning. A handful of fishermen are already out, gathering their nets and packing up their boats for a long day ahead. When they spot us headed toward the city, they congregate around the edge of the wharf to welcome us back. It’s a stark contrast from the first time we showed up, when hostile faces and weapons were pointed in our direction.

The men, withered and lean from a lifetime of sun and physical labor, pull the boat in and secure it to thick metal rings with graying, frayed rope. “Do you know where we can find Darius?” I ask them.

“Hopefully he’s here and not off on one of his ‘missions,’” Eban says under his breath.

I don’t acknowledge his comment. No matter what, Darius is Ophir, and the leader of the Lashing. He welcomed us here when we had nowhere else to go.

The man points toward the heart of the city. “Should be in his quarters, as far as I know.”

I thank him, and then Eban and I head to Darius’s tent. All the others have their doorways still tied shut; the community is hushed, most still asleep, or in the case of the night watch, just going to bed, though I catch the occasional muted conversation coming from within. Some people are waking up for the day, preparing to work, tending to small children. Their tiny pattering footsteps run from place to place. There are lingering scents from the prior evening’s supper mixed with the fresh sea air. There’s a homey feeling I’ve always hoped for but never fully experienced. The closest was at the pleasure house, at least the initial weeks I spent there, when I felt like I had something resembling a family, a stable one, unlike the ragtag collection of thieves who resided with Aris. At House Eternal, I was well aware I never belonged, no matter how much I wished otherwise. I wonder if the Lashing is my home now.

Darius’s tent is closed like the others. Anyone from Lacon would never know the community’s leader is housed there; it’s indistinguishable from the rest. A testament to the Ophir way of life. I knock softly on the wood frame.

Darius pulls aside the curtain. “You two. Took a while. Did you get the relics?” he asks groggily. He’d clearly been up late.

Eban doesn’t bother with formalities or small talk. “Not yet, but we will. We have some information and we know how to get to the vault in House Dominant.”



We set off from the Lashing later that day while the rest of the world is settling in for the evening. I watch the city disappear behind us. It seems like I’m always saying goodbye, never settling in anywhere. The sky grows darker until it becomes one with the sea. Darius manages the ship. I stand guard, energized by how keen my senses are in the dark. I can hear the currents, the sea life cutting through the water around the ship, and even sense their curiosity about the vessel. There’s a storm far to the west, but it won’t reach us. I’m tuned in to all the life energy around me.

Darius invites us into his captain’s quarters to talk strategy. We tell him about the secret passageway we’ve learned about that leads to the vault.

“The cove is here, so if you take us there, we’ll find the tunnel and make our way to the underground network underneath the estate,” Eban says, pointing to a spot on the nautical map spread out on the table.

“I have a better idea,” Darius says. “House Dominant set out a call for more workers. My sources tell me Lord Talavera is planning an old-fashioned tournament. They need more workers than ever before. That tunnel you speak of is hidden even deeper in the rocks. It will be almost impossible to land on that beach. This way will be much easier.”

Eban and I exchange glances. “You want us to pose as servants,” Eban says flatly.

Darius leans back and kicks up his feet on the table. “Much easier, don’t you think? We’ll practically be walking in through the front door.”

He has a point. Who knows how long it would take to find the tunnel through the mountain that leads to House Dominant. We could be lost there for hours before we found the right passageway.

“But we’ll be surrounded by estate guards and Blackcoats,” Eban argues. “How will we get away to get to the vault?”

“Servants are often sent to a changing room after they’re hired. They don’t want us in our Ophir rags. We’ll take that opportunity to slip away, and if we get into trouble, there’s three of us. I think between you and me, we can take down a couple of them,” Darius says loftily.

Eban grunts.

“So, we’re agreed, then? We will join the caravan from the Sleeve that’s making its way to House Dominant.”

“I don’t like it,” Eban says. “But we’ll do it your way.”

“Excellent,” Darius says.

We retire to our cabins. I wake up when I hear a noise in front of mine and find Eban pacing back and forth on the deck. “Eban,” I say. “Maybe you should try to get some sleep?” His nervous energy is putting me on edge.

“I’m fine,” he says without pausing.

I’m not.

I don’t want to argue with him, so I just sit on the deck to keep him company until Darius leaves the helm to let us know our arrival is imminent. “There’s been a slight change of plans,” he announces.

“Oh?” I ask.

“I’m not going to join the caravan. I’m going to enter the estate separately from you and Eban.”

I don’t like this at all. “You’re not? Why? We already agreed we’re safer and stronger if we stay together.”

“I’ve thought about it and I think it’s better this way. I’m going to enter disguised as a noble. That way if something goes wrong, I can help from the other side. I plan to cause a distraction while you two are raiding the vault. We’ll meet at sundown. More nobles will be arriving for the party after the tournament and there will be guests and servants everywhere. No one will notice as we make our way to the eastern garden of the estate. There’s a path to the water from there, and Perlah will meet us in a skiff.”

“What kind of distraction?”

“The kind that assures success,” Darius says.

There’s a beat of silence. This plan doesn’t seem all that sound. The possibility of being caught is far too high. Now both Darius and Eban look displeased, their arms folded stubbornly and jaws clenched.

“Come on, now, we’re all on the same team,” I say to the boys.

Neither of them respond. Looks like I have to play peacemaker. “Eban, you and I can handle getting into the vault. Darius can take care of himself. And he’s right, if we get into a jam, maybe this way he’ll be able to get us out of it.”

“Gin understands,” Darius explains. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have to—” He motions toward the wheel of the ship.

Once he’s out of earshot, Eban and I stand at the side of the ship. “Something is eating at you, and it isn’t only Darius,” I say to him.

He nods and looks out over the sea, the barest hint of light beginning to rise from the horizon. I know what he’s thinking. We’ll soon reach the shore. As we get closer, the reality of what we’re about to do is sinking in. “Even the fiercest warrior has quiet moments of apprehension,” I tell him. “But I’m confident we have a solid plan, and between the three of us, we can pull this off. Let Darius do what he needs to do. You know you and I can get into that vault.”

“It’s not that,” Eban says. “I’m about to do the one thing I vowed I never would—become a servant of a Great House. Little more than a slave.”

I’m floored. That’s not at all what I expected. “You won’t be. It’s just a ruse. You…”

“Gin, I’ve spent my entire life running from this very thing, staying as far from these people as possible. I’ve done anything I can to avoid becoming dependent on them, on their money, on their charity. The whims of their moods. And now I’m going to walk in and volunteer to be their willing prisoner.”

“Like I did, you mean?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “I would never judge you.”

I understand then. That for Eban even pretending to be a servant brings an emotional wound. I think of him in the trials, how something so deeply damaging haunts him and caused him to fold in on himself for self-protection. In some ways, Eban’s pain runs even deeper than mine. I wish he would tell me what it is.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
EBAN



Darius leaves us at the docks. It irks me to no end, how he decides to play nobleman while we’re once again relegated to doing all the dirty work. That he’s so comfortable among the very people who subjugated us. I could never bring myself to hobnob with the highborn. On the other hand I’m also more than happy to be free of Darius for a while. He’s so confident that he can pass himself off as a lordling, while no one would mistake me for anything but a gutter rat from the slums. No wonder Gin favors him.

Gin and I wait beside the road for the servant caravan to arrive. The first few trickle in slowly, one or two at a time. Minutes later, more show up, until there’s a veritable parade coming from the Sleeve. We step in with the line and shuffle along with the rest toward the servants’ gate at the back of the estate. Guards are stationed there, their weapons prominently displayed. A couple of them stand apart and scan the surrounding area, as if they’re prepared for a fight at any moment. Absurd, in my opinion. Who would attack on a mundane morning like this? Then I realize with some amusement that’s precisely what we’re doing.

The procession inches forward. I strain to see around the people ahead of me, to try to catch a glimpse of what’s happening in the front of the line. I want some type of clue as to what we should expect, in case we need to pivot. I notice there are some dejected-looking hopefuls walking away from the house. Their heads are lowered and shoulders drooped. It turns my stomach, the way our people are forced to beg for scraps. We’re here to beg to serve our oppressors. I remember the shining city of Ophir, those crystal palaces filled with music and art.

There’s something odd about those being turned away. Many of them are women. Most, in fact. Highly unusual. Kitchen and serving staff tend to be women. They always have the best chance at being hired during the high holidays. I scoot over to get a better look. It’s hard to see around everyone, but I do see an imposing guard walking up and down the front of the line, sizing people up.

He looks them up and down, spending more time on a few than the others. His face is unnervingly passive. He shows no emotion as he scrutinizes each hopeful worker. They shrink under his gaze.

Out of nowhere, he pulls one young woman away from the rest. “Not you, we don’t need you.” The woman begins crying. She pleads with the guard. “Anything, I’ll do anything. My children haven’t eaten in days. Please.”

The guard’s expression doesn’t change. He’s entirely unmoved by her cause. He continues inspecting the crowd until eventually her begging cries irritate him and he shoves her away with one hand. The threat of further violence is implicit. The woman turns away then, and skulks away, back to the Sleeve.

I whisper to Gin from the corner of my mouth. “Did you notice?”

She nods, brow furrowed with concern. If she can’t get in, our entire plot is foiled. Only Gin has the strength to blast the door of the vault. I might be able to pick the lock, but if I can’t, I’m counting on Gin’s newfound power of the gods to get us through.

Then the guard pulls a young man from the bunch. Muscular and fit. He’s directed to go into the house.

The same happens again—another young man, fit and strong. And then a younger boy, maybe thirteen, is sent away like the woman.

They’re only choosing the strongest. Why? Something is amiss. A slight flutter of panic rises in my chest. What’s going on here? But it’s far too late to turn back, not that we’d get another opportunity. And we can’t contact Darius. Whatever’s happening, we need to see it through. We’ve got to get into the palace.

The closer the line inches to the entrance, the better we can see what’s happening, and my suspicion is correct: All the young, old, and most of the women are being rejected, while the hardy and well-fed are sent inside. “What do you suppose is…”

Gin shakes her head before I finish the sentence. She notices it as well. “I’m not sure.”

As we reach the gate, Gin steps in front of me. “I should go first. That way, if I’m not chosen, we can figure out another way.”

I agree, though I don’t know what the alternative might be, or else I would’ve already changed tack. Only two left ahead of us. And then we’ll be up.

A girl is sent away. One more.

There must be another way. “Maybe we should…”

Gin shoves the man in front of her. “I told you to watch where you step!” she yells as he falls to the ground.

The man is confused. “What are you—”

“Get out of here!” the guard shouts at him.

The man gets to his feet and hobbles away without another word. He looks back over his shoulder and shakes his head at Gin.

“You.” The guard points at Gin. “Go inside.”

A subtle half smile graces her lips.

It’s my turn. I must be chosen. The guard’s eyes seem to bore right through my soul. I’m certain I’m about to be rejected, or worse, uncovered as a fraud and arrested. I try not to look anywhere except in the guard’s eyes as he considers me. I stare him down, refusing to appear intimidated.

“You’ll do,” the guard says finally. “Follow the others.”

I let out the breath I’d been holding and hurry to catch up with those who were accepted for the task right before me—whatever that task may be.

As we step inside the gates, we’re greeted by the most incredible residence I’ve ever seen. The palace is filled from top to bottom with automatons like the ones in the city. In the center of the expansive courtyard, elaborate fountains feature animated statues: One collects water in a jug, then spins to pour that water into a vibrant display of flowers. Another carries buckets on her shoulders, and once they fill with water, she tips them to the side and it pours out. Then the same happens with the other side. There are automatons elsewhere, too: a dancing couple gliding back and forth in front of a window; a massive clock on the wall, easily the size of two grown men, that appears to be operated by a crew of fairylike creatures who crank the clock and flit around pressing various knobs and pulling levers. All around the perimeter, instead of stairs, automated lifts carry people up to the higher floors.

If I wasn’t filled with dread, I’d be enthralled with the strange sights. They’re bigger, more impressive, and more numerous than those in Lacon City. The others in the group stare in wonder, too, while simultaneously wringing their hands, equally anxious about what’s to come. None of this is playing out as expected. It’s unusual that we’re being herded into the courtyard instead of led straight into the servants’ quarters.

It’s also concerning because this increases the odds of some Blackcoat recognizing our faces. There’s a bounty on my head still. We’d done a lot to disguise ourselves, but it’s always possible, particularly since Gin has a history at House Eternal and these guards tend to move around from estate to estate as needed. Any one of them might know her. In fact, they may have seen her already, as we filed into the courtyard. She and I got separated in the rush, so I scan the crowd, searching for her face. She’ll stand out from the rest; her thick, glossy hair that falls in waves, the slight curve of her …

“Hey.” Gin sidles up to me from behind. She whispers in my ear, “This is weird, right?”

“Oh, hey, I was just about to go find you.”

She leans close. “What do you suppose is going on here?”

I shrug. “I wish I knew. Definitely not the usual protocol.”

The air is thick with tension. We’ve been standing around for a while now, and people are getting restless. Arms crossed, shifting on their feet. Someone says, “I thought we were here to work?” Typically, guards usher new servants directly to the back rooms, where they’re ordered to bathe before dressing in the palace uniforms, and prepped for the night’s work. But none of that seems to be happening. The guards aren’t following the normal procedures.

Instead, the new servants are being dressed in the courtyard. I spot a smaller group being led to the other side of the fountain. Once there, they’re given a simple uniform to change into, tunics and pants in a multicolored, woven pattern I’ve seen in the Lashing.

Something pokes me in the back. “Hey!”

I turn to see a guard, shoving me forward with the hilt of his sword. Another pushes Gin. “Watch it!” she shouts, scowl on her face. I glare at the guard who’s messing with her, even as I’m being jostled myself. A little voice in my head reminds me: Don’t draw attention. I fix my face to be more compliant, and nudge Gin. She looks up at me, momentarily annoyed, but quickly understands what I’m trying to tell her. She tries to wipe her angry expression, too, even as the guard continues to push her forward.

We’re led over to where I’d seen the others changing. Other guards shove uniforms into our hands. Gin and I slip on the jackets and button them. Across the courtyard, where we’d just come from, the other servants strain to see what’s going on. I want to assure them it will be okay somehow, but I don’t know how. And besides that, I can’t guarantee anything. I have no way of predicting what’s about to happen at House Dominant.

After we have our uniforms for the evening, we’re brought together, along with the rest of our small group, and instructed to walk. We’re led through a concealed door, masked to look like the fresco wall around it, and down a bare service passageway. We pass the enormous kitchens, one situated on either side of the passage, where dozens of staff are already busy at work preparing a banquet. It’s hot, smoky, and chaotic. Pots and dishes clang, and cooks in long aprons shout at their harried assistants. They run back and forth, carrying bowls full of chopped vegetables and jugs of water, which splash over and drip on the floor. Teams of servants stand by huge cooking hearths, continuously turning roasting spits.

From there our group moves into a sort of mechanical room. It’s dim, and smells damp and earthy, like wet stone. Alongside the furnace, and various pipes and tubes I can’t identify, there are tall steel boxes with blinking lights, and gears of various sizes, clacking and screeching as they rotate. It’s almost as loud as the kitchens, though there are very few workers present. Except they’re hidden in the shadows, seemingly manning the wheels that make the gears turn.

As my eyes adjust, I notice there’s a large platform in the center of the room, with thick steel cables at each corner that reach up to the ceiling.

“Step here,” the guard commands. “Everyone together.”

Strange. I consider saying no, though at this point, what choice do I have? Gin and I share a glance. She’s thinking the same thing. She shrugs. Maybe we’re needed to power some type of automaton. Maybe there will be a show.

Bodies bash into me. We’re all being herded onto the platform. My heart races. Calm down. Nothing bad is going to happen. After all, we’re necessary for this holiday celebration to succeed.

The guards shove us closer together to make room for more. We’re all pressed up against one another. I can smell the skin of everyone around me, their sweat and the musky scent of unwashed hair. Some murmur to each other, wondering what’s going on, what will happen next. Most are silent, though, their muscles tensed, anticipating something, though they aren’t sure what.

Finally, we’re all on the platform. Nothing happens. The seconds drag on. How long will we stand here? More murmurs rise up from within the jam-packed servants on the platform. The guards stroll back and forth lazily, with no urgency or interest. Even I’m getting angry. “What do you think we’re waiting for?” I ask Gin.

Her body heaves forward as someone pushes behind her. “Watch it!” she calls back over her shoulder. Then to me, she says, “I don’t know. But I don’t like it.”

There’s a wrenching jolt from the floor beneath us. Gin exclaims “Oh!” and grabs on to me. I put my arms around her to steady her. Those around us also shout out and grab on to the person beside them. Others reach for the steel cables and use those to brace themselves.

Because suddenly, the platform begins to rise.

It’s hard to breathe. People squish toward the middle of the crowd, trying to avoid the precarious edge of the platform.

Then a hush falls over us. As we ascend, we hear noises. Voices. A crowd. Cheers echo in the distance.

“What is that?” Gin asks. Her voice is shaky.

I have a pretty good idea what it might be. But I hope I’m wrong. Before I have a chance to say, the ceiling above us slides open. Light pours in. We squint and look up, unsure what’s about to befall us.

Then I see. There are hundreds, maybe thousands, of people seated all around us. Once they see us, the audience begins clapping and stomping their feet.

It’s … an arena.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
GIN



At the other end of the arena, another platform is also rising, that one filled with soldiers, dressed in an older type of costume. I squint to try to get 	a clearer view. Then I realize they’re wearing Lacon military uniforms from five hundred years ago. Whereas we’re dressed in the traditional robes of Ophir. I start to suspect I know exactly what kind of tournament House Dominant is hosting and it’s not a tournament at all. There’s no sportsmanship here. Not today. My heart leaps into my throat and I reach for Eban’s hand.

He squeezes it. He knows what’s happening here, too.

“It’s all right,” he says. “You’ve got this.”

I’m struck then, by the realization that, until now, I was always waiting. Waiting for someone to rescue me. Waiting for someone to help me out of my predicament, out of my life. Rollo had been that savior once. I waited for him to pick me up from the street, allowed him to bring me to his home, to hide me. I was always waiting to be saved and Rollo was happy enough to do the saving.

But Eban—Eban isn’t going to save me. Instead, he believes in me. He believes I can save myself. Is this what love is after all? Not waiting to be saved, but being with someone who lets you save yourself?

I turn back to the arena. Sure enough, when the announcer blares, “Lords, ladies, and gentlemen, welcome to Liberation Day!” my fears are confirmed.

We aren’t here to be servants at all. Instead we’d volunteered to be prey. It’s so obvious I can’t believe I didn’t realize their true intentions earlier, when they culled the weak from the strong. They’re staging a reenactment of the last battle of Ophir. When the soldiers conquered the city and slaughtered almost everyone in the kingdom.

My stomach sinks and my fingers twitch, itching for the blades I usually carry.

The platform finally lurches to a full stop. There’s a brief moment of silence all around—from the crowd, from those of us huddled together. Even the soldiers stand eerily still. And then, with one breath, it all changes. The soldiers draw their swords. The blades shimmer in the light, menacing, razor sharp. I see the flashes of our colorful woven tunics reflected in them. The arena teeters on the edge—excitement and apprehension, and a thirst for blood in the air.

“They want a show,” Eban growls. “Let’s give them one.”

A cheer breaks out across the arena as another platform begins to rise from the ground. Only there aren’t more Ophir on it, nor soldiers, either. As it comes into view I see metal and wires and gears—it’s an enormous automaton.

I stop breathing. The mechanical monster has creaking tentacles like an octopus. As it emerges, the arms slowly begin to move, gaining speed as it warms up, screeching and groaning, until finally they whip around in the air at a terrifying pace. On the ends of the tentacles, something else begins to spin, adding a loud whirring noise. Blades.

Eban’s still holding my hand, briefly caressing my fingers, a fleeting, comforting gesture. “You can do this,” he says. “You have more power in you than anyone else in the world.”

The automaton lift shudders to a halt and clicks, locking it into place. The crowd cheers louder. Because its platform starts to move. It’s coming straight for us.

-Tadhana! I call out in my mind. Are you with me?

Yes.

-Are you ready?

Then she says something I don’t expect.

Gin, I’m afraid I must caution you against this line of action. If you reveal yourself now, we may never make it to the vault. I sense another bonded spirit on the premises. We might be exposing ourselves too early.

The heavy automaton inches slowly toward us, but it’s still coming, and the closer it gets, the more horrifying its flying saws are.

-Well, I’ve got bad news for you, Tadhana. If we don’t get out of this arena, we won’t make it to the vault to retrieve the relics.

Okay, fine. I see your point. But here’s mine. Use caution, and be sure to direct your power, else you inadvertently harm the very ones you hope to protect. Should you lose control, you won’t make it to your desired destination, either.

Tadhana is right. I need to be careful. Except I’ve never done this before, try to control my power and on such a grand scale. Up until now, each time I’d utilized the power of the relics, I’d done quite a lot of damage.

“Good people of Lacon, let me introduce you to House Dominant’s new invention. The Octoblade!” the announcer declares.

The crowd claps furiously. Some people whistle. Fun and games to them, as the people around me tremble with fear. I’ve seen mechanical weapons before, it’s a Laconian specialty, but none this terrifying.

“Whether we can break last year’s achievement, and eradicate the enemy in record time, remains to be seen! What do you say?” The crowd goes wild, clapping and shouting and stomping their feet.

“Goddess, I call upon your power,” I whisper. I try to drown out everything going on around me, the frantic breaths and pushing, the sounds of the crowd, the announcer’s smug voice, and focus only on summoning the magic I’m supposed to be able to wield.

At first nothing happens. Exactly what I’d feared. I don’t know how to channel my power. I haven’t had enough practice. But neither do I have time to learn. There’s no choice. This has to work.

Try again. Sometimes it takes a while for Yarima to answer.

-You think she could sense we’re in a bit of an emergency?

The gods don’t like it when we are impatient.

I sigh and try again. This time I picture myself kneeling before the goddess’s feet.

-Yarima, goddess of war, answer my call and allow me to slay my enemies as a tribute to your greatness.

A loud raucous cheer erupts from the crowd as the announcer makes one more proclamation: “There is no escape from Liberation Day! Death to Ophir!”

When I open my eyes, I see that the guards on the other platform are marching to stand in formation on the edges of the arena. Prepared to attack those who are running from the Octoblade.

-Yarima, please. Tadhana, call her. Now!

“Come on,” I mutter. What use is the power if I can’t call it in a crisis like this?

I look up and my eye catches a face in the crowd. It’s Rollo. He’s laughing, enjoying himself at the games, a beautiful woman on each arm. Even though I know the truth of why he was kind to me now, it still hurts. He puts down his goblet as if he feels my eyes on him, and turns to look directly at me. His eyes widen, shock and worry written all over his features. My heart lurches. But he does nothing—he’s not going to save me from here. He’s not going to stop my death, not today.

I wrench my gaze away from him. The crowd pounds their feet on the floor. The Octoblade keeps moving closer to our platform. People begin to run. One tries to outsmart the monster and run past it, but the automaton swipes with its arm and slices the man’s torso. He crumples to the ground. Others scream and run in the other direction. The guards rush toward us, keeping us corralled on the platform.

“You bastards,” I whisper, staring at the crowd. They’re eating and drinking, rapt at the spectacle.

“Gin! Duck!” Eban yells as a soldier rushes toward us, holding a cutlass in the air. The soldier’s so close I can see the sigil on his jacket. A tiny water dragon. How strange, I think, that the symbol on the collar of his jacket isn’t that of a Laconian lion. The water dragon silhouette is the sigil of King Alred, the first king of Ophir, whose banners flew all over the Drowned City.

Why would Laconian soldiers carry the mark of an Ophir king?

I think of what Tadhana told me. What she called Lacon—rebels. And what Luwalhati told us—that the Lacon betrayed us. For five hundred years Laconians told us that they discovered Ophir and conquered us. That we were a feeble and weak people, a backward and primitive civilization. But what if—what if Lacon didn’t discover us at all? What if Lacon was always part of Ophir? There’s more to this story than we’ve been told. And when I get out of this arena, I’m going to find out exactly what it is.

Before the soldier can reach me, Eban throws himself between us, and the two of them fall, Eban struggling to disarm the man who’s trying to drive his blade into Eban’s chest.

Meanwhile the Octoblade is hovering so close we can feel the air from its blades. We’re all going to die. Eban is still struggling with the soldier, the blade so close to his neck it draws a line of blood.

-Yarima! I scream.

My angry daughter, Tadhana says. Good.

-Yarima! Lend me your might!

I’m shaking and furious. My anger overwhelming and ferocious. I’m ready to lay waste to every Laconian in the arena. And then, all of a sudden, I feel my power. My rage lights a spark and starts a fire in my blood. The resulting flames course through my veins, fury and vengeance. Lightning sparks up underneath my skin, tiny bolts that zap all over my body.

The lightning spreads, up through my torso and down my arms, until it flows through my hands, and just as the Octoblade is about to slice through us, I push the soldier off Eban, throwing him back with the force of my power. I pick up his blade and hold it up against the whirling death machine. The lightning from my body flows into the metal of my blade, and as it zaps the automaton, the blades stop whirling, sparks fly, and the machine bursts into flame. Now everything is burning, pieces of metal fly from the Octoblade and onto our platform, catching the cable that holds it up on fire, all the way down, down, down to the great motor at the bottom. There’s a strange, extended hiss, like the time the cook at the pleasure house poured water over a burning-hot pan. Smoke streams upward from below.

The platform lurches, as if it’s being pushed upward by enormous hands rather than just hissing steam. It begins to shake. “Jump off!” I scream.

The group of us flee as fire erupts from the depths of the ground. It shoots out from under the platform, blowing the entire thing straight up into the air. People scream and push each other out of the way. One man’s shirt catches fire; he drops to the ground, swatting at it furiously. People flee in all directions. People attempt to run, in vain. There’s no exit, no escape.

The audience is screaming, too, unsure what’s about to happen. Half of them remain in their seats, still believing it’s all part of the show. An exciting new sight for this year’s celebrations. Others know better. They’re already falling over one another trying to get out of the arena as fire begins to catch the banners hanging all over the amphitheater.

The platform crashes to the ground with a sickening thud and reverberating clang.

Eban and I take advantage of the bedlam and run toward the exit doors. A guard spots us and comes right for us, his freshly sharpened sword circling over his head, meaning to strike us down where we stand.

We make it to the door. Eban pulls on the handle. It doesn’t open. “Hurry!” I yell.

He continues tugging. “I’m trying!”

I grab the handle. He’s right. It won’t budge. I abandon that one for another a few feet away. As I yank on that handle, the guard catches up to Eban, his sword still raised high over his head. “Eban!” I scream, pointing at the guard.

Eban ducks and spins out of the way just as the sword comes down where his head had been right before. The metal meets the wall instead, then the guard turns and aims the blade at Eban again.

I look around frantically. There has to be another weapon somewhere for me to use. Then I see one. Eban sees it at the same time. But he’s closer. He sprints over to the body of a dead guard and pulls the sword from its scabbard. Then he turns to find the other guard coming straight for him.

This time he’s ready. The swords clang against each other. I look around for another sword within reach. I see one, on another fallen guard, but it’s at least ten feet away from me, and I don’t think I can reach it in time. Eban and the guard are spinning in circles, their weapons evenly matched, as the fire grows, consuming more and more of the arena, and gaining speed. At this point escaping the fire and finding an exit is far more important than grabbing that sword.

“Eban!” He doesn’t look. He might not hear me. And I can’t reach the other sword.

I try another door, but it’s locked, the same as the others. They’ll all be locked, of course, because then the servants won’t be able to escape the slaughter. That would’ve ruined the show.

The only exits I can see are from the stands, which are filled with screaming, fearful guests, who now understand none of this was meant to happen. We’re surrounded by a growing wall of flames, and the air is burning hot and hard to breathe. The flames I’d unleashed may have saved the Ophir from the Octoblade, but they will also be the thing that kills me. And Eban. My heart feels sick. Tadhana was right. I wasn’t careful, and now I’m not going to live, nor am I going to make it to the vault.

But then again, if I’m able to unleash something like that, why should a flimsy door stop me? I’m not accustomed to my abilities yet, so I’m unsure if I’ll only add fuel to the literal fire, but I have to try.

The guard gets a swipe at Eban, slicing through his jacket. Eban swings back and gashes the guard’s arm.

I focus all my energy on blasting open the door. The lightning energy flows through me, as it did last time, a rush in my veins, except now, I make a more conscious effort to regulate it. I can’t allow unmitigated magic to move freely through me and wreak havoc. I need concentrated, controlled power.

Still, it threatens to overwhelm me. I feel it verging on mayhem again, imagine it bursting forth into the arena, knocking out everyone in its path, including Eban, and then still leaving me locked in against the flames. No. I halt the image. That’s part of the problem. My fears are driving the intention. I’m inadvertently causing the destruction on my own. Eyes closed, I strain against it, visualizing all those bolts of energy as one narrow stream that, instead of taking every bit of me, flows only through my left hand, and only aims exactly where I want it to.

I wrap my hand around the handle. My entire arm shakes. Concentration. Control.

Focus.

Concentration. Control.

Focus.

Aim for the door. Only for the door.

My hand burns so hot it starts to feel numb. Light erupts from it and the door bursts open. I leap back, expecting something more in the aftermath, some explosion or flame, but there’s nothing, other than the broken door and cracked doorframe. I look down at my hand. It’s unharmed.

It worked. I controlled the power.

But this isn’t the time to revel in it.

Behind me, Eban slices through the guard’s leg and knocks him to the ground. Blood spreads onto his uniform.

“Eban!” I wave him toward me.

He sees me standing next to the opened door and runs for it. The guard tries to get up, but is unable. His wounded leg collapses beneath him when he attempts to stand. But now the fire is everywhere. Eban reaches me as the fire claims the guard. I watch his clothes combust and he thrashes around, trying to put it out. I look away. I don’t want the memory of that horror, even if he was about to slaughter us for sport.

We dart through the doorway together, heat and crackling flames following closely behind. Eban kicks the door closed behind us. Though it won’t shut all the way, it’s a temporary stopgap from the fire at least. I still feel the heat on the other side.

“Come on!” Eban grabs my hand and the two of us take off through a dark passageway, away from the smell of smoke and encroaching fire.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
EBAN



The passage is lit only by a sliver of light from the burning pandemonium behind us. Once we turn the corner, that light is cut off, and it’s pitch black. But the air is cooler. I can tell we’re moving to the perimeter of the building. Surviving is one thing, but we’re here for something more important. Of course, I’d rather we pulled off this heist without hundreds of Blackcoats hunting for us, swarming the estate and searching high and low for the interlopers who’d spoiled their gruesome party. But maybe that will work to our advantage, since thanks to Gin there are literally too many fires to put out at once. And for now we’re hidden and safe.

I run my hand along the walls, trying to get a sense of direction. This passage continues on and on, winding around underneath the palace. I worry we’ll eventually end up circling back to where we began. I pay careful attention to the temperature. If it seems like we’re getting back to the fire, we’ll have to turn around. But I’m hoping my instincts are right, that this tunnel we’ve found leads ever downward. We’ve got to find the relics and retrieve them.

But another thought nags at me. Where was Darius during the so-called tournament? Did he know he was sending us to the arena? Why would he want to get rid of us? I’ve never trusted the man, but I don’t understand what he’s trying to do. He’s the leader of the Lashing, the last free Ophir colony. A colony, I realize, that’s often under attack, often raided by the very people he’s supposed to protect them from. Plus, he often does business in Lacon—to make sure he knows what the enemy is doing, he says—so he can move one step ahead. But what if …

“Eban, I think I found a door,” Gin says. “But it doesn’t open. Here,” she says, and guides my hand to what feels like the outline of a door. She’s right, there’s no handle or doorknob.

I feel around the door’s perimeter and remember something similar. “I think I know how to open it,” I say. “There’s a merchant repository in Lacon with doors like this. It’s built to trap thieves from being able to escape, but the owners installed a secret latch for themselves that allows them to exit if needed.” I run my fingers down the sides of the doorframe. “There it is.” There’s a small indent on each side, at shoulder height, with a tiny latch inside. I release both latches at the same time, and push.

There’s a screeching sound. Metal bending and scraping. I did it. The door opens. Light streams in. Though it’s dim and yellow, after we’ve been drenched in darkness for so long, it seems as bright as the sun.

Gin slips through the door. I follow closely behind.

We’re in some kind of storage room, where wooden crates are stacked haphazardly near large spools of rope and various pipes and piles of wood. Small, narrow windows near the ceiling provide some light.

Our footsteps are loud in the quiet room. We try to tread lightly, in case someone hears us, but there’s no indication that anyone else is around.

A banging noise. We both freeze. Then nothing. “Just a pipe in the walls,” I whisper.

Without responding, Gin continues creeping through the room, headed for the door on the opposite side. Like the last one, it’s closed, but there’s a handle, and a sliver of light visible from the crack between the bottom of the door and the ground.

When we reach it, we place our ears to the door and listen. “I don’t hear anything, do you?” I ask Gin.

She closes her eyes and leans closer against the door, straining for sound on the other side. Then she opens her eyes and straightens up. “No one’s there,” she says.

We try the handle. It opens easily.

We’re in another hallway. This estate is a maze unlike any other. At least this hall is lit by a succession of oil lamps all along the walls. But we have to choose a fork in the tunnel: Should we go to the left, or the right?

Gin’s eyes close and I can tell she’s talking to her spirit. “This way.” She heads right, walking quickly.

The hall curves around. When we turn the corner, there’s a large open room at the end of the hall. We both come to a skidding halt and step backward, returning around the corner.

“Now what?”

Gin shrugs. She peeks back around the curve to the open space. “Tadhana says we have to go through there.”

“Risky,” I say. “We’d be out in the open for anyone to see.”

“We’ve got to take the chance. It’s the only way to the vault.”

I don’t argue. We practically tiptoe back toward the end of the hallway. In the distance, we hear some kind of thud, as if something large and heavy hit the floor. “What was that?” Gin whispers.

I don’t respond. We stand still, and listen for more, but nothing happens after that, so we continue on. At the opening to the room, we peer out over the shrouded shapes littering the space. “More automatons?”

Gin nods. “Looks like it.”

Some of the objects tower over us; others are short and square. All are covered in cloth. We creep around, using the ghostly figures as shields to hide behind in case someone walks into the room.

Just when I think we’ll make it to the exit without incident, there’s another thud, and then footsteps. Neither of us speak. The steps are headed in our direction. Without another word, we duck beneath one of the draped covers. As it settles around us, heavy footsteps enter the room. I wish the fabric would stop fluttering, giving our location away. The heavy steps march closer to us. I hold my breath.

The steps stop. I’m not sure how much longer I can hold my breath. I’ll have to let it out slowly. Don’t move. Don’t move.

Footsteps begin again. Closer. Straight for us.

I prepare to fight. I can take out the guard without a weapon. It’s quieter that way anyway.

The footsteps are right in front of where we’re hiding. We huddle closer to the giant hunk of metal gears, a half-finished creature of some kind—it’s hard to tell, but it does have some kind of skeletal torso and arms, made up of steel and bolts—and both of us hold our breath. Footsteps circling us now. I could reach out and grab the guard if I wanted. But I don’t have to; the guard passes us by.

We wait until the steps recede.

“I think he went down the passageway,” I whisper.

“He did,” she affirms. We don’t need to say the rest—if we’d waited another minute or two, we would’ve been stuck in the passage without any cover to face the guard. Not that the two of us couldn’t handle one Blackcoat. We just can’t afford to draw that kind of attention.

“We need to get out of here before he comes back.”

Gin nods. “And we need to find a way downstairs.”

We leave the room full of half-finished automatons and sneak through another hall of locked doors, and finally find ourselves in the laundry. The air is thick with the smell of lye, and there’s gray film over everything. Huge tubs of sudsy water, large enough for multiple people to swim in, lie stagnant, abandoned when the fire broke out. Drying lines covered with linens hang from the ceiling.

We tiptoe around, ducking behind the wooden tubs. Though the room is empty, anyone could be concealed by the linens, lying in wait.

There are two ways out of the room—a large, swinging double door, and a smaller door on the east side of the room. “Which one?” I ask Gin.

She considers them both. “Tadhana isn’t sure. But I think that one must lead to the service rooms,” she says, pointing to the double door. “And from there, private quarters. The opposite of what we want.” Then she motions to the other. “So let’s try that one first.”

It has a dead bolt, but the knob turns. “They left so quickly, they didn’t have time to lock it,” Gin says as she opens the door.

But our anticipation turns to disappointment. It’s a walk-in supply closet, covered floor to ceiling with shelves. “Guess we’re taking the other way,” I say.

“Not so fast.” Gin steps into the closet and peers around.

“What is it?”

“I’m not sure.” Gin seems to think something is there. I try, but I don’t see or feel anything other than stringent cleansers and a vaguely damp, mildewy scent. Gin looks through items on the shelf, moving them out of the way, checking behind them. She shoves a stack of mops out of the corner and begins feeling the wall, running her hands down the wood slats. Finding nothing there, she moves on to the next shelf, and then the next, getting more frantic with each. She pushes supplies away. A small metal bucket falls and clatters on the ground.

“Careful!”

She doesn’t seem to hear me. Her hands reach behind the shelves, pushing. She stops and holds both her hands to the spot. “I knew it!”

Then she begins tugging on the shelves themselves. I help her.

The shelves begin to pull away from the wall. Then the entire wall comes away with them, and I realize there’s actually a secret door, or a false wall, hidden in the back of the supply closet.

One more big heave backward and the entire thing opens up to reveal a dark hole in the wall. We peer in. There’s a stone staircase heading down into the pitch black.

“Good instincts,” I tell her.

“There was a doorway like this at House Eternal,” she says. “Sometimes I put on a servant’s uniform so I could walk around.”

I know it isn’t her intention, but the words sting. I’m jealous of the time she spent there with her Laconian lord. I push aside the negative feelings to focus on the task at hand. “I’ll go first,” I offer.

She almost protests, but ultimately allows me to step past her.

Voices. Coming from somewhere in the laundry. “I want a thorough check,” a man says. Blackcoats. “The two who took down the Octoblade. They’re still missing.”

“Yes, sir,” another replies.

Gin reaches out and shuts the closet door as quietly as possible, leaving us in darkness once again. I take a single step, heart racing, between the guards behind us and the unknown in front of us. There’s no time for hesitation. The guards can open that door at any moment. I gather as much bravery as possible and step down again to give Gin space. Together, we pull the shelf back in front of us. There’s a clatter as items fall.

“What was that?” we hear one of the guards say. Then the two of them are silent.

We rush down a few more steps, then crouch in the darkness. We wait and wait, but don’t hear the guards.

As we start to move, the closet door flies open and a guard shouts: “In the name of Lacon! Show yourselves!”

He shuffles around in the closet. But he sees nothing, we’re hidden behind the false wall. “Nothing here,” he calls to the other.

That one replies: “Mouse. As I said.”

The guard leaves and closes the door behind him.

“Let’s go,” I whisper. As we stand to go, Gin trips over the step. I grip her waist to steady her. For a second, we freeze that way, and I resist the urge to wrap my arms all the way around her. The air between us is charged. I can hardly make out the shape of her, even as she stands mere inches away. For a moment, I wonder if I should kiss her, right there on the stairs.

But then the spell is broken. “Thank you,” Gin says, clearing her throat. She hurries down the steps again, and my hands fall back to my sides.

The staircase doesn’t go straight down, it curves around, nearly a spiral, and quite narrow. Water drips somewhere, plinking in the distance. There’s a strong scent of dirt and water. I brush cobwebs away. I have a feeling no one has used this passage for a long time.

At the bottom, we duck beneath a low opening, framed in splintered old wood. There, we’re faced with yet another door. Gin and I exchange a look, I nod, and without any further hesitation or warning, she yanks the door open.

Nothing happens. There are no guards. We’re greeted with yet another dim passageway, stretching out in both directions. There’s some light, at least, from the yellow glow of oil lanterns hanging here and there. So even if there isn’t anyone present at the moment, the passage is definitely in use. We creep into it. “Which way?” I ask.

Gin turns back and forth between the two, then she says, “Right.”

I turn to shut the door behind us and see that, like others in the palace, it’s disguised. There’s thin stone applied to make it look like the rest of the wall. I use a crack to pull it shut, should a guard happen by and notice it open.

We walk as fast as we can without making too much noise. The ceiling is so low, I can reach up and touch it. There are occasional indents along the wall, and I wonder if those are also secret entrances.

Something clangs shut, stopping us in our tracks. Boots on stone. Frantically, we search around for somewhere to hide, settling on one of those indentations in the stone wall. We flatten against the wall as the steps come closer and closer, walking at a steady clip. At that rate, while we’re focused on our destination and nothing else, it’s possible someone could walk by and fail to see us lurking in the shadows. But should the guard decide to look in our direction, it’s all over.

The guard is mere feet away. I brace myself.

The steps stop.

We hear him fussing with the lantern. Refilling the oil. That means he’ll stop directly next to where we are. I wait with bated breath. Come on.

Footsteps again. Gin reaches out to squeeze my hand. The gesture makes my heart soar, and gives me the extra jolt I need to do what I do next.

The guard stops right next to us. He puts his oil canister on the ground and whistles as he removes the lantern on the wall. When he reaches down to pick up the canister, I leap out from our hiding place. The guard doesn’t even have time to cry out. I grab the canister off the ground and slam it into the side of the guard’s head. He falls to the ground immediately.

I grab the unconscious guard under his arms and Gin picks up his feet. We drag him to the spot where we’d been hiding and situate him so he sits up against the wall, hidden from view. “By the time he wakes up, we’ll be long gone,” I say.

We continue on in silence through the depths of the palace.

Soon enough I hear movement again. Our eyes meet. This isn’t just one guard. Multiple footsteps, pacing. Something scraping against the floor. Low mumbling. Tapping. All right around the next corner.

“Sounds like we made it to the vault all right,” Gin whispers. “That sounds like a group of guards.”

“How many do you suppose there are?”

Gin shrugs, then holds up her hand.

“Five?” I mouth.

She nods.

That isn’t bad. We could take on five, if we do it right. We backtrack a bit so we can make a plan. “Maybe we can lure them out one at a time,” I suggest.

Gin agrees.

How should I do it? I remember how the guard was whistling right before I knocked him out. Maybe if I whistle, one of the others will come out looking for him. And even better, he wouldn’t be prepared for a fight.

I put my hands up to my mouth to project the sound, then let out a quick, shrill whistle.

Some of the noise in the room goes quiet. It’s working. I do it again. Then we wait, braced for battle.

Nothing happens.

“Try again,” Gin whispers.

Once more, I whistle. Now there are no sounds coming from the room at all. And yet, no guards appear, either. My eyebrows furrow. What’s going on?

Gin makes a high, screeching whistle, like she’s trying to call someone over.

That doesn’t work, either.

“Maybe we should go in,” Gin suggests.

I don’t like that. “It could be a trap.”

“We can’t stand here whistling all day, either.”

She’s right. We have enemies behind us; enemies in front of us. But victory lies only in one direction. The only way is forward. “Let’s go, then.”

We sneak up to the bend and peek around, but we can’t see anything. Some of the noise from before returns, the scraping and mumbling. I’m not sure what I’m hearing now. I have no idea what to expect.

As we come around the corner, there’s a shout. We both startle, ready to fight, and search for our attacker. But it’s not a group of Blackcoats or estate guards. It takes a while to understand what we’re looking at. Then it sinks in. I put my fists down.

It’s a series of cages. Jail cells, crammed full of Ophir prisoners. Faces peer out at us. Men and women and even a few children in shackles.

One of them cries out when they spot us.

It’s Silva. The barmaid from the pub who told us about the secret passageway. Gin and I rush over to her.

“They found out I was skimming from the top,” she says, when she sees us. “Hauled me off here with all the others. Aren’t you two a sight for sore eyes.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m alive. Over there.” She points to a hook on the far wall. A large brass key on a heavy ring hangs from it. “Get us out of here.”

I grab the key and unlock the cell door, then go to work freeing her from the chains that bind her ankle to the floor.

“Did you come up from the tunnel from the beach?” she asks.

I shake my head. “Long story. No. But we’re still trying to find the vault. That’s how we ended up here.”

“Well, you’re close.” She points beyond the cells. “You’re nearly there. Go through that door and you’ll find it.”

Gin tugs on my arm and motions to the other cells filled with Ophir prisoners.

“There’s no time,” I whisper. “We can’t unchain them all and get the relics before the Blackcoats catch us.”

Silva overhears. “You must. Or else they’ll be used in the tournament. Look, just help free a few of them and then we’ll help each other.”

“Gin set the arena on fire,” I say. “There is no more tournament.”

Silva shakes her head. “Doesn’t matter. Once the fire’s put out, it will be business as usual. Nothing will come between them and their bloodlust. They have guests to entertain. They throw the biggest party in Lacon every year. There are expectations. A reputation to maintain. And whenever there’s a rebellion, they make the spectacle twice as big to prove a point. It will be up and running in no time. Once they assure the audience that all is well, it will be back to the usual. Or even worse.”

Right. Of course I can’t leave all these people to face the same fate I almost did. I try the key on another cell. It doesn’t fit. Same for the next, and the next. “This is the wrong key. Where are the others?”

Silva wrings her hands. “I don’t know.”

The Ophir prisoners are a sorry bunch. They don’t even look back at me. They have no hope left; their eyes are blank, empty. If I abandon them, they’ll die. The vision of Uncle, betrayed and bleeding out, flashes through my mind, the way it has over and over again ever since the trials, nonstop, alongside the promise I made, to never do that again. And never again is right now, or else my promise means nothing.

“Come on, we did what we could. We need the relics,” Gin insists. “Without those, all the Ophir are doomed. If we save them and fail to secure the relics, it’s all for naught.”

She isn’t wrong. But I can’t abandon them. I think of Uncle. I can’t do that again.

“You go,” I tell her. “You head to the vault.”

“Alone?”

“Yes,” I say. “I’ll stay here with the prisoners in case guards return to take them. Until we can get them all out.”

“No. I’m not going without you,” she says, her voice raised, in either anger or panic. Likely both. “I can’t do it without you. You’re the thief, remember?”

“Of course you can,” I say patiently. “You don’t need me to pick a lock. Not when you can break one with your mind.”

“But—but—” Then I see the fear in her eyes. She thinks that if she goes to the vault and leaves me here, I’ll die trying to defend the prisoners.

“I’ll be all right,” I tell her. “I promise. Now go. Get the relics.”

“What about you?”

“I’m a thief, remember? If anyone can steal these people out of here, it’s me,” I say with a grin.

She grits her jaw as she looks from me to the prisoners and back again, clearly torn.

“Go to the vault and collect the relics. I’ll meet you and Darius at the eastern garden as planned. Hurry, it’s almost sundown.”

“Okay. You’ll be there?” Her eyes are hopeful, searching.

I want to reach out and hold her, but I resist. If we have a dramatic farewell, it feels permanent. Instead, I conjure my most charming smile and say, “Yeah. Of course I will. I’ll be there.”

Then, I can’t help it. The pull toward her is too strong, magnetic, inevitable. I step closer, and she comes willingly, falling into my arms like she was always meant to be there. I cradle her face in my hands, my thumbs brushing softly over her cheeks, memorizing the shape of her, the warmth of her skin beneath my fingers. How strange to think I didn’t know her just a few days ago. And yet, somehow, I feel like I’ve known her forever—that I’ve spent my whole life waiting for this exact moment, for her.

She tilts her face up to mine, her eyes wide and searching, and for a beat the world holds its breath. My heart pounds like a war drum in my chest, and then I lean in, closing the last inch between us. Our lips meet, and the kiss is electric—lightning cracks through me, flashing from her mouth to mine, igniting something deep in my core. It’s as if fireworks are exploding behind my eyes, and the whole world falls away, shrinking to this single, perfect moment. Her hands clutch at my shoulders and I pull her closer, deepening the kiss, because I don’t want to stop, not yet, not ever.

When she pulls away, lightning is glowing in her eyes, little streaks of gold. The most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

“You better be there. The eastern garden. Sundown.” Then, without another word, Gin runs off into the dark, alone.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
EBAN



“Quickly,” I order Silva once Gin disappears from sight. “We have very little time.”

We rush to remove the locks from the prison 	cells, using anything lying around. I find a nail and start picking locks. Silva locates an old pipe, discarded in a corner. She swings it at one of the rusty prison locks. The noise is deafening, and will without a doubt attract guards. After a few blows, that one breaks easily. The next is more difficult—it has to be smashed apart with multiple blows, but eventually she gets it.

As soon as they realize they’re being freed, the people stand, shaky knees atrophied from sitting too long. They’re grateful, but confused. “Where do we go?” one of them asks. The others nod and turn to me with desperate faces.

“We’ll lead you out,” I tell them. “As soon as it’s safe.” I hope I can keep that promise. There are so many cells, and it’s taking longer than I’d anticipated. The newer locks are more complicated than the ones I’ve picked before. Silva has some luck using brute force, but she’s only successfully broken a few.

The freed Ophir huddle together against a wall, anxiously waiting for the next move. I can imagine the guards coming our way. They’ll burst into the prison any minute. And then none of us will survive.

As the size of the crowd grows, Silva approaches me. She leans down and speaks softly. “I think we should start moving them out of here.”

“That’s a good idea. You know where to go?”

Without answering, Silva turns back to the scared prisoners. “Go, run,” Silva tells them. She points the way Gin ran. “Follow that hall to the end. There should be an exit to the storage rooms. Through there, you can get outside. There’s a door behind a false shelf.”

“Do as she says,” I urge. But the prisoners don’t move right away. Some of them look at each other. None want to be the first. Or else they don’t trust us.

“You’re free,” I repeat. After the initial hesitation, one young man breaks from the group and takes off down the passageway. Once he does, others follow, and then all of them begin to run.

I return to working on the last remaining cell locks. I wonder if Gin is all right. If she completes her mission, I’ll know. On the other hand, if something terrible becomes of her, I won’t. The faster I finish letting the prisoners out, the faster I can go find Gin.

I manage to get another lock loose, and the man I free hobbles off to find the others who went before.

Silva puts down the pipe, panting. “I can’t get this one.”

“You should go,” I tell her. “Help them find their way out and lead them out of here.” I curse at the lock. This one’s giving me a really hard time. It’s so deteriorated inside. There’s no telling how long the elderly woman cowering inside has been there.

Silva doesn’t argue and starts ushering the prisoners. “This way! This way! Follow me!” she calls.

I return to the lock. Other prisoners, eager to get out, have begun to gather at the cell doors, watching me as I work.

Some bang on the bars or shout out desperately, “Please, free us!” and “Let us out!”

“Gods willing,” I answer. “You’ll all be free shortly.”

“I haven’t seen my son in months,” cries out another.

There are murmurs of agreement. Another speaks up: “My mother thinks I went off to the ships, to join the pirates. She doesn’t know I’m here. She probably thinks I’m dead. I must see her again, before she’s gone.”

I can’t respond to them all. Not that I have to—I know they all simply want to be heard. They’ve been living in hell, without the slightest hope, certain they’ll die there—the only question being how and when. Many no doubt welcome the end and pray it will hasten to come. I remember what that feels like.

There’s a click in the ancient lock. Success. I pull the door open and offer my hand to the old woman. She stands and hobbles out of the cell. Before she goes, she squeezes my hand with hers, then pats it affectionately. “Thank you,” she whispers hoarsely.

“You’re welcome.” I clear my throat, try to hold back the emotion that’s threatening to overtake me. I don’t want to cry. “Go on, hurry, get out of here before they discover us.”

I watch her leave. If Gin and I actually manage to pull this off and retrieve the relics, the old woman and all the others we freed will have an opportunity to make a better life, or at least spend the remainder of their years in peace and comfort. I think of that marvelous, shining city. Our heritage, our hope for the future.

Once she’s out of sight, I begin on the next. Another difficult one. Might be something broken off inside the lock. There’s an elderly man in the corner of the cell, his knees drawn up to his bony chest, patiently waiting for his turn.

Almost done. “Soon,” I promise.

A door creaks open in the distance. For a second, I expect to see Gin returning, triumphant, the relics secured, our mission complete without further violence or loss of life.

Then I hear the footsteps above. Many of them. Soldiers. Heading for the stairs to the prison.

I work on the lock furiously. Panic spreads through the room. The few remaining prisoners shake the doors on their cells.

“Be patient,” I say, to no one and everyone. I need to move faster if I’m going to release everyone and find Gin before it’s too late. I need to warn her. Help her.

The lock clicks.

I rush to the next, working quickly to pop the lock open. The footsteps pound overhead.

I run from cell to cell. They’re coming. Any second they’ll be here. I rush the rest of the prisoners out, until all the cells are empty. I’m the only one left. I did it.

But before I can move, I hear a voice behind me.

“Well, would you look at the dirty Ophir thief, caught in action. How rare to get such a treat.”

I spin around to see a man standing in the entryway, flanked by two bodyguards.

“I don’t think we’ve met,” the man says. “You must be Eban. The great thief, the Shadow of the Sleeve, they say. Or as you’re called around here, the Weasel. A coward who can’t even pay his debts.”

The botched heist. So that’s why that failed. It was a setup, just like this one. I would never have hit a Laconian gaming hall otherwise. I should have known that job was a trap. And now here is the one holding it. I stare him down and realize I’ve seen him before. “And you must be Rollo. Or as Gin calls you, the liar.”

“Does she now?”

“She knows exactly who you are.”

Rollo laughs. “I don’t think so.”

A group of Blackcoats enter the room. Far too many for me to have the slightest hope of taking them all on.

“The relics aren’t down here, though I’m sure you already know that.” Rollo gestures around at the now empty prison cells. “Just looking for extra work, or…?” He chuckles again, then looks at me intently. “Anyway, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Eban. I know how badly you want the relics. How you think you’re going to pull off the biggest heist in Lacon history and bring the relics back to Ophir, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to disabuse you of that notion.”

I fight to keep the shock from registering on my face. How does Rollo possibly know about the plan? About the relics? Did he already capture Gin and torture the information out of her? Or is he bluffing? “Where is Gin?” I demand.

“Actually, I was hoping she’d be with you,” Rollo says, and strangely, I believe he’s telling the truth. Which means he hasn’t captured her—yet.

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll find her soon enough. Whatever you think you’re going to do, just let it go. Don’t waste your time. Or mine, for that matter.” He raises his hand and waves his fingers, like he’s summoning another glass of wine at dinner. On cue, the guards draw their swords and step toward me.

I pick up the only weapon I have—a pipe. Metal meets metal with a reverberating clang. For a few seconds I think I may actually hold them off, until Rollo, with a bored expression, orders the Blackcoats forward. “Finish this.”

I’m surrounded.

I spin out of the way of one sword, meeting another with the pipe. I still have a chance, if I make a break for it at the right moment. I might even get to Gin before they do. Newly invigorated by that spark of hope, I let out a guttural yell and charge at a Blackcoat, managing to knock him out of the way.

Right as I’m about to bound up the steps, a hand reaches out and grabs my leg, pulling me backward. I hit the floor hard, the wind knocked out of me.

Two soldiers grab me by the arms and lift me as I gasp for air, pain shooting through my bruised torso.

They yank my arms behind my back as I struggle to find my breath. While they tie my hands together, Rollo gets in my face. “You’re never going to see daylight again.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
GIN



I delve deeper into the underground passage, and soon I don’t hear the prisoners or Eban and Silva’s attempts to free them. The lamps that are lit are even fewer here, likely to deter anyone from stumbling onto the vault. I move slowly, back against the wall, listening for movement, for any sign of estate guards or Blackcoats. My nose twitches; I hold in the sneeze. Dust. Doubt creeps in. How can this way lead to the vault if it hasn’t been disturbed in so long? I wonder if that’s why most of the oil lamps are all cold and dark—if I’m actually going the wrong way once again.

No use in turning around until I know for sure, though. I scoot along the wall, willing my feet to step silently. I think of House Eternal and the nearly undetectable spy hole that peered into the ballroom. For all I know, there are similar spying spots here, only looking in at me.

My foot catches on something. There’s a loud, echoing clatter as I nearly trip over whatever it is. Something rolls around on the floor. I curse under my breath. If there are any guards around, my cover is blown. I reach down to see what I ran into.

It feels like a log, or a smooth piece of wood, at first. But quickly, I realize what it actually is. Bone. I ran into a pile of bones.

I stifle a scream and dash away, making more noise from running and scattering bones even farther into the passage.

But no one hears, no one follows me.

A few paces away, I slow down and let my racing heart settle. It beats in my ears, alongside the sound of my frantic breaths. I try not to think about what—or whose—bones those are. Some animal, most likely. A large one.

I continue creeping in the dark, each footstep placed gingerly on the ground, afraid to fall over another mound of mortal remains.

Something wispy smacks me in the face. I sputter and swat it away. Cobwebs. I wipe myself off all over to make sure there are no errant spiders.

I make it a few more paces before the toe of my boot hits something hard and I almost fall again. This time, thankfully, it’s some kind of stair.

I kick around it. Not very big. I step onto it and feel the wall. There’s a door. I try the handle. It gives way. The door opens. I shut it again quickly. Nothing happens. If there’s anyone on the other side, surely they’ve heard.

I take a deep breath and open it again, peering around the edge into the room.

It isn’t a storage closet, thankfully. If I never see another one of those, it will be too soon. It’s a small, square space, with stone walls, completely empty. There are lamps on the wall—and they’re lit, though burning low, casting shadows across the walls. Someone has been here recently.

I close the door behind me and step inside. The dim flames of the lamps flicker. I inch my way across the room. A sense of excitement and dread courses through me. On the opposite side of the room is another door. When I open it there is another series of steps.

I descend into the stale, cold air of another room, this one very small. An antechamber. It’s dark, only one light remaining, and smells like metal and dust.

Beyond it, there’s a curved entryway, leading into what I guess is the vault. I hurry down the steps and flatten myself to the side of the wall to make my way around the room. I try to peek around the entryway, just enough so as to not be seen.

Unlike the antechamber, this room is enormous, wide, with a high, vaulted ceiling. There are many oil lamps, all brightly lit, and the walls are painted stark white. It’s a severe contrast to the antechamber and the oppressive passageway leading there.

In the middle is a metal door with intricate inlaid swirls, shining with gold and diamonds in a serpentine pattern of scales not unlike that of a water dragon. Once more, an Ophir symbol in the heart of Lacon. But I shake the thought away. I need to focus on the task at hand. I’ve reached the vault.

Blast it open, Eban said. I don’t need to pick a lock. And I don’t need to use a key. I close my eyes, channeling the power within me. But just as I’m about to scorch the door, the most unexpected thing happens.

It opens.

And Darius strides out.

“Gin,” he says. “There you are!”

“Darius! How did you get in there?”

He dangles a golden key with a smile.

“Wait! You had a key to the vault all along? Then why did you—why did you send us to the arena?

“I told you, I needed a distraction.”

Then I realize: Darius, when he told us he needed a distraction—we were the distraction—he’d told us the plan backward. While he went to get the relics, we kept the Blackcoats occupied.

“You sent us to our deaths,” I say.

“I tried to tell you to come with me,” he says. “I never wanted you to come to any harm. And besides, you performed excellently,” Darius says. “As I knew you would. You really are extraordinary.”

“You have the relics, then?”

“I do,” he says, holding up an ornate metal treasure box that bears the same serpentine pattern as the vault door.

“Great. Let’s get out of here. It’s almost sundown. Eban will be waiting for us at the garden. We need to get to the Lashing before they figure out the relics are gone.”

Darius sighs. “The relics aren’t going to the Lashing.”

“What are you talking about?”

Then it hits me. I look at the clothes Darius is wearing. Yes, he’s dressed as a nobleman. But not just any nobleman. The deep navy-blue shirt, with the distinctive House Eternal silver buttons, embossed with swirls, and the dark pants, far too expensive for Darius.

Rollo was wearing them earlier this evening.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
GIN



Darius is wearing Rollo’s clothes. He’s even wearing Rollo’s signet ring. “Darius,” I demand, “what’s going on?” Even though, deep in my soul, I know. I know. I know why he always felt safe and familiar. But how is it possible?

As if in answer, his skin begins to … change. It turns pallid, like he’s about to be ill. There’s movement beneath his skin.

I step back, appalled. “What—” I can’t get another word out.

It’s as if something is alive in him, moving around. My stomach turns.

His face begins to morph, twisting in awful, unnatural ways, and his arms and legs contract, shrinking and stretching like dough. His fingers spread before curling back up and settling into something different than they were before. I don’t want to look at the horror, yet I can’t turn away. I’ve never seen anything like it.

Darius’s body jerks, lengthens. He’s taller, thinner. His arms and legs snap into place. The figure starts becoming familiar. His hair turns lighter, his eyes, too. Finally, his face settles.

Darius has transformed into … Rollo.

My mind spins. Rollo is Darius. Darius is Rollo.

There is an Ophir above the waves who is bonded to the trickster god.… they do not heed the call of the Drowned City.

But Rollo is Laconian. How can he command the relic?

Rollo shakes his arms and legs around like his limbs fell asleep and he has to wake them up. “Ah,” he sighs. “Much better.” He smiles at my horrified expression.

I’m stunned. How stupid I’ve been, to trust not only Darius, but Rollo as well. Eban’s animosity toward him was deserved all along. Darius is a fraud.

He paces a few steps, back and forth, as if he’s contemplating a confounding problem. “The relics cannot go anywhere other than to House Eternal. I cannot allow it. House Dominant hid this secret from the council for too long. And now they will pay.” He shakes his head, like an adult disappointed with an errant child. “House Eternal will channel the power of the gods. My Ophir will bond with each relic as needed and serve my house for the good of all the people of Lacon and Ophir.”

“For the good of the people? Have you forgotten that your mother tried to kill me, Rollo?”

“Let’s clear something up. Lady Ariadne is not my mother.” He pulls up the sleeve of his shirt and displays his forearm. He bears the double diamond mark of Ophir royalty.

I stare at it, speechless.

“My ancestor was the last court wizard of Ophir,” Rollo explains. “I have the blood of a magician. When I was an orphaned child, the Matriarch of Lacon—Lady Ariadne—found me on the streets. She recognized the mark, understood its promise. After five hundred years, Lacon finally understood the secret of the relics, that only an Ophir could wield them if they were ever found.

“And she did find one. A strange bottle with a glowing light sold in the market, that no one could touch directly. She wrapped it in cloth and took it home, and waited. You could almost say the relic found me, as it was in her possession when she came upon me in the street. So she brought me home and raised me as her own child when hers succumbed to the fever. It benefited both of us. I lived a better life than I otherwise would have, and she gained the possibility of access to Ophir magic. Something no other house had.” As he says this, the mark slowly disappears until there’s no indication it was ever there. “Her gamble paid off. I was able to bond with the spirit and attain its power. In return for helping Lady Ariadne, I enjoy the privileges of House Eternal, the abundant coin and influence, and all I have to do in return is keep the Matriarch’s secret, that she took in an Ophir, one who wears her dead son’s face. The status and access to wealth allows me to tend to the Lashing and help our people. Don’t you understand that? I’m doing this all for the good of the people. It benefits us all.”

“Eban always suspected that the raids—why the Lashing is always found—they’re because of you. You tell them where it is,” I say. “Of course you do. You supply them with the servants they need. You’re disgusting. You’re not Ophir. You disgrace the mark you carry.”

“As far as I know, I’m the only one keeping our people alive,” he snarls. “Do you know how often I’ve had to argue not to tear down the Sleeve and eradicate everyone in it? Lacon is done with us; they wish they had finished the job five hundred years ago.”

“You’re nothing but the worst kind of coward. A collaborator. A traitor.”

“Didn’t I save your life?” he asks, looking pained. “Have I not proved my devotion? As you said, I set you free at great personal risk. And when you were in the Lashing, I tried to protect you. I even sent a Blackcoat to fetch you during the attack.”

He sighs. “I’ve done nothing but try to keep you safe. And now I’m offering you a place at my side.” He kneels before me. “Imagine it. Do you remember the wonderful nights we spent at House Eternal? The comforts? The riches? I know you enjoyed it. I know you didn’t want to leave. I know you dream of a soft, easy life. You’re tired of running, you’re tired of killing. Oh yes, I know exactly who you are, Gineth Strong. And now you can return to our great golden palace and have everything you lost, and more. Much more. Think of it. With the power of the relics, we can usurp Lady Ariadne and take the entire city for ourselves. You’ll have more wealth than you could ever dream of. More than I ever dreamed of, in fact. Think of the charity we could offer the people of the Lashing.”

“Charity,” I say flatly.

“Yes!” he exclaims. He thinks I’m pleased by his little speech. “Isn’t that what you want? To help our people?”

I scoff and shake my head, eyes closed. “Yeah, Rollo. I do want to help our people. But you’re wrong. I don’t want to do it the way that you do. For your own satisfaction. Or amusement, rather. Whatever you want to call it. The way you puff yourself up and show off. You’re actually nothing but a hypocrite. You only pretend to help people, from your comfortable estate. You hand out scraps to make yourself look good, but you don’t actually want anything to change, because you benefit from it. From the wealth and from the appearance of charity.”

He winces. “It hurts that you would believe such a thing,” he says. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever brought home, Gin. The only one I’ve ever loved.” He holds his hand out to me. “I’ve been waiting for this moment. I know you feel the same way. Join me.”

I back away from him. “No. Never.”

Rollo’s face falls. “I hoped it wouldn’t come to this,” he says sadly. In a way, I don’t blame him. Rollo only knows the old Gin. It makes sense that he’d think I’d go along with this scheme. The old Gin would have taken that offer in a heartbeat, without question. Yes, I have to admit to myself, even after he lied and pretended to be someone else, the old Gin would still have gone with him rather than go back to the streets. I was so desperate back then, none of that would’ve mattered.

Rollo offers me everything I lacked growing up. Everything I once desired. Security. Wealth, comfort, power.

He waits for my answer, like he expects—or hopes—I’ll still change my mind.

But I’m not the same girl Lady Ariadne found in his bed just a week ago. That girl didn’t know anything about Ophir, nothing about our history. That girl believed she was nothing but a gutter rat, content to live on scraps. But after what I’ve seen today, I can never be that girl again. I could never live in his shallow palace of gold. That kind of comfort is never satisfying. There’s always an emptiness to it. An undercurrent of guilt. One that the nobles try to erase by piling on more and more of the same. More food. More wine. More opulence. Like this very palace, full of bizarre toys, far more than necessary to be interesting, past extravagant, bordering on terrifying.

All those automatons that could finance food and shelter for the thousands of poverty-stricken Ophir children begging in the streets. Really, actually feed them, not just throw them a candy, like Rollo does whenever he needs to tell himself he’s a good person.

It was wrong of me to accept his handouts then, and it’s even more wrong now, after what I’ve seen and learned. Rollo doesn’t understand that, which means he doesn’t understand me. I’m still just a pet to him. A project. No—a toy, like the automatons in House Dominant. Like those toys, I’d be relegated to the discard pile of a dusty storage room once I cease to amuse him anymore, or work exactly the way he wants me to. It only confirms my feelings that much more. Rollo isn’t the man I thought he was. He never was.

“I wish you would change your mind, Gin,” he says. “I thought I knew you.”

I clench my jaw and my eyes narrow. “No, Rollo, you don’t know me at all.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
GIN



“Tadhana! Assist me in summoning the power of the goddess.”

It’s about time! Thought you’d never ask. You were just letting him drone on and on …

With that, Tadhana’s voice fades away and my skin begins to glow, starting from the center of my body and spreading out until it reaches my fingertips, like warm water flowing through me. My eyesight sharpens. I see more clearly; colors are more saturated. I detect the slightest movement around me, like a predator in the wild. My eyes must be glowing now, too. If only I could see what the others do.

Rollo staggers backward, nearly falling over his own feet. He looks at me with awe and fear. I smile wide as the energy continues to flow through me.

Then he smiles. “Yarima, are you in there?” he says, but it’s not his voice, it’s another voice.

Oh no, Tadhana says.

-Oh no?

Yarima was always in love with Dokpilan, the trickster god. I can feel her feelings through our bond.

“You’re not going to hurt me,” Rollo says. “You’d never hurt me. Yarima, you love me. You’ve always loved me,” he croons. “You can have me now. I’m all yours.”

-Yarima! No! I scream. Tadhana, help me resist!

I try to push Rollo, but he fires back, and the wind is knocked out of me, and my entire body throbs with pain. My vision wavers. Everything looks hazy, and the room spins. It can’t end like this. I won’t allow it. I haven’t come this far only to lose. I try to shake off the pain and struggle to get to my feet. No matter what happens, no matter the outcome, I’m not going down like this. I’m going to fight to the bitter end.

I close my eyes as I stand, my legs threatening to give way beneath me. I must shut out the pain. The dizziness. Shut out the world around me, if I can, if only for a moment. Because if I can tap into the power, I will win. The Ophir will win. I feel it there, dormant, waiting to come alive, like when I went through the trials. I had to cut through the pain then, too. I can do it again. I simply need to focus, and draw on the strength deep within me. I know it’s there.

“Yarima,” Rollo croons. “Come to me. Come with me.”

-Don’t listen to him, I beg. Don’t give in.

“Gin, you don’t have to do this,” Rollo says. “This isn’t you.”

I spit in his face, enraged.

He snaps his fingers and I’m frozen, I can’t move.

“Stupid girl. I offered you the world and instead you cling to a fairy tale. The Ophir fell and the Kingdom of Waves will never rise again. The only way is to work with Lacon. Our future is Lacon, don’t you understand?”

I’m crumpling to the floor, defeated.

Tadhana appears before me now, in her full living form, as she was in the trials. “Remember what you learned,” she implores. “Remember who you are.”

The memories come to me again, of the day Ophir fell into the enemy’s hands. The atrocities committed against them. The elders systematically slaughtered, all their knowledge and wisdom gone with them, and with the manuscripts that were burned in massive bonfires in the town square. Women clutched children by the hand, another on their hip, running away from danger, despite there being nowhere safe to go. Others fought bravely, for as long as they could. My ancestors, who perished in the battle. Warriors, all.

And me as well. I’m a warrior, too, and I’m not going to let them get the best of me. I must do this for all of them—the ones in the past, and the ones who stand before me now.

But maybe there’s another way to fight.

I hold up my head and smile at him. “You missed me, did you?”

“I did,” he says. “Why? Have you come to your senses?”

I laugh coyly. Like the girl he remembers. The soft girl, so eager for pleasure and comfort, so willing to live in secret, in fear.

“Gin,” he says, and he pulls me in.

I dreamed of this once, I wanted this once, so badly that it was all I dreamed of. I wanted to be loved by a rich Laconian lord, told I was worthy, that I wasn’t like the others. I was ashamed of who I was, of who I came from, of my people and my blood. But I know better now. I am proud of who I am, of where I come from.

“See, I knew you would come to your senses,” he says. “You care for me.”

“Oh, Rollo,” I whisper, and then I pull a hidden blade and strike it deep into his side. “I did once, but now I wish I never did.”

He staggers back, clutching his stomach, blood spurting from the wound.

Then I pick up the box of relics and run.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
GIN



I run as fast as I can up from the vaults, through the passageway. All around me prisoners are running. And when I make it out of the tunnels and into the main house, it’s utter chaos. Everyone is running, guests, nobles, servants. I see a familiar face amid the fray.

“Where’s Eban?” I ask Silva.

She shakes her head. “He stayed behind to make sure everyone got out, but I haven’t seen him since. I thought he found you.”

House Dominant is burning. The fire that started in the arena has consumed almost the entire estate, and everyone is running for their lives. Most are running out toward the main roads, but I head back toward the fire, down toward the garden that leads to the shore.

I can only hope that he’ll meet me outside.

He promised.

He would free the prisoners and I would get the relics and we would meet as planned at the eastern garden by sundown. But when I get there, there’s no sign of Eban.

A boat arrives at the hidden dock. Perlah at the helm. “Do you have the relics?” she asks.

I nod.

She looks around. “Where’s Darius? Eban?”

I shake my head. “Darius is dead” is all I tell her. And Eban … Eban promised he would meet me here. He promised he would live, that he would survive. But he’s not here. He freed the Ophir but he is not one of them. I have to face it.

Eban is gone.
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EPILOGUE
EBAN
HOUSE ETERNAL



Many months later, ten stories belowground, down endless grimy stone steps, where rats and spiders and snakes slither freely in the dank darkness, a prisoner kneels. His knees are scraped and bloody from the sharp gravel ground. His wrists and ankles are bound in rusty chains, tethered to the brick wall. It’s a crowded prison, loud and boisterous all hours of the day and night, full of so-called thieves and murderers and other enemies of the estates—rebels, dissenters, and insurgents. Here they await their sham trials, or pray fervently before their inevitable executions are carried out. Lacon does not forgive and it will not forget what happened during the last Liberation Day, and so even more Ophir are made to pay the consequences. The cavernous dungeon echoes with their cries, trapped there beneath the surface, never to reach the world above.

But this prisoner is silent. Though his jailers have tried to break him, he will not yield. He lives in eternal darkness, daylight but a memory.

“Still alive, are you?” sneers his warden, Rollo of House Eternal. Although truth be told, Rollo’s breath hitches when he speaks, and blood seeps from his bandages on his torso, from a wound that stubbornly won’t heal.

The prisoner sees all of this and says nothing.

For he has one last secret weapon that his captor knows nothing about.

And he has been saving it for the right moment. For he has one chance, and if he fails, it’s over. He cannot fail. He must get back to his people. To Gin.

With what little strength remains, Eban lifts his head and calls out: “I am ready for my trial.”
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