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CHAPTER ONE


Marin was alone on her sailboat, and the sea was singing. She listened to the waves beat their rhythm on Silver’s hull, while the wind sang its melody as it filled the silver sails. Adjusting the trim, she tried to let the waves and the wind wash away the knot of hurt and humiliation and fury that had been inside her for weeks now. She inhaled deeply and then let out a wild scream with every bit of air in her lungs.

No one told her to be quiet.

No one told her to return to shore.

Overhead, a seabird soared eastward, so high up that it was a white dot against the bright blue, and she wondered if it flew alone by choice or chance. Or a mix of both. Like me.

She’d come so close to losing all of this.

Marin breathed in and tasted the salty air, her favorite taste, and tried to focus on that taste on her tongue instead of feeling as if she were choking on regret. She was here on Silver now, and he couldn’t do anything about it. He’d failed. She hated thinking about how narrow an escape it had been. An overheard conversation. A few numbers that didn’t match up in the family account book. If I hadn’t caught him … But she had, and it was over. Instead of an engagement, she had this beautiful new boat, a debt that would take her years to repay, and the entire wide, wild sea before her.

So long as she didn’t return home, there would be zero risk she’d be ensnared again and zero reason for him to target her parents. Iovar had wanted her—or not her but some subdued, shrunken version who wore her face but was content to be a landbound wife whose only desire was to support her husband’s dreams. He never loved me. If he had, he never would have tried to take the sea from her.

Marin had wanted to be a sailor for as long as she could remember. She’d worked with her parents on their boats ever since she was little—they were supply runners who made deliveries, both regularly scheduled and one-off requests, between the many islands of the Crescent Islands Empire. She’d always planned to take over her parents’ business when they retired. But Iovar … He hadn’t wanted his future wife to have a life on the sea.

He’d begun with little requests. Reasonable requests. It made him worry, he’d said, when she sailed in rough seas. It made him worry, he’d said, when she sailed at night. It made him sad and lonely when he didn’t see her when he came home from work. Or at dawn. Or lunch. But could she be a little quieter? Did she have to laugh so loud? And maybe she shouldn’t tell such outrageous stories—everyone knew there was no such thing as a tiger-shark sea witch. Or a kelp forest with kelp animals. He just didn’t want her to embarrass herself. He loved her so much … And so, she’d made herself smaller. For him. Because she thought she loved him too, and it was only a little compromise here and there, a temporary sacrifice, just until he was less anxious … But then, through sheer chance, she uncovered what he was doing behind her back: he didn’t want a wife who took to the sea, and so he’d tried to secretly ruin her family’s business.

He’d very nearly succeeded.

But he didn’t. And that was what mattered. She had her own boat now, outfitted for supply running, thanks to her parents. She’d visited job boards in Dew and a few other islands and had plans to secure regular customers. For now, she was primarily trading delivery work for supplies: bread, fruit, soap, other necessities. But soon, if she could figure out how to cheaply secure a regular food source, she hoped to begin hoarding enough to chip away at her parents’ debt. They’d poured everything that Iovar hadn’t swindled them out of, plus far more they didn’t have, into gifting her Silver, and Marin was determined to ensure they didn’t lose any more.

Tightening the mainsheet, Marin prepared to tack. She had two more deliveries to make on this supply run. She should take the safer route and circle around the islands of Iro and Nane. It would add half a day’s journey to take the outer loop, but neither delivery was a rush—she’d get paid in full whenever she arrived—so she didn’t need to take risks. Going between the islands … it was unnecessary, reckless, and beautiful.

Iovar would have told her to take the outer loop.

He never would have let her leave the harbor in the first place.

I didn’t take to the seas to skip out on beautiful.

Knowing it was a terrible decision, knowing that she couldn’t trust herself to make good decisions, Marin did it anyway. She held tight to the mainsheet with one hand while with the other, she steered Silver into the wind. She both felt and saw the sails luff, fluttering as the bow of the boat turned through the wind, and she gripped the line tighter as the boom shifted to the port side and the sail began to backfill. At exactly the right moment, she released the mainsheet. It zipped away from her fingers, and the sail billowed out. With practiced ease, she grabbed the winch handle and cranked it, pulling the sail in until Silver shot forward.

It was the best feeling, when you and your boat moved as one. Grinning fiercely, she continued to zigzag, tacking into the wind, aiming for the gap between the islands known as the Painted Pass.

Countless tales and songs had been written about the cliffs of Iro and Nane: they’d been painted by two lovers, one who lived on one island and one on another. Their parents had forbidden them to marry, and so they painted their love in the colors of sunrise and sunset. Discovering this, their families had tried to wash the paint away, but the very rocks had been stained by the two artists’ love and, regardless of how hard their relatives scrubbed and chipped at the stone, the colors didn’t fade, until at last, both families relented and allowed the two to marry. To this day, no wind or rain or sea could dim the colors.

Granted, there was also the more prosaic explanation—it was just minerals in the rocks acting as a natural dye. But Marin liked the love story better. If she was never going to have her own great love—and she was done with ever wanting that—then she’d treasure the fictional ones even more.

Using the wind, she guided her sailboat toward the gap between the islands. It was a narrow passageway with sharp, jagged rocks on both sides. Worse, the cliffs created a wind tunnel that made a boat hard to control. She grinned even broader as she aimed for it.

In seconds, she was within. The painted cliffs towered over her. They were even more magnificent than the stories and songs had said. On either side of her, the rocks blazed red, orange, and gold—such rich colors that the reflected light made the sea swim with them, a liquid sunset. Lemon yellow danced along the top of the cliff, so high up it was barely visible, with the blue of the sky above it. She marveled at it all.

And then she heard the cry.

It sounded like the wail of a dying child, but it was far too loud and high-pitched for any human throat to make. It echoed through the gap, ricocheting off the cliff walls. Marin shivered. What is that?

The cry cascaded, like a trumpet playing falling notes. She continued to tack, zigzagging through the narrow passageway, keeping as much of her focus on her sails as possible while she watched for the source of the sound.

As she came around a red rock, she saw him:

A sea serpent.

His scales were mother-of-pearl, and his featherlike fins were dotted with blood. His body—at least twice the length of her sailboat—was twisted around the jagged, sunset-colored rocks at the base of the painted cliffs of Iro. He wailed his pain in a crying song that filled the canyon, echoing endlessly.

“Oh, crap,” Marin breathed.

He must have swum into the pass when the tide was higher and then gotten himself beached on the rocks when it retreated. Perhaps he’d fallen asleep and then woken in a panic, wedging himself deeper between the rocks as he’d flailed. His feathery, muscular tail smashed against the water as he tried—and failed—to free himself.

That tail could split her boat in two if it slammed down on her hull.

His jaws could snap her mast if she sailed too close.

There was enough space in the passageway that she could, if she was careful, make it past him by sailing just out of reach—if she timed it exactly right.

He met her eyes as she sailed closer.

Such blue eyes, as deep a blue as the ocean when the moon shone on it.

She knew what he saw: a wooden boat with silver sails that he could crush if he could reach it, piloted by a fragile human with silvery skin that matched her sails and white-and-black-striped hair tied back with a silver ribbon. She must look to him like salvation. Or lunch.

“Ahh, Marin,” Marin said, “this is a truly terrible idea.”

Because she could see: he was pinned between the rocks. If someone—someone like, say, me—were to lift just one segment of his middle up over the rocks, he should be able to leverage himself out and back into the water.

There was only a split second to decide: sail around the sea serpent … or toward him.

It wasn’t a decision.

He was trapped; she could free him.

Probably. Maybe. If she was lucky. And quick. Very, very quick.

Marin aimed for him. She locked the lines in place and ran across her boat onto the bow. She didn’t stop when she reached the tip—she leaped off and landed, hard, on the rocks. She hissed as she scraped her knee.

“Do not eat me,” Marin ordered the sea serpent. “Calm. Stay calm. You want to hear a story?” Panting, she scrambled up onto the rock. “How about my first delivery job? It was to an island that was inhabited only by a lighthouse keeper and a flock of feral gryphons. Except I didn’t know about the gryphons…” It wasn’t precisely a true story—the flock hadn’t chased her on Silver and she hadn’t tossed them fish until they were distracted enough that she could escape, but that was what she would have done if the gryphons hadn’t been asleep. She kept her voice soothing as she talked.

Behind her, Silver continued to sail forward on the heading she’d set, toward the cliff rocks. She braced herself and shoved both hands under the shimmering scales of the sea serpent. He sang at her, a querulous note as clear as the ring of crystal.

Marin hefted the segment of the serpent up. She could only lift him a few inches—he was enormous; she couldn’t wrap her arms around him—but it was enough! He flipped his sinewy body upward, and she didn’t hesitate—the second he moved, she ran and leaped off the rocks and onto her boat. She ran across the prow and hurled herself at the helm. Spinning the wheel, Marin unclamped the lines and tacked as hard and fast as she could.

Silver screamed as its side scratched against the rocks. She winced at the sound. Please, no holes. The silver sails luffed, and then the wind caught. The sailboat sped forward, away from the rocks and toward the center of the gap. Her heart raced as fast as a hummingbird’s, and she realized her hands were shaking. She gripped the lines harder, and she looked behind her.

Marin watched the sea serpent slide into the water, free of the rocks. “Yay,” she said weakly, and she collapsed backward to breathe, just for a second because she still needed to focus on sailing her way out of the Painted Pass.

She concentrated on catching the wind and steering clear of the cliffs. Ahead, it became even more narrow. The wind howled as it swept her forward. She had no choice but to keep Silver in a close reach, with the sails as tight as possible before each change in direction, which made her speed increase—

A swell lifted her sailboat into the air. She lost focus for an instant, and the sails luffed as her boat headed into the wind. “No!” She yanked as hard as she could on the mainsheet as she turned the wheel, fighting to reestablish control.

And the swell of water beneath her propelled her forward through the gap. She looked back to see the feathered tail of the serpent behind the aft of her sailboat.

It was the sea serpent beneath her, carrying her.

In seconds, she spurted out the other side of the passage—out into the open sea.

The swell diminished.

Marin caught the wind again. She let out a yell of triumph.

Beside her, the sea serpent trumpeted back. He dove through the waves like a dolphin breaching, and his iridescent scales glistened in the sun. Back in the water, his wounds were washed clean, and she could see they hadn’t been deep—scrapes from his attempts to free himself from the rocks. Not much worse than her knee.

“You’re welcome,” she called, “and thank you!”

She had no idea how intelligent sea serpents were, but the ride out from between the cliffs had to have been intentional. She’d saved him, so he returned the favor.

“We’re even now!” Marin waved to him.

He propelled himself out of the water and arched in the air like a rainbow, before diving back between the waves. It was such a magnificent sight that she forgot to breathe, only remembering when his tail disappeared beneath the surface of the sea.

“Well, that doesn’t happen every day,” Marin said conversationally to her sails.

She leaned back and couldn’t stop grinning. What a tale this would make, if she had anyone to tell it to. Maybe whoever received the delivery at the next dock would want to hear it. Chances are, they won’t believe it.

That was okay. She knew it was true.

And Iovar wasn’t here to refute it.

Her smile faded as she thought of him, and then she resolutely shoved all thoughts of him away, squishing them into a tiny ball in the corner of her heart. She’d made it through the pass, and she’d rescued a sea serpent. It was a good day, and it was all hers.

Settling in, Marin sailed away from the painted cliffs and the twin islands of the lovers. The wind was strong and steady, and the sun was warm on her silvery arms and cheeks. It caressed her as if welcoming her back from the rainbow shadows of the Painted Pass.

In the distance, she spotted a herd of merhorses. She watched them crest with the waves, sea spray flying from their manes as their tails propelled them through the water. It wasn’t every day one got to see a sea serpent, much less rescue one. She’d treasure this memory.

Humming an old sailor’s song, she continued on.

It was two hours later when she realized the sea serpent hadn’t left. He was still swimming with her, beneath the waves, a polite distance from her boat.

“Um, hey?” Marin called. “You said thanks. We’re all good. You can go now.”

He flicked one of his feathery fins, and water sprayed her legs.

She felt a bit like she’d been scolded for being silly. “I’m serious,” Marin said. “You can’t just … stay with me.”

He raised his head out of the water and looked at her with his blue-as-the-night-sea eyes.

Okay, so maybe she couldn’t tell him what to do or what not to do, but really? A sea serpent swimming alongside her boat? For hours? She’d never heard of that happening. They were supposed to be aloof creatures who occasionally sank ships during storms for no apparent reason. You were supposed to admire them and avoid them.

“We’re not friends,” Marin told him.

He swam beside her boat, as if to say he disagreed.

When he was still with her two days later, she gave him a name: Perri.

And when the people on the docks she visited asked how she’d befriended a sea serpent, she told them the truth: “I didn’t. He befriended me.” All she’d done was save his life, which didn’t seem nearly as impressive a feat as becoming her friend.
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CHAPTER TWO


TWO YEARS LATER …

Marin sailed toward the city island of Alyssium and tried to ignore the sulking sea serpent just off the side of her boat. Slicing through the surface of the water, he was swimming close enough to the hull that seawater sloshed over the deck.

“You don’t have to come,” she told him.

He flipped one of his fins at her, and spray spattered her face.

Marin laughed. “Rude.”

He didn’t like the imperial capital, and she didn’t blame him. Sure, the city was lovely, in the same way that a many-tiered cake covered in fondant and spun sugar seemed lovely if you didn’t know it had been baked with fish inside. It soured if you sniffed too hard.

As she trimmed the sail, Perri circled the boat and then flipped onto his side and wiggled as if he were squeezing his sinewy body through a pipe.

“Yes, I know you hate the canals,” Marin said. “I don’t like them either.” The city, which filled the entire island, was riddled with canals that served as watery roads between the spires and towers. You moved through the city either by crossing the bridges and arches that connected the upper levels of the palatial buildings or by maneuvering through the narrow canals below. Sugar and icing again, with fish at the bottom. Really, it was an excellent analogy. She should try to remember it for the next time anyone asked why she didn’t like her trips to the capital.

But coming here was unavoidable. This was the capital city, the heart of the glorious Crescent Islands Empire, and even with the weight of the emperor’s ever-increasing tariffs, which mostly hit independent sailors, it was an essential stop for any supply runner who needed a decent income, which she did. “You can wait for me in the open water. I’ll be fine.”

Another splash.

“Of course I want you with me, but…” She raised her arm to ward off the next splash. “Your choice. That’s all I’m saying.”

He didn’t splash her again, and she lowered her arm.

Ahead, the city waited in the dawn light. It looked the same as it had every other time she’d sailed here: beautiful, majestic, overdone. She counted at least three dozen visible spires with aspirations to pierce the clouds, bridges so high that birds flew beneath them, and countless windows made of stained glass that looked like jewels when the sun hit them. Overkill, but undeniably pretty.

As she sailed closer, she prepared to switch from sails to pole. You couldn’t sail through the canals. They were, as Perri liked to point out, far too narrow, plus the wind was inconsistent at best. The palatial mansions with their towers and spires created deep canyons, blocking both wind and sun at times. She kept a pole strapped to the side of her boat for maneuvering through them. Unhooking it, she laid it within reach, and then, as the wind shifted, she tacked. Wind whistled in her ears and pulled at the silver ribbon in her hair but didn’t loosen it. She’d experimented a lot with the best knot for her hair ribbon and was rather proud of this one. It would stay.

Ahead, she spotted the eastern gate to Alyssium. It was an archway of carved marble, decorated with the shapes of sea creatures. From a distance, she could see only the carving of a kraken with its tentacles wrapped around the arch, but closer, she spotted images of sea serpents, merhorses, mermaids, dolphins, sharks, schools of fish, lobsters, crabs, and coral, as well as hints of rarer animals: the seal cats of the northeast, the snake squid of the deeper regions, the deer of the kelp forest, and the flower fish of the Anjanaz Reef who bloomed only in moonlight.

As they neared, Marin furled the mainsail, then the jib. She secured them both, readied her pole, and hoped she’d aimed Silver correctly.

Up close, she could see the sides of the archway were streaked with the paint of a thousand ships who’d misjudged the width and sailed too close to the walls. Larger ships had been known to get stuck in the arch, stranded until the guards on either side levered them out—for a fee, of course. They also charged a fee for any scrapes or bumps, citing repair and maintenance costs despite the obvious fact that the damage was never fixed.

Anyway, Marin wasn’t about to gift them with any of her hard-earned money. She owed far too much to lose any of it. Plus she owed it to Silver not to scrape up against any walls.

Bending her knees for balance, Marin held the pole horizontal, prepared to push off the sides of the arch if necessary. Perri dove beneath the sailboat, and she felt the boat rock as he positioned himself directly below the keel, ready to guide her until the water was shallow enough for her to use the pole.

As they passed through the arch, Marin glanced up at the guard towers on either side, expecting to see the usual bored faces peering down, taking bets on whether the newest arrival would crash during the brief stretch before the canal became shallow enough.

It was a profoundly stupid design.

Sailors had been appealing to the palace for years for a change to be made to the eastern gate. Petitions. Court cases. Offers of bribes. One attempt reached all the way to the emperor himself only to be shut down—he wanted to discourage all boats except gondolas in the canals. Other boats ruined the aesthetic uniformity of his city’s waterways, apparently. It was said his ministers had to talk him out of banning ships from the canals entirely, due to the impact it would have on the economy, which included the delivery of all his favorite delicacies, but he refused to budge on making the eastern arch less stupid.

That was the consequence of having an emperor: the whims of one man could ruin the lives of the many, and he didn’t have to care because he had the power and what he said went.

Until she’d met Iovar, she hadn’t known there were people like that, who could go through life unconcerned with how much pain they caused or who they hurt, utterly uncaring that other people had lives and dreams, so long as they got what they wanted.

With practiced ease, she banished thoughts of Iovar from her mind and focused instead on steering Silver into Alyssium.

Oddly, no one watched her as she drifted through the gate. Where are the guards? She should have seen at least a few peering down at her from their posts. It didn’t matter, since Perri had aimed her at the exact middle of the archway—she didn’t even have to push off the sides—but it was slightly unsettling to enter the great city unnoticed.

As soon as they were through the archway, Perri surfaced beside her, and Marin jabbed the pole down on the opposite side. It brushed the silt at the bottom of the canal. Almost shallow enough.

A few more yards, and she tried again. This time, she felt the end of the pole sink into the squishy mud. She propelled Silver forward.

“Does anything feel off to you?” she asked Perri.

He blew bubbles toward the seaweed-stained wall. It was crusted in barnacles, and the images of wild waves that had been carved into the stone had been eroded over the years to smooth undulations. She supposed the city always felt off to him. Ever since she’d rescued him two years ago, Perri hated to feel enclosed.

“Aside from the usual,” she amended.

He dunked his head underwater, which was his way of saying he didn’t have an answer.

“Stay submerged,” she told him. “Better if we don’t draw attention, at least until we know what’s going on.” It wasn’t that bringing a sea serpent into Alyssium wasn’t allowed; it was just that no one ever did it. So far as she knew, she was the only sailor to travel with one.

She wouldn’t put it past the emperor to try to tax her for it, if he knew.

Shadowed by the spires, she poled through the canals, turning left at the first junction—if Silver had been any longer, she’d never have made the turn, but Marin had the timing down to an art. She jabbed into the silt and spun the wheel at the exact right moment for the boat to pivot, clearing the walls and angling around the corner. It helped that there were no other crafts to weave around.

It was, Marin noticed, unusually quiet. There should have been other boats, especially gondolas, clogging the canals. She should hear chatter from the arches above. So far, she’d seen no one leaning out their windows or strolling across the bridges. Granted, the eastern portion of the city was residential—the shops and markets were primarily to the south—but not everyone worked day shifts. Usually she’d spy a few older residents out on their balconies, or she’d hear children playing on the bridges. And where was the music? There was always a cacophony of music drifting from the plazas and out of the windows above. Instead, the city felt hushed.

She’d know once she reached the conservatory whether this was an aberration or something was seriously wrong. If there wasn’t music there, then she’d worry.

Their first stop, the Music Conservatory of Alyssium, was the premier music school and concert hall in the Crescent Islands Empire. It housed all the greatest composers and musicians, recruited from throughout the known islands, as well as an extensive collection of top-notch instruments and centuries of musical notations. And it was always awash in music.

A thought occurred to Marin. “You wanted to come to see Dax, didn’t you? That’s why you agreed to brave the canals.”

Perri lifted his head out of the water. His lashes dripped as he looked at her innocently.

“You think he’ll have a treat for you.” She felt a grin pull on her lips. “Entire ocean to hunt in, but that man can charm you with a pickled squid.”

Perri nudged the sailboat lightly, and Marin braced herself as it rocked. As the boat drifted closer to the wall, she jabbed with the pole to guide it straight again.

“No judgment! Pickled squid is delicious.”

They’d met Dax over a year and a half ago on a routine delivery to the conservatory. He’d happened to be at the dock, and he’d been enamored with Perri, the first sea serpent he’d ever seen, as well as with Marin’s tale of how she’d met him, which was only about sixty percent accurate at that point. She varied the details each retelling to keep herself amused.

As she recalled, in that retelling, Perri had been stranded halfway up the cliff with seagulls pecking at his scales, and she’d climbed to the top of the mast to free him. Or maybe she’d told him the version where a magic storm was brewing just beyond the islands, and Perri had rescued her immediately after she’d rescued him … Anyway, Dax had been thoroughly enraptured (his words) and had promised to bring Perri his favorite food the next time they visited as thanks for the entertainment.

He was a composer, she’d learned. Despite being the same age as Marin, he’d never traveled outside of Alyssium, except when he’d first arrived as a young child. He’d been a child prodigy, one of the youngest composers to ever achieve master status, and now spent his time … composing musical stuff, she guessed? Whatever he did at the conservatory, he certainly hadn’t been assigned to work the docks. But the dockworkers tolerated his presence because he didn’t get in their way and was just so damn smiley all the time. Eventually, they’d accepted the fact that he was going to be on the docks whenever a freelance supply runner was due in, and they just let him officially receive and pay for shipments whenever he wanted.

She wondered if he’d bribed them with pickled squid too.

Regardless, she didn’t blame Perri for wanting to see him again.

“He might not be there this time,” Marin warned Perri. He wasn’t always, and given how weirdly vacant this section of the city was … As she turned right at another fork, she thought she heard shouting in the distance—it was so jarring after the uneasy quiet that she jumped.

Perri swiveled his head toward her.

“I’m fine. Just … It’s not a holiday today, is it?” That would explain the quiet, if people were gathered in the squares and plazas away from the canals. It wouldn’t explain the boarded-up windows. She’d spotted multiple windows that had slats of wood nailed over them, as if a storm was expected. It couldn’t be, though. The city’s sorcerers controlled the weather too tightly for any danger of that—the emperor didn’t tolerate storms near Alyssium, though he couldn’t be bothered to care about storms beyond the shadows of his lovely spires.

One canal away from the conservatory, she heard the first strains of music, discordant, as if three different sets of musicians were playing simultaneously, which was likely. Horns ran scales while an organ blared chords at the same time as singers started and stopped on a tricky piece of five-part harmony. Marin felt the knots in her shoulders and neck begin to unravel. If there was anything truly wrong in the city, the students in the conservatory wouldn’t still be practicing. Everything’s fine. She just had an overactive imagination.

She poled faster until the canal split. Perri spurted ahead to the left fork, and she followed, Silver bouncing over the waves in his wake.

The conservatory rose above them, a sugar-art cake amid all the pastries. It spiraled up from the canals into six spikes. Each was made of a latticework of ivory stone with thin windows of blue and crystal clear glass. Roses had been coaxed to grow over the lacelike stone, and they bloomed in cascades of purple and a red so dark it looked black. The whole concoction was positioned to catch the morning light as it spilled down the spires, falling into shadow only a few feet above the canals. Using her pole to slow, Marin guided her boat into a tunnel beneath an array of roses. She inhaled the scent of the blossoms, rich and heavily sweet.

Sunlight failed to reach the tunnel, but sconces, shaped like musical notations, had been lit. Perri pressed closer to the hull. Candlelight danced over his mother-of-pearl scales and over the walls of the tunnel, which were inlaid with mosaics of tiny tiles that depicted various instruments from harps to flutes to horns to drums, continuing up to the vaulted ceiling, which was high enough to fit her mast with plenty of space to spare. So far beneath the conservatory, the sounds of musicians practicing were muffled. Echoing, their songs mixed into a low hum that reverberated throughout. The water vibrated with drumbeats as she followed the tunnel to the delivery dock.

Ahead, on the dock, she saw a flock of winged cats clustered around a figure: a man, skinny and tall, with startlingly purple hair and two crystalline horns that curled into spirals like the spires of the conservatory itself. She couldn’t help but notice, not for the first time, that he was stunningly handsome, in a carefully curated work-of-art kind of way. Dax was as delicate as the roses that bloomed on the stone latticework, as precisely perfect as the mosaics, and as ethereal as the flute music that drifted down the staircase behind him. He looked as if he’d never faced wind peppered with sand and salt, as if the sun had never dared burn his skin, as if he’d never been touched by the world and certainly never been hurt by it. It made her want to wrap him in soft cotton and hold him close, which was a patently absurd way to feel about a grown man who neither needed nor had asked for her coddling. She shook herself to knock the image of Dax in her arms out of her head. She was not interested in any kind of relationship with him or anyone else. She’d made that mistake once, and she wasn’t ever making it again, even for a ridiculously handsome man who was nice to her sea serpent.

Shoving the pole down to slow the boat, Marin raised her voice so it carried through the tunnel. “You’re feeding the cats, aren’t you.”

Dax looked up from the flock of winged cats, and a smile blossomed on his face. If she were interested … wow, that smile. But she was not.

“Marin!” Even his voice was beautiful. “Is Perri with you?”

Of course he was asking about the sea serpent. The musician clearly didn’t have the same kind of reaction to seeing her as she did to seeing him, which was fine and did make things simpler. She knew better than to trust her own instincts. As usual, she boxed up all her admiration for the handsome composer and tucked it away where it wouldn’t bother her.

Perri rose partially out of the water, lifting his shimmering head up to be even with Dax’s. With hisses and squawks, the winged cats scattered. As fearless as they were, none of them were interested in being up close and personal with a sea serpent.

Only one orange cat with purple wings stuck around. He wove between Dax’s ankles, rubbing his cheeks against the shimmering silver of Dax’s pants, until the composer reached into a bucket and dropped a chunk of what looked like a tentacle.

The cat flapped his wings and caught the treat midair. He then retreated to the stairwell to munch, safely away from the edge of the dock and the hungry-looking sea serpent.

While all this was happening, Marin had maneuvered Silver alongside the dock and was tying off onto the cleats. She secured her pole within the sailboat. “Hey, is there something going on in the city today? Felt odd out there. Quiet, but more an everyone-holding-their-breath quiet than a peaceful quiet.”

“Frankly, I was hoping you’d have news for me.” He looked sheepish. “I know it’s politics. Lots of protests near the palace, I’ve been told. But that’s about as much as I know.” He reached into a bucket. “Got a treat for you, Perri. I’ve been saving it.”

The sea serpent rose higher, flapping his fins like an excited toddler. Marin resisted rolling her eyes. “You do know you’re supposed to be a terrifying, ship-wrecking monster,” she told Perri. “Every song says so.”

“I looked into it,” Dax said, his face lighting up. “There are several sea shanties, three ballad sequences, and one lovers’ quarrel duet that feature murderous sea serpents, but I did uncover one folkloric cycle that considers serpents to be omens of momentous change, often in a positive light.”

Of course he’d researched it. She guessed composers had time to research whatever musical trivia they wanted. Actually, she had no real idea what he did when he wasn’t busy charming sea serpents. She hadn’t had many conversations with him about what went on inside the conservatory. He was always much more interested in—

“If you don’t have any news, have you visited any spectacular new islands?”

Me. Us. He’s always much more interested in what we’ve seen and done. She usually liked that. He was an attentive listener, to the point where she thought she saw his fingers twitch as if he wished he were taking notes. This time, though, she wasn’t in the mood to tell stories. “Not recently. Why don’t you know what’s happening in the city? You live here.”

He frowned, and his forehead creased. It occurred to her that she’d never seen him frown before. He was the kind of person who never seemed to worry. “The more tense it gets outside these walls, the harder it is to find anyone who’ll tell me anything.”

Marin blinked at him. “What do you mean?” Couldn’t he just … walk outside the conservatory and ask someone? Or read a news bulletin?

“I am working on my opus,” Dax said as if that explained it all. When she just raised her eyebrows, he continued. “After you achieve Master Composer, you are invited to complete a capstone work that encapsulates your vision for the future of music. Or you can be invited. Some people are invited. I was invited. Regardless, every time I venture out of my rooms or show an interest in anything that isn’t my opus work…” He shook his head and sighed heavily. “It’s not just the grandmasters. It’s all my friends too. Everyone is very concerned about me finishing.”

That seemed foreign to her, to have everyone invested in what she did. With the exception of Perri, no one knew where Marin was or what she was doing at any given time, and she liked it that way. She had her jobs, as well as her usual routes, but she had the freedom of completing them when and how she chose. Today was her scheduled delivery day for the conservatory and also the Great Library, but outside of Alyssium, her runs didn’t usually come with a set deadline.

Dax tossed a pickled squid, a rare pink one, toward Perri. The sea serpent caught it mid-arc and held it between his jaws, its tentacles dangling out, then he plunged under the surface, rocking the boat and splashing the dock. Dax danced backward with a laugh. “Knew he’d like it.”

“Where did you get a pink eva squid?” She’d only seen them near the island of Kiko, which was only nominally part of the empire. They were isolationist in the extreme, due to how fragile their environment was. Their island was made of glass, created in a lightning-filled magic storm. She’d once traded some tools they’d needed in exchange for rare delicacies, including a slice of pink eva squid, but it was so out-of-the-way that she hadn’t returned.

Dax shrugged. “Leftovers from a post-concert dinner at the palace.”

He said it so casually, as if dining at the palace were an unremarkable occurrence. We lead such different lives. She wasn’t remotely jealous, though. Dinner at the imperial palace, where you were hemmed in by rules and rituals, watched by guards, sneered at by nobles, no thank you. Most likely no one sneered at Dax. But I’d look ridiculous there. Especially in her sailing clothes. “Then you have been outside the conservatory. You went to the palace.”

“Actually, no. Just the grandmasters did. They brought back the leftovers for the conservatory kitchen to use. The grandmasters have instructed us all to keep inside. They say it’s just out of an overabundance of caution. I’ve asked my friends … So far, all I’ve been able to learn is that there’s unrest again. Multiple protests near the palace. But I’m told it’s the same as it’s been. Lots of noise. Very little progress.”

On her last visit, she’d heard of a few protests that had ended with imperial soldiers marching through a farmer’s market and making too many arrests. None of them had been widespread enough to cause people to board up their windows or vacate their homes. “Just near the palace?” As much as she agreed with the protesters, she did not want to get swept up in the arrests.

“So far, this side of Alyssium has been quiet.”

The conservatory was on the eastern side of Alyssium, far from any of the government buildings. If the unrest was only by the palace, then Dax was right—they’d be fine. Their next stop was closer, but still several canals away from any place protesters would target.

“Will the grandmasters let you out if you finish your opus?” Marin asked.

“Who knows? I’d probably have a better idea of that if I’d started.”

“You haven’t started?” She had no feel for how much work was involved in composing an opus, but it sounded significant.

Dax winced. “Not you too.”

“Sorry. Never composed anything. I have no idea how all that”—she waved her hand at the walls with their mosaics of instruments and the sconces shaped like musical notations—“works.”

“Yes, well, that’s a lot of the problem. How all that works. It doesn’t always. Creative work doesn’t follow a set of steps. You can open yourself to it, use techniques to unlock different sounds, experiment, but sometimes it just doesn’t happen. Like lighting a fire in a cold hearth. Sometimes the kindling doesn’t catch.” His shoulders slumped. “I have been trying for three months. My performance is scheduled for the fifth day of the winter solstice celebration.”

“You still have plenty of time left.”

“What if it’s just not in me? What if I’ve created my best already, and there’s nothing left inside me to say? I sit down at my instruments, and all I hear are the same melodies, the same harmonies. I don’t hear anything new, and I want my opus to be new! I want it to reach into the heart of everyone who hears it and cause them to stop, listen, and lose themselves in the music, and then find themselves again when the music ends. I want them to feel changed. Awakened. Or soothed. I don’t know. I want to have an impact. Everyone up there”—he waved toward the stairs, where the winged cat was licking her paws, the tentacle chunk devoured—“expects it of me. They expect me to produce an opus worthy of the title Grandmaster.”

“Sounds like you’re putting too much pressure on yourself.”

“Or not enough,” Dax said morosely. “I should be in my music room, instead of down here feeding winged cats and sea serpents.”

Perri flicked a fin at Dax. Spray spattered his silken clothes.

Marin smirked. “He does that when he thinks you’ve said something ridiculous.”

Wiping the droplets from his shirt, Dax said, “He’s not wrong. I am being overdramatic. I didn’t come to the tunnel to hide from my lack of inspiration—I came to find it. You.”

She snorted. She wasn’t anyone’s inspiration. She was just … Marin.

“I came to wait for you. I always leave our visits feeling … richer. Fuller. Like I’ve eaten the most delicious meal and am now ready to tackle any problem.”

He’s definitely overdramatic. She knew she could be occasionally entertaining, telling stories of her and Perri’s journeys, especially when she enhanced them for the listener, but she also knew her listeners forgot about her as soon as they went back to their own lives. She was a distraction, a forgettable one, simply a courier for whatever it was they truly needed. Speaking of which, she was supposed to be making a delivery. “I have the instrument that Grandmaster Cheyan requested.”

Dax lit up. “You found one? Fantastic!”

She headed for the cabin.

“Wait, a full-size mayharp?” He crossed to the edge of the dock and peered at Silver’s hatch. “In there?”

Marin glanced back. She didn’t usually let anyone on her boat, much less within it. But this was Dax. Plus she kind of wanted to see the expression on his face. “I could use some help carrying it out.” Without waiting for him to reply, she walked down the steps into the hold.

She felt it when Dax walked onto her boat, the slight shift in weight that caused everything to rock, and she had a moment of misgiving. Inviting him onto her boat … He doesn’t know this is rare. She supposed if she pretended like this was ordinary, he wouldn’t know that it felt a bit like standing naked in front of him.

She heard him on the stairs behind her and turned so she could see his face. He ducked, lowering his crystal horns so they wouldn’t hit the bulkhead, but then straightened as he realized the cabin was tall enough for him to stand upright.

His eyes widened, and Marin grinned.

Inside, the sailboat wasn’t what anyone would expect. It was five times as large as it should have been, a wide-open space with one room budding off for her bed—a full-size bed with a mattress and pillows, not a hammock like you’d usually find on a sailboat like hers—and one room for the galley where she had both a stove and an icebox, as well as enough food and water stored for a several-week voyage. It also had a room for her toilet needs, with a shower and plenty of stored washing water. But it was the wide-open space that was the most startling because it could have held three sailboats the size of hers within it—a beautiful contradiction and a defiance of the rules of physics.

Her boat was, quite simply, bigger on the inside.

She kept it spotless, with the walls white as midday clouds and the floor pale wood, and she’d decorated with strings of enchanted lights that covered the ceiling in constellation-like patterns. Her own starry night. In one corner, she had piles of velvet pillows beside a bookshelf, her personal collection. The rest of the room was devoted to whatever she was delivering on that trip, which right now was a crate of books for the Great Library and the mayharp for the conservatory.

Dax pivoted and exited the cabin to stare at the sailboat from the outside.

She waited.

He returned. “Magic?”

“Yes.”

“Amazing,” he said.

“Essential for a supply runner.” She pointed to the instrument that occupied one corner. It was currently wrapped in canvas to protect it during the journey. She’d secured it against the wall since the seas could sometimes turn rough with little notice. On an ordinary, un-spelled ship, the mayharp would have taken up the entire cabin.

It had cost her family more than she wanted to think about to enchant her boat. For the past two years, she’d been working to pay off the debt to Yvex, the sorcerer who’d sold her parents the spell. She still had three payments to go.

It wouldn’t have cost so much if the emperor hadn’t restricted all magic use. It used to be you could go to any local hedgewitch for basic spells. Every sailor knew a few, and every shipbuilder knew a few more. But ever since the emperor had begun passing laws that only officially approved, university-trained sorcerers could use magic, the price of spells had risen to ridiculous heights. If her ex-fiancé hadn’t … Firmly, Marin shoved thoughts of him to the far corners of her mind again. He was not allowed to intrude on her thoughts or life anymore. Thankfully, the sorcerer had gifted her parents with a manageable installment plan for repayment. If everything went well and she continued to get jobs, she should be able to finish making payments by next fall. She had nearly a full year left, which was a reasonable amount of time.

Dax turned toward her, his purple eyes fixing on her, intense. “Thank you for showing me this,” he said gravely.

Marin’s breath hitched in her throat. She wondered if he realized how intense his gaze could be. For a minute, she had no idea what to say. Words seemed to have escaped her. She hadn’t known he’d understand how rare it was for her to invite anyone inside. He’s just being polite. And she was just being ridiculous. He was nothing more to her than a man who’d befriended her friend. “Help me with the mayharp?”

“Of course.”

Shaking off her momentary paralysis, she strode to the instrument. It had taken her a while to wiggle it down the stairs solo—it was awkwardly shaped for one person to carry. But it was fine with two. Together, they lifted the mayharp and maneuvered it up the stairs.

On the deck, she had to brace herself as Dax swayed, unused to carrying large objects on a wobbly surface, but thankfully he kept his grip. Together they hoisted it onto the conservatory dock.

Eyes bright, he rubbed his hands together. “Ooh, I’ve never seen a full-size mayharp. Don’t tell Grandmaster Cheyan, but I think I should try it out. You know, to make sure it works.”

Marin grinned. “Only sensible to check the merchandise before accepting a delivery.”

“Right. Exactly.”

“You just want to play with the new toy.”

“Yes, I do.”

The orange winged cat sniffed at the canvas-covered instrument as Marin and Dax unwrapped it like it was a present. “Tell me how you found it?” Dax asked.

“It was in a dragon’s hoard.”

His lips curved into a perfect O.

“Antique market,” Marin admitted. It felt wrong to stretch the truth too much with Dax. “I found it in an antique market, but the dealer had purchased it from a dragon.” She proceeded to spin a tale of the island of Ilreka, which was dominated by dragons with sixty-foot wingspans who kept unusual hoards. A dragon who collected instruments had recently traded the mayharp for a rare flute made of extinct wood, and Marin had tracked the sale to an antiques dealer on the island of Cade. She hadn’t gone to Ilreka herself—it was a multiday sail from any of her usual routes—but she had visited Cade, where she’d found the dealer’s stall in a specialty antique market. She described it, story-like: the quest for the mayharp, and then she added, “The dealer also sold enchanted flutes that play on their own … How does that work? Can a flute make its own music without a musician?”

“Enchanted instruments just replay whatever a musician played on them before—I’ve been part of a few enchantment sessions. You play a selection of songs, and the sorcerer imprints them on the flute or fiddle or whatever instrument has been chosen. It’s not playing anything fresh, and it’s only as good as the musician who was part of the spellcasting.”

“Ah, that makes sense.” It had had the feel of a scam, but she’d witnessed the flutes playing. She just hadn’t known how the effect was achieved. “They should advertise the name of the musician when they sell the flute. They could charge higher prices for flutes enspelled by better musicians.”

“Can you go back to telling me about dragons? Have you ever met one?”

Marin grinned as she untied the knots around the canvas. “Once we met a dragon who had a crush on Perri.” That much was true. It hadn’t been on Ilreka, but it had been hilarious.

Perri blew bubbles in the water.

“He tried to impress him with his ability to swim.”

Dax raised both his eyebrows.

“Yeah, Perri wasn’t impressed,” Marin said.

The sea serpent bobbed his head in agreement.

A muffled thud shook the walls of the tunnel, and the water vibrated. Perri ducked underneath. Marin looked up. “What was that?”

“Drums?” Dax guessed.

“You have drums that large?”

“We do.” He frowned. “I didn’t think they were out of storage…” Dismissing it, he pulled the canvas off the mayharp to reveal it, and he smiled broadly. “Ah, it’s beautiful!”

The mayharp was carved from a deep red wood. It was nearly Marin’s height, with a curved stand and an array of golden strings. At the top were horns with finger holes carved into the wood with so much precision and delicacy that it looked as if it must have taken a master craftsman years to finish.

“The seller said it’s designed to be played by musicians with multiple arms,” Marin said as Dax ran his fingers over the holes of the flute while he plucked at the strings.

“It is,” he agreed. “We have a student with four arms. Grandmaster Cheyan has taken her on for private tutoring, and this will be her instrument, once she’s proven herself proficient enough on harp and flute independently.” This, however, didn’t stop Dax from blowing gently into the horns while he played the harp strings. His fingers moved faster over the strings and the flute holes, and music poured out of the instrument.

In the water, Perri swayed his head back and forth, his eyes closed as he listened.

Within the tunnel, the lovely tune echoed, turning in on itself, and Dax used those reverberating melodies as if they were other musicians, harmonizing with them. He played with the echoes until the tunnel was filled with beauty.

The music washed over Marin, and she breathed it in. She’d never heard anyone play a mayharp before, and the way Dax took a simple tune and then expanded it until it filled all the senses … It was like being subsumed by gentle waves. With a final chord, he broke off the tune, and they were all silent while the echoes of the harp and flute music faded, slowly, swallowed by stone and water. She wondered if he knew how much his playing was like being surrounded by the sea.

Still staring at the mayharp, he handed her a bag filled with her payment. She checked to be sure it was the full amount before sliding it into one of her many pockets. Her pants were another gift from her parents: a supply runner’s pants with many waterproof pockets that could hold coins, emergency supplies, and whatever else she wanted to keep safe. “Thank you. That was…” Words popped into her head: exquisite, transcendent, cathartic. “… nice.” She winced at herself, but the word was out there already.

“I’ll alert the dockworkers that this needs to be brought upstairs,” Dax said, as if unaware she’d downplayed his music so much that it was almost an insult. At least he wasn’t offended. Distracted, he was frowning at the stairs. “I don’t know where they all are. Yours wasn’t the only delivery expected today.” His forehead creased again—he was, she thought, more worried than he let on. “Regardless, they’ll see that it’s transported safely to Grandmaster Cheyan.”

She supposed that was her cue to leave. She did have another delivery to make this morning, and she’d lingered longer than she should have. She didn’t know what it was about Dax that made her want to linger. He was a unique man. Usually she didn’t dock for longer than it took to load or unload.

“Thanks for the music,” Marin said.

“Thank you for the story,” Dax said. He then raised his eyebrows. “Just ‘nice’?”

“You know it was beautiful.”

With mock gravity, he agreed, “I do know.”

She hesitated for a moment after untying her boat from the dock. “Listen, Dax, I don’t know what’s going on in Alyssium, but … be careful, okay?” She thought of the boarded-up windows. “Stay in the conservatory.”

His lips twisted. “Always. Don’t worry. Everyone will ensure I do.”

Marin waved as she poled away, back down the tunnel. Perri trailed behind her, blowing sad bubbles toward Dax. Glancing back, she saw he was watching them, his hand resting on the mayharp, with the orange winged cat curled around his ankles.

As she reached the end of the tunnel, another thud, this time louder, shook the walls and the water. It didn’t sound like a drum.
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CHAPTER THREE


Out in the canals, it was no longer silent.

Marin heard screams in the distance, as well as the clash of steel on steel. Agitated, Perri twisted and flailed, knotting himself within the narrow space between the sailboat and the wall of the canal. She knew how he felt—the sound of distant fighting made her want to flee back to the open ocean.

But it was distant.

And she had no reason to think it would draw any closer to where she was. Alyssium was a large city—undoubtedly there were crises and acts of violence that popped up somewhere in the city every day. It made statistical sense. Her best guess was that the protests had turned to riots, and the people were resisting arrest. As much as she hated to think that there were ordinary people out there being brutalized, it still didn’t mean she was in any direct danger. Or that Dax was. So long as he stayed inside, which he said he would, he’d be safe.

Twisting, she looked behind her. She couldn’t see the conservatory from this angle, but the strains of students practicing were still carried in the air. Whatever was happening elsewhere in the city hadn’t engulfed the entire capital. She told her heart to quit pounding so fast.

“It’ll be okay,” Marin told Perri. She sang a soft trill of notes at him, and he echoed them back. “We’ll make our library delivery and then leave. If we feel unsafe at any point, we skip the delivery and bring it back later.” It was a crate of books. It wasn’t produce that would spoil. She could steer clear for months, if necessary, and all she’d lose was a little of her reputation for reliable deliveries. Still, she didn’t think it was going to be an issue. “Whatever’s going on isn’t near us. So long as we don’t get involved, we’ll be fine.”

She wasn’t sure if she was reassuring Perri or herself.

Marin continued to pole through the city canals. Above, she heard and then saw a contingent of guards rush across a bridge. Her skin prickled.

Closer to the Great Library, she spotted more boats in the canals. “Dive below,” she instructed Perri. The last thing she wanted to do when the city was … unsettled … was draw any attention to either herself or her friend. She was too deep in now to flee quickly. Their best strategy was to pass unnoticed. Panic always drew too many eyes.

There were no leisurely gondola trips in the canals today. Every craft she passed was moving quickly, with purpose. She momentarily toyed with calling out to one, asking what was happening. But no, it was better to stay unnoticed.

Keep moving. Don’t draw attention. That had to be her mantra.

She thought of Dax. Had he realized those drumbeats weren’t any kind of instrument? If she had to guess, she’d say they sounded like sorcerer blasts. She’d witnessed such blasts once when an avalanche had dumped rocks into a harbor—a traveling sorcerer had used magic to obliterate them and free the boats. It had been both effective and, frankly, terrifying.

The farther in she went, the more she realized: there was something deeply wrong in Alyssium. Make the delivery. Get out. She thought of Dax again. His grandmasters had clearly downplayed the situation, but they were right that he’d be safe inside the conservatory—it was as distant as it could be from whatever was happening. She wished she and Perri could have stayed there with him. She felt far too exposed out here.

Every muscle felt tense as she poled through the canals. Ahead, she saw the Great Library, its towering spires rising above Alyssium, and she felt herself able to take a full breath for the first time since leaving Dax.

The Great Library of Alyssium was always her favorite sight in the city. Many stories tall with multiple wings, multiple towers, and multiple spires, it was a work of art made of carved stone and bejeweled with stained glass windows. Where the conservatory was a sugar-spun cake, the library was a jeweler’s masterwork.

Each spire’s windows represented a different time of day: the eastern spire was the pink and lemon of dawn, and the colors cycled from there, through midday blue and white to the rich hues of sunset, all the way through the blue-black velvet of midnight in the southernmost spire. She entered the tunnel beneath the library, and the unsettling sounds of the city faded into a muffled memory.

“You okay?” Marin asked Perri.

He stiffened his tail and then relaxed it.

He was fine but unhappy.

“Me too,” she said. “We’ll be out of here soon.” She had other pickups scheduled, as well as other possible jobs they could take, but if Perri needed open water or wanted to travel to a distant island, she could make that work too.

The library tunnel was more cave-like than the conservatory’s—it had been formed naturally, water in limestone, unlike the conservatory tunnel, which had been carved from bedrock—and it was used to store the library skiffs, the boats used by librarians to deliver books to sorcerers on other islands.

She maneuvered Silver to the dock, tied off, and then stepped off to ring the brass bell the librarians had placed to announce deliveries. Unlike the conservatory, they didn’t have regular workers in the tunnel, due to the fact that most of their supply runs were done by librarians or library assistants. Marin was one of the few supply runners regularly employed by the library, and she’d only won the position by once locating a rare book that the head librarian had requested. No one else had been able to fulfill her request for three years, but Marin had been persistent—she’d needed to make the first payment to the sorcerer to repay her parents’ debt, and it was a contract that was open to any runner who wanted to fulfill it, rather than assigned to a specific sailor. She’d impressed the head librarian enough to be put on permanent retainer.

She waited for someone to answer the bell.

It occurred to her that it was possible no one would come. Whatever was happening in the city could have distracted the librarians. Or involved them. Marin sat cross-legged on the dock. “We can wait here, until things calm down out there.”

Perri lifted his head out of the water and bobbed it, drops dripping off his whiskery chin.

“What do you think is going on?”

He twisted himself into a knot and then untwisted.

“Yeah. Messy human stuff.”

She thought about Dax. It was nice that his friends tried to protect him and looked out for him, even if it had to be frustrating not to get answers to questions. She wondered what was really preventing him from starting on his opus. She’d never attempted a major artistic work, but she had begun and completed long journeys, faced storms, and navigated treacherous waters. Same thing, right? At some point, you just had to hoist the sail and go.

She thought about where to sail next. Perhaps revisit their route through the southern islands? The less populated ones had a system: they’d raise a flag when they needed a supply runner to take an order. Whatever runner reached them first—and deemed the pay acceptable—won the contract. It worked fine and had brought her to a lot of interesting places, and now she’d established it as her route, which meant most other supply runners left those islands to her. I wouldn’t mind a little less interesting than Alyssium right now.

She rang the bell, waited awhile more, and then decided that was enough. She wanted to be out of the city before dark and well on her way to anywhere else. South, she decided. It was her usual route, and she needed ordinary and predictable. Plus home was south.

Marin was unwinding the lines from the cleats on the dock when she heard the click and whir from the library lift. She retied the boat and faced the lift.

It opened with a screech, and the head librarian herself, Rijes Velk, stepped out.

Marin hadn’t seen Rijes Velk since her first rare book delivery a couple years ago, and the woman hadn’t aged or changed, even though Marin knew she had to be significantly older than Marin’s parents. The head librarian looked as regal in the rattly lift as she had in her office surrounded by mahogany shelves, brilliant paintings, and antique books. She wore a golden robe embroidered with silver thread that outlined a map of the islands, with images of sea serpents and kraken between them. An emerald scarf was wrapped around her neck, and her silver hair was woven with emerald jewels. Her onyx face was unpainted, except around her eyes, which were lined in silver.

Beside her was a wooden statue on a wheeled pallet.

It was carved from a single piece of wood, incredibly lifelike, clearly done by a master artist, though Marin knew little about sculpting. You could see the eyelashes and her fingernails. The sculptor had been able to achieve the effect of soft flesh and curled hair. A remarkable statue. And not the kind of item that Marin usually transported, but whatever. It had to be valuable if Rijes Velk was escorting it herself, which probably meant the transport fee would be commensurate.

Marin inclined her head. “An honor to see you.”

“I’m pleased you came, despite the situation.” Her voice was as elegant as Marin remembered, almost as musical as Dax’s, though his was deeper. Maybe the fine voice came from talking with nobles. Sailors and dockworkers weren’t as interested in pretty diction. It was far more important to be heard over the crash of the sea.

“What exactly is the situation?” Marin asked. “The city seems…” She cast for the right word: Unsettled? Unpleasant? Violent? In the water, Perri splashed with his fin. “Yeah, that.”

Rijes Velk glanced at the lift, but it hadn’t moved. “A revolution has begun,” she said, her voice still measured and calm. “The emperor was defenestrated at dawn.”

Marin felt as if her blood had chilled to winter seawater. She’d sailed into a revolution? She’d brought Perri into the middle of a revolution? She’d thought it was just protests. So had Dax. “How…” She shook her head. She didn’t need to know the details. “Are we safe here?”

“For now.” She looked grim. “The fighting surrounds the palace, but it will spread. The revolution has barely begun.”

“Defenestrated?” Marin repeated. “What does that mean?”

“He was thrown from a window.”

Marin tried to wrap her mind around that and failed. “I didn’t know that happened often enough for there to be a whole word for it.”

“Language is a marvelous thing,” Rijes Velk said.

She couldn’t feel sorry for the emperor himself—by all accounts, he seemed like a terrible person who didn’t care if he made everyday people’s lives worse with his whims, and she understood why the revolutionaries had done it. But her stomach clenched to think what would happen to them when the imperial forces retaliated.

Before she could ask any questions, Rijes said, “I have a request of you.”

She could guess what it was, judging by the fact that Rijes had brought a statue down with her in the lift. “You have a priceless work of art, and you want it taken somewhere safe just in case?” When the imperial forces regained control, they were going to come down hard. The violence in the wake of their retaliation could spread from the palace to the library. This place was much closer to the heart of the city than the conservatory was.

“She is—or was—a librarian, condemned for illegal spellcasting and transformed into a statue for punishment,” Rijes Velk said. “Yes, she is priceless, as all life is.”

Marin was aware her jaw was hanging open. She shut it.

“Her fate was a travesty of justice, the punishment outweighed the crime, and I do not wish to see her come to further harm. I will pay handsomely for you to transport her to the island of Belde, along with a letter for the gardener there.”

Marin knew the island of Belde. It was one of the southern outer islands, sparsely populated, and part of her usual route, as Rijes Velk knew. Population exactly one, a reclusive gardener who oversaw a supposedly enchanted greenhouse. She’d met him when he’d raised the flag on his dock to request supplies. Ever since that initial meeting, he raised the flag and left payment in a box at the end of the dock, with the understanding she’d repeat the order. She tried to pass by at least once a month to deliver his regular supplies, despite the distant location. “Is it a crime to transport her?”

Rijes’s lips quirked. “It is not. Her sentencing did not specify a location for her punishment.”

There was more to this request, she could tell. The head librarian of the Great Library of Alyssium did not come alone to negotiate a delivery with a supply runner. Marin kept her expression carefully blank and waited for the librarian to say more.

“You have proven to be reliable and discreet,” Rijes said. “As part of our agreement, I require you to tell no one of this delivery.”

“It won’t get me thrown in jail, though,” she pressed. She couldn’t pay off her parents’ debt from inside a cell. As much as she respected the head librarian, she had her priorities. Her parents’ well-being always came first.

Rijes hesitated, which made Marin respect her more. It would have been easy to lie. “There is a revolution in progress. I cannot predict what will come of it, what justice will exist when the dust settles. If you do this, know that you will be saving a life.”

Marin looked at the wood statue. Not much of a life. She wondered if the librarian was alert and aware within her wood casing, and Marin shuddered. Imagine how horrific it would be if she could see and hear but not move, speak, or even blink. “Is there a way to help her? To turn her back?”

For the first time, Rijes smiled, as if Marin had said exactly what she wanted to hear. “Give this letter to the gardener of Belde.” She handed her a paper sealed with wax, as well as a pouch that jangled like it held coins.

Marin accepted both. “You won’t get in trouble for removing her from the library?”

“All my staff are distracted by the events at the palace. I ordered the removal of all scrolls and art from the North Reading Room, to be placed in secure storage, in case of further upheaval. No one will notice that this statue did not make it with the rest.”

“You expect further upheaval? Beyond the…” What was the word? “… defenestration?” Wasn’t it enough that the emperor was dead? Splatted? Hadn’t the revolutionaries achieved their goal? She thought again of the sorcerer blasts she’d heard. She wondered if that meant more violence or an end to it. At some point, the imperials would exact punishment.

“I have studied history,” Rijes said. “No matter how just the revolutionary cause is, the outcome of chaos is never certain and rarely short-lived. Violence begets violence, and forced change is as painful as birth and even less assured of success. You would do best to avoid Alyssium in the near future, if you can.”

That sounded like excellent advice. She trusted Rijes’s assessment far more than she trusted her own gut. “Do you…” Marin wasn’t sure if she was overstepping. This was the head librarian, after all, one of the most important people in the empire, keeper of all knowledge, history, and intellectual treasures—and especially every spellbook ever written. But Marin had already started the question, so she plunged ahead and finished it. “Do you want to come with me? Away from Alyssium? I can take you to wherever you’d like to go.”

Perri echoed that offer by rising halfway out of the water and spreading his fins. He chirped a cascade of notes at her, encouraging her to come.

“I…” Rijes began. For an instant, Marin saw an emotion flicker on Rijes’s face, but it was too fast for her to identify what it was. “Thank you for the kind offer. It’s appreciated.”

“I mean it,” Marin said. “If it’s going to get unsafe, that means it’s especially unsafe for all the important people.” The head librarian wasn’t an emperor, but she had power and influence. Marin knew enough of history to know people with power and influence didn’t always have happy or quiet endings to their tales. “You can come back when it’s calmed down.”

“My place is here,” Rijes Velk said. “There are irreplaceable treasures that I must ensure are not lost. I have taken oaths to protect them.”

“Your life is an irreplaceable treasure,” Marin said.

Rijes smiled again, and Marin had the sense she didn’t smile often. Each smile seemed to surprise her, as if she didn’t know her lips curved that way anymore. “I knew I was right to choose you. You should go, before it worsens or before anyone seeks me out.”

“You should take the crate of books.”

Rijes shook her head. “They’ll only be in danger—”

“It will give you an excuse for being here on the dock, if anyone notices. You can wheel them directly to your secure storage, if you want.” She maneuvered the statue onto the deck of the boat and then inched it toward the stairs. Made of wood, it wasn’t light, but she’d hauled heavier supplies. She didn’t lack for muscles. Bracing herself, Marin carried the statue of the librarian downstairs into the cabin and then returned with the crate of books. Huffing, she carried the crate off the boat and placed it on the same wheeled pallet that Rijes had used for the statue. “You should think about leaving, though, if it gets bad. Books aren’t worth more than your life.”

“We will agree to disagree on that.”

As soon as the crate was positioned in the lift, Rijes stepped in beside it, and Marin returned to Silver. She unwound the line from the cleats. Behind her, the library lift door squealed as it shut, and Marin thought of one more question: “What spell did she cast? What did she do to get herself condemned?”

Rijes said simply, “She made herself a friend.”

And then the lift carried her upward.
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CHAPTER FOUR


It was nearly sunset by the time Marin was able to pole her way to the southern gate. She was not alone: the canals were packed with families fleeing Alyssium. Ships, boats, gondolas, and skiffs clogged the waterways, slowing her down. She didn’t know if they were imperial sympathizers or just people who didn’t want to be caught in the middle of a violent conflict, but it didn’t matter. Everyone in the canals wanted the same thing: to leave.

She didn’t have a plan for what to do if the gateways were shut and they couldn’t.

She tried not to think about it—why would the guards seal the city?—but by the time she maneuvered Silver through the crowd to the archway, her hands were slick with sweat and her heart was racing like a merhorse galloping through the waves, and she’d thought of at least eight different reasons why the guards might want to seal the city in the wake of the emperor’s murder. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more she thought it would be a sensible precaution.

Luckily, it appeared that the guards were too preoccupied to be sensible.

She saw the archway up ahead, open and unwatched, and she poled faster. Beside her, the surface rippled as Perri swam, submerged enough to be invisible to the other boats, close enough that when it was her turn to pass through the arch into the open sea, she knew he was safely with her.

Raising her sails, Marin caught the wind and spurted away from the city. She wondered if the other crafts had a destination or if their only goal was away. She didn’t blame them. Certainly she had had enough of Alyssium.

Beside her, Perri breached and then crashed down, stretching to his fullest now that he could. He chirped at her and then craned his head to look back at the city.

She sang notes back at him as she twisted to glance behind her. Even with only a little bit of distance, Alyssium looked beautiful and peaceful and not at all like a city that had just defenestrated its emperor and allowed two sorcerous blasts within its walls. She felt sick, thinking of all the people who were going to suffer when the imperials enacted their retribution. In the dying light, it glowed amber, a candle against the deepening blue.

“He’ll be safe,” Marin told Perri.

After leaving Rijes Velk and the Great Library, she’d tried to pole her way back to the conservatory to reinforce her “don’t leave the conservatory” directive, but the canals had been clogged with boats and skiffs and ships. She’d had to give up and go with the flow toward the gate.

She hoped Dax stayed oblivious within its walls. His friends and the grandmasters will ensure he doesn’t leave. They’d kept the news of the revolution from him, telling him it was only more of the same kind of protests; surely they’d keep him physically safe as well. “He’ll be all right,” she reiterated, as much to herself as to Perri. “The revolution won’t touch the conservatory, even if the violence spreads. He’ll be safe there.”

Given the distance from the palace in the west side of the city to the conservatory on the east side, as well as the sheer bulk of the edifice itself, it was the safest place in Alyssium for him to be. Plus there was simply no reason for anyone to attack a music school and concert hall. Far better to target the palace, the government buildings, and the guard barracks. She wouldn’t want to be anywhere sorcerers lived and worked either, and that included the Great Library—it was packed with spellbooks, making it an obvious target to anyone who wanted power and control of the city. Rijes Velk was correct to be concerned, and Marin hoped she’d done the right thing in letting the librarian stay.

She snorted at herself. What was I supposed to do? Kidnap her? It was enough that she was skirting the law by transporting a … statue? A criminal?

Exactly how much danger had Marin just put herself in?

She couldn’t afford to be targeted by imperial investigators, not when her parents were relying on her to repay the family’s debt. She still had three payments and less than a year to make them. It was going to be close enough as it was.

Marin drew the letter from Rijes out of her pocket and studied the seal. It was a glob of red wax, imprinted with a stamp that depicted a stack of books. It didn’t appear to have enchantments printed into it like some official documents did, but she couldn’t be certain just by looking at it. She sang a cascade of notes to catch the sea serpent’s attention, then asked, “Perri, could you keep us on track?”

Singing back at her, he positioned himself beside Silver. He couldn’t adjust the rudder or the lines—no hands—but he knew how to watch the sails for any sign of luffing and could nudge the hull to steer. Perri was the one who’d figured out the technique after he noticed how badly she would drift off course while she slept. In the beginning, she’d protested—he was her friend, not her crew, and he shouldn’t have to work while she slept. He’d thought that was so ridiculous that he’d drenched her. She hadn’t argued since.

After checking to be sure no other boats were near enough to worry about a collision, Marin went down into the enchanted cabin. She’d learned all sorts of valuable skills in that frantic, horrific time when she’d discovered her ex-fiancé, Iovar, was trying to sabotage her family business. One skill was unsealing and resealing letters.

She went to her galley. She’d outfitted it with a tiny stove, a sink that produced fresh water (another enchanted gift from her parents that they could barely afford), and her favorite: a collection of spices from throughout the Crescent Islands Empire.

If it was an empire anymore.

She wondered briefly if the revolutionaries truly had a chance of winning. They had successfully assassinated the emperor, which had to be an important first step. But the imperials had the navy, as well as trained sorcerers. She thought again of the blasts she’d heard.

If the revolutionaries did win … A fresh chance for the people of the islands. Think of it! There was so much good that they could do, if they had the opportunity. There was so much that needed fixing—an end to the restrictive laws on magic use, relief from the onerous tariffs that benefited no one, help with the magic storms that plagued the outer islands. She wondered if she dared hope for any of that.

She selected the sage and salt, spilled a little of each in the palm of her hand, and blew it over the wax seal as she said, “Liakis,” which a slightly disreputable ex-sorcerer had once told her meant “reveal” in the First Language. The wax didn’t fizzle, which it would have if the seal had been enchanted. She selected a flat knife.

If the revolutionaries won, that simple little spell would no longer be a crime to cast. That alone would be an improvement.

Sitting on an array of pillows, Marin began the meticulous task of wiggling the blade under the seal. It wasn’t a particularly mysterious process, but it did require practice and patience. She had both.

In a few moments, she’d loosened it. She carefully unfolded the letter, then glanced at the wood statue before she read the elegant script. At the top was a note addressed to the Head Gardener of Belde, Yarrow Verdane. It referenced a letter he’d written, requesting assistance. And then it followed with a cryptic sentence: I hope to provide a solution to multiple problems at once.

What was written beneath the note, though, wasn’t cryptic at all. It was a spell.

She’d glimpsed enough of them to recognize the format, even if she couldn’t read the ancient language, plus it was followed by what was obviously a list of spell ingredients. Marin felt her stomach sink. While transporting a statue and delivering a letter weren’t crimes, casting a spell to reverse a legal ruling absolutely was.

Granted, the letter didn’t explicitly say that’s what the spell was designed to do, and Marin didn’t know how to read the language of spells, but what else could it be? She marveled at the head librarian’s guts, first for smuggling out the statue and second for writing down a spell without knowing exactly who would read it and cast it.

Under Emperor Mevorin, the current (recently splatted) emperor, it was highly illegal for a nonapproved sorcerer to cast a spell, even a minor one like her simple reveal-enchantment cantrip. Under his rule, the law had become more and more strict, with the list of “approved” sorcerers becoming narrower and narrower to include only university-trained and emperor-reviewed casters. Before the last two years, Marin wouldn’t have cared if someone wanted to violate that ridiculous law in such a flagrant way. In fact, she’d have cheered—it was an unnecessary and dangerous law that never should have been made. She knew how much damage that restriction was causing in the outer islands, both with their harvests and with the rise of unpredictable and unchecked magic storms. But lately, she had a lot more to lose with her parents so dependent on her income. So this letter, the statue, on top of the uncertainty of a revolution, was at best an unwanted mess and at worst a disaster.

It’s not my problem.

That realization felt like an intake of fresh sea air.

The letter wasn’t written to her. She had zero access to any of the ingredients on the list—half of them were plants she’d never even heard of, much less knew where to find—and Rijes had had no expectation that Marin would read the letter, much less act on it. She had one job, and she’d been paid to do it. No one could fault her for that.

Besides which, they’d have to catch me.

She lit a candle and carefully melted the edges of the wax seal just enough to affix it to the letter, not enough to disturb the imprint of the stamp. When she finished, it looked as if it had never been opened. “Your secret is my secret,” she told the statue.

She wondered what the gardener would do when he read the letter. Yarrow Verdane. She hadn’t known his name before, and she reminded herself to continue to act as if she didn’t know it, since she only knew it from reading the letter. She’d only met the man once—he had a reclusive hermit vibe, but that didn’t tell her whether or not he’d break the law and cast a spell. She was fully aware she had lousy people sense.

“I assume you’re worth the risk,” Marin said to the statue.

The statue didn’t reply.

Happily, it looked like the risks to her and Perri were minimal, which was all she cared about and the reason why she’d pried into the contents of the letter in the first place. It also meant she didn’t have to disappoint Rijes or return the payment—all excellent news.

Opening the pouch that the head librarian had given her, Marin poured the coins into her hand and her eyes widened. Rijes had said she was paying for her discretion as well as the delivery, but this … it was double her normal delivery fee. Double! Well, that clinched it. Of course she’d complete the job.

She ogled the coins in her hand for a moment more, feeling their weight and inhaling their lovely metallic scent. This amount … it meant her family could make the next payment to the sorcerer while enabling her to steer clear of any Alyssium jobs.

And now she knew their destination after they delivered the statue:

She was going home.

Pleased, Marin tucked the payment and the letter into one of the many hidden compartments she and her mother had installed within the cabin, and then she headed back up to the deck. She thanked Perri and took her position by the wheel again. It was the perfect evening for a nice sail. The sea was flat and the breeze was brisk, as if the ocean didn’t care that an emperor had been defenestrated.

Frankly, she didn’t care either. The emperor hadn’t ever felt like a person to her—more like a force of nature, unpredictable and potentially dangerous. A lightning bolt. Unlikely to hit you but disastrous if it did.

That was another reason why she wanted to visit home: to make sure her parents were okay and that they knew to avoid any trips to the capital city. Her home island, Flicker, was far enough southeast that it should be fine, but she didn’t want them to take any unnecessary risks.

She didn’t visit home often. For the first year after Iovar tried to destroy her family, she’d kept her distance entirely, worried that her presence would endanger them by drawing his ire. Now … I just have to be careful, that’s all.

So long as she was careful, so long as she kept sailing, so long as she avoided messes that weren’t her business and didn’t trust anyone who wasn’t her parents or Perri, then everything would be fine.

Ahead, the sunset stained the horizon as the sun liquefied into gold, and Marin felt the tension in her muscles melt with the golden sun into the edge of the sea. She breathed in deep. She loved the smell of the sea: briny and bright. It made her feel like she was breathing in hope.



Marin slept and sailed beneath the stars on the journey to Belde. She passed plenty of islands with fishing villages that boasted inns and rooms to let, not to mention cafés and bakeries and markets, as well as job boards with various supply-runner postings. She’d normally have stopped at each one to check for jobs, but not this time, with the statue in the cabin and thoughts of her parents and her home island filling her head. She just kept sailing.

The farther she ventured from Alyssium, the fewer other boats and ships she saw, which was exactly how she liked it. Not many visited the southern islands—the vast majority of them were tiny dots, barely able to support a village, with few resources to tempt traders. One island was home to exclusively sheep and a few shepherds. Another was just rocks and lizards. A third had been claimed by an ornery gryphon and her brood, sharing the shore with a solitary lighthouse. Several others had once been inhabited but were now all but abandoned. Belde was one of those.

She’d heard that it had once been a jewel of the southern islands, home to a magnificent greenhouse created by a brilliant sorcerer, but after the sorcerer’s death, it had fallen into disrepair. No one visited it anymore. There was no reason to. It was an island of dying magic with only a single resident.

Also, it was cold there.

As Perri trumpeted their arrival, she sailed across the harbor toward the dock. There were no boats of any kind or any hint of movement anywhere along the shore, except from birds. Snow covered the island, coating the pine trees. In the distance, she saw the sparkle of the glass cupolas of the greenhouse, barely visible through the forest.

Winter always came early to Belde. She’d asked once and been told by the people of a neighboring island that it was a result of the late sorcerer’s spells—part of the cost of creating a vast complex of greenhouses. Indoor summer in exchange for outdoor winter. But she didn’t know if that was true or not. What she did know was that it was still summer in the northern islands, mid-fall on her home island, and stupidly cold here.

She tied off and then gazed up the path into the pine tree forest. “Want to give it another bellow?” Marin asked Perri.

He looked offended.

“I mean, want to make a beautifully melodious trumpet sound that will bring our hermit running to see what could be making such incredibly gorgeous noises?”

Perri sang out like a trumpet, and it was as crystal clear and beautiful as any bit of music she’d ever heard flow out of the windows of the conservatory. She wondered what Dax would have thought and reminded herself again that she didn’t need to think about him. He was fine, completely safe within his conservatory.

She waited a few minutes, shivering, but the gardener didn’t appear.

“This isn’t going to work,” Marin said. “Our gardener’s not the greet-visitors type, and I don’t want to freeze solid. Then he’ll have two statues to contend with.” She ducked into the cabin, located a coat, and pulled it on. She slid the letter from the head librarian into one of her many pockets, and then she hauled the wood statue up the steps onto the dock. It was awkward and required a lot of huffing and grunting, but she managed. “I’ll be back,” she told Perri.

She hefted the statue off the boat and waddled it up the dock, then she bent her knees and lifted it up, leaning the statue against her shoulder. She gritted her teeth and plowed forward, up the snow-covered steps.

Birds sang as they flew between the pine branches, cheerful because they weren’t carrying a human-size statue. Marin huffed as she walked up the path. She lowered the statue near the first structure, a two-story tower that looked like a lighthouse without a light. Leaving the statue, she climbed up to the door and knocked.

No answer.

She wasn’t particularly surprised. She doubted the gardener lived so close to the dock. Just to be sure, she peered in through the grimy window and saw what looked like an abandoned workroom of some sort: dust, cobwebs, stacks of books, lots of glass jars and empty pots. It absolutely looked like it belonged to some kind of ancient and unsanitary sorcerer, and it absolutely wasn’t her business.

She returned to the statue, lifted it up, and continued on.

The snow-covered road wound through the pine trees, past other cottages that looked even more abandoned: broken windows, damaged roofs, one open and snow-clogged door. She checked a blue cottage that looked mostly intact. No sign that it had been lived in for years. It occurred to her to wonder whether the solo gardener was still here. Perhaps he’d left too, and there was no gardener of Belde.

That wasn’t a pleasant thought. What was she supposed to do with the statue if he were gone? No, he has to be here. It wasn’t that long ago that she’d done a supply run to deliver flour and a few other items. He’d given no indication in the order he’d left at the flagpole that it would be her last delivery.

At a cottage that looked like a toadstool—it had a bulbous roof and round windows and door, red paint and white trim, very mushroomlike—she again lowered the statue to the ground and tried the door.

From inside, she heard a low growl.

Her eyes adjusted to the light, and she saw a gryphon stalk toward her out of the shadows. Its wings were flattened on its leonine back, and its eagle eyes were fixed on her. Quickly, she slammed the door shut and hurried to the statue.

That’s it. If I don’t find him in five more minutes, I’m out of here.

She glanced back over her shoulder.

There was movement between the trees, and she spotted two gryphons, wings outstretched, gliding not as far away from her as she would have liked. Both were deer-size, but compact as, well, a lion, with the muscles of a predator. On the plus side, they weren’t grand gryphons, like the species she’d encountered on the lighthouse keeper’s island a few years ago—those had been the size of a house. On the minus side, despite being smaller, they did not look sweet and cuddly.

“Well, this is fun.” Raising her voice, she called, “Just so you know, I’m friends with a sea serpent, and he has a vindictive streak. You don’t want to mess with me.”

He didn’t have any kind of vindictive streak. He was as sweet as a puppy. But she didn’t think the gryphons could understand her anyway. Hopefully they’d just hear a loud, unafraid voice and decide not to pursue her. They’re just curious. Or territorial. Now that she was moving away from their territory, they’d lose interest. Maybe.

She was losing interest in this whole endeavor. She was paid for delivery and discretion, not a quest through the woods with feral gryphons and freezing temperatures.

Just as she’d nearly decided to turn back, Marin saw a cottage with smoke rising from the chimney. It was nestled between the pine trees, quaintly framed in snow. Even better, it had fresh boot prints leading to and from the front door.

Aha! Found you!

She wrestled the statue through the trees to the door. Shaking her arms out, she tried not to wince at how sore they were. She was going to ache in the morning.

Marin knocked on the door.

No answer. Of course. She sighed heavily. Well, this was clearly where the gardener lived. There was no question about that. She debated whether she should search any further, but leaving a parcel on the doorstep was a time-honored way to deliver a package, and it wasn’t as if there were any thieves on the island liable to make off with a full-size wood statue. She doubted the gryphons would be interested. Maybe a beaver? Or termites? Anyway, she’d delivered it.

Marin slid the letter underneath the door and knocked one more time for good measure. She then turned to the statue. “I wish you all the best of luck. I truly do.”

And then she hurried back through the woods toward the sea and her friend, and away from the snow, the feral gryphons, and any potential lawbreaking that she intended to adamantly deny any knowledge of.

Not my problem.
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CHAPTER FIVE


Her home island looked like a cat curled up in the sun. Marin couldn’t help but smile as she and Perri sailed closer. She loved her home.

Years ago, the stories said, Flicker was only barren rock, a hiccup from a volcano that didn’t mean to explode and felt a bit embarrassed about it so never did it again. It sat forgotten in an empty stretch of sea, far away from the other islands, and felt sorry for itself until the first winged cat flew onto its shore.

The stories didn’t explain what that first cat ate—fish presumably? But by the time people came to settle Flicker, the island had transformed itself into a cat paradise, complete with trees to perch in, beautiful, brightly feathered birds and purple mice to hunt, and copious sunshine to nap in atop the rocky peaks. All the people who lived there worked their lives around the cats. No one owned a winged cat on Flicker, but very often, a cat would decide it owned you.

I should have known what Iovar was because of the cats.

He’d always tried to pet them and pick them up, ignoring every cue that they wanted to be left alone unless they decided otherwise. He never gave them enough space to come to him. He assumed he was owed their affection. Yeah, that should have been a major clue.

Unfortunately, she’d been blind to it. She’d liked his attention, especially when it had been all praise and promises.

Ugh, and this was why she hated coming home as much as she loved her home: every time she saw the black lava rocks, the trees with their flocks of winged cats, and the houses each with cat windows in their roofs, she was flooded with this swamp of regret, guilt, and flat-out horror with herself for falling for a man who wasn’t cat-worthy.

She’d thought she was so smart. So clever. Such a good judge of character. But it was abundantly clear to her after everything with Iovar that she had less actual sense than an orange winged cat. She’d just been lucky she hadn’t made any catastrophic mistakes in the last two years. Keeping her distance from everyone was the only way to continue to ensure that.

Her parents’ unpaid debt—and the fear that they’d lose their home if she failed to repay it—was a constant reminder of her unforgiveable failure of judgment and how much pain it had caused not just her but also her parents, who deserved only good things. I failed them once; I’m not going to fail them again.

As she sailed closer, a flock of winged cats burst out of the trees and flew in a V formation toward her and Perri. Shoving all thoughts of Iovar down, Marin grinned. “Have fun,” she told the sea serpent. “We’ll leave in the morning, okay?”

She tacked away sharply, avoiding the buoys that marked the channel into the harbor, but she kept looking back. Staying in the deeper water, Perri began to writhe and dance, diving down and then flinging himself up. As the flock of cats flew closer, his dance grew more elaborate. Soon, silver flashes appeared in the air as he flung himself upward.

The winged cats dove for the silver flashes, catching the fish with their paws and mouths. They circled above Perri as he continued to toss dinner into the air for them. Marin grinned as she watched the delight of both the cats and the sea serpent.

The fish were most likely less delighted, but she was fine with that.

She steered her sailboat beyond the harbor. She had no intention of docking where anyone could see her—her silver sails weren’t unique, but paired with a sailor with silvery skin who traveled with a friendly sea serpent … word would spread fast that she was home. If she avoided the main harbor and didn’t leave her parents’ house, then by the time anyone knew she was here, she’d have come and gone. It was admittedly not the bravest choice, but it was the simplest. She’d successfully gone two wonderful years without seeing Iovar.

Marin kept a safe distance from shore as she circled the island before tacking toward a cove that held a beach with black sand. It sparkled in the sunlight, as if it were mixed with shards of diamond. She sailed toward a skinny dock that stretched out beyond the breakers, and she tied off next to her parents’ sailboat, also with silver sails. Its hull had been cleaned recently, as well as scraped of barnacles and polished, and every inch of it gleamed. A cat with golden wings perched on top of its mast and made chirping-clicking noises at seagulls who flew just offshore.

She tied off, lowered the sails, and then headed toward the steps that led up to a little pink house perched just above the beach. A half-dozen cats lounged on the roof, and Marin spotted bright-colored laundry drying on the line out in the garden. The peach trees were full of soft-fuzzed fruit, weighing down their branches, and she smelled cinnamon wafting out the windows—her parents were baking.

All is well.

She climbed the steps up from the beach. By the time she reached the garden, her father was bustling out the door. He was half-covered in flour, with flecks dusting his hair, and his smile was huge. “Mariner!” he cried.

Two of the cats launched themselves off the roof and flew in circles around him.

Laughing, he flapped his arms to half-heartedly shoo them away. “You had breakfast already. Remember?”

“They definitely do not remember,” Marin said with a smile.

“Humph.”

“In fact, they’re certain they’re starving,” Marin continued, watching them circle and meow plaintively. “No one has ever fed them or will ever feed them again. It’s tragic.”

One of the winged cats landed on the table beneath one of the peach trees.

Leaning out the kitchen window, Marin’s mother cheered, “Mariner! You’re home!” She then scowled and made shooing motions. “Psst-psst! No cats on the table!”

Looking her straight in the eye, the cat lifted his hind leg and began to lick.

“You look tired,” Pa said to Marin, wrapping his arms around her and squeezing her so tight that her ribs compressed. He released her and leaned his forehead against hers to peer into her eyes. “Are you sleeping enough? Eating enough? Bellis, she’s not taking care of herself properly! We need to intervene. She needs pie!”

It was the same dance every time she came home, and she loved it. “I do need pie,” Marin agreed.

Her father bustled her inside to the kitchen. She was immediately enveloped in warmth, spices, and her mother’s arms. She was then given a basket and scooted outside into the fresh air. “How many do you need?” Marin asked.

“Fill it to the brim!” Pa cried.

Inside, he made the pie crust while outside, Marin picked peaches. She braced the basket on her hip, holding it with one arm, while she plucked the sun-ripened peaches with her other hand. Testing them out, she focused on how they felt, not how they looked. It didn’t matter if they were pink or pale—it was the light squeeze that told the story. If the skin dented beneath her fingers, it was ripe. She twisted the orb off the branch.

“How are you both?” Marin called to them through the window.

“The sun rose again,” Ma said.

That was the answer she always gave when bad things happened. Stomach sinking, Marin froze halfway to reaching for another peach. “Tell me.”

“Eh, your mother is being dramatic,” Pa said. He came outside with a cutting board and a paring knife and laid them on the table, scooting the winged cat off. Offended, the cat flew into the peach tree overhead. Pa dipped his hand into the pocket of his apron and pulled out a bit of dried meat. He offered it to the cat, who nibbled it and then proceeded to ignore him. “It may be for the best. World needs shaking up sometimes. Rich folk got to be reminded wealth doesn’t equal importance.”

Ah, they were talking politics. “You heard about the revolution?” Marin guessed. Her muscles began to unclench. She was worried it was worse, personal: illness, for example.

Coming outside, Ma joined them, carrying a bowl and a basket with other ingredients: flour, sugar, salt, cinnamon, nutmeg, and a bottle of lemon juice. “You’re a day late with the news. You didn’t come straight here? The fall of the empire didn’t seem important enough?”

“I had a delivery.” Marin began to peel and slice the peaches, while Ma and Pa mixed together the other ingredients. “Wait, what did you hear? Did the revolutionaries win?” That seemed unlikely. Rijes Velk had been certain that wasn’t the end of it.

“You should have come straight here,” Pa said.

Marin flinched. She should have. “I didn’t think it was an emergency all the way out here. Alyssium is so far from Flicker…” She thought of Dax in Alyssium and wished she’d tried harder to reach the conservatory. He’s all right. She wished she could be sure. The imperial reaction to the emperor’s assassination was bound to be swift and brutal, as well as overreaching. Still, there was no reason for them to touch the conservatory.

“It’s all one world,” Ma said. “And while we do think, in the long run, a new government—one that serves the people—will be what’s best for the islands, it will be dangerous for a lot of people for a while, until new systems are in place. It’s an adjustment—no more empire. No more imperial investigators. Lots of new laws. All sorts of changes to come.” She peered over at the cutting board. “Slice them walnut size.”

“We worry about you, Mariner,” Pa said.

“I worry about you,” Marin said. “That’s why I’m here, to make sure you knew things are unstable and that you shouldn’t take any jobs that go through Alyssium, at least until we’re sure it’s safe.” If the empire had truly fallen and the revolutionaries had already won, perhaps she was just being overcautious? It felt too soon for better, but maybe it was. Did she dare hope?

She didn’t trust hope.

In her experience, things usually got worse, not better, especially when you trusted the wrong people. Ugh, she wished coming home didn’t remind her so much of Iovar. Was he going to color her view of everything forever?

Pa scooped the cut peaches into the bowl and mixed them so the sugar, cinnamon, and other ingredients clung to them. “Bah,” he said. “Your mother won’t let us take any jobs beyond the nearest isles regardless.” He waved a meaty hand westward. The nearest islands were all within an hour or two’s sail, and the seas around them were known to be calm, due to a stretch of barrier reefs.

“We both agreed,” Ma said calmly.

“You proposed,” he said. “I nodded.”

Marin’s mother considered that, then shrugged. “That’s worked well throughout our marriage.”

He grinned, leaned over, and planted a kiss on her cheek. Ma laughed and swatted his arm lightly. Marin kept chopping peaches and didn’t fight to keep the smile off her face. They’d nearly lost everything two years ago, but it hadn’t changed them. She didn’t understand it, but she was grateful for it.

And they never once blamed me.

Instead, they’d rallied to help her escape.

Carrying the bowl of sugary peaches, Pa led the way inside, poured it into the ready-and-waiting pastry shell, and then slid the pie into the oven. Meanwhile, Ma poured iced peach tea into three jars and set them on a tray to carry back outside.

While the pie baked, they drank tea beneath the peach trees and watched the winged cats attempt to chase a seagull, who was having none of their nonsense. As the afternoon wore on, Ma and Pa took turns gossiping about the neighbors—who had had a baby, who had painted their fence an alarming color, who had plans to dominate at the End-of-Harvest Festival with his pies … which was Pa. Pa had plans to dominate. He’d perfected a pie crust with just enough vanilla to make the judges meow.

“Meow?” Marin asked.

“It’ll be good enough for a cat.”

“You shouldn’t be feeding the cats pie. Pa, are you feeding the cats pie?”

“Ooh! Have to check the oven!” He darted away without, she noticed, answering the question.

Ma turned to Marin with a serious look on her face, and Marin automatically braced herself. Other than stopping to make a delivery before coming to Flicker—one single well-paid stop—she didn’t think she’d done anything that warranted that kind of expression, but who knew? She wondered if it was Iovar, but she didn’t want to ruin the beautiful afternoon by saying his name out loud. It felt like casting the worst kind of spell.

“What?” Marin said when the look went on a few seconds too long.

“You should come back for the End-of-Harvest Festival,” Ma said. She held up her hand to stop Marin’s immediate protest. “It would mean a lot to your father, and I believe it’s time. You’ve exiled yourself for long enough—what happened wasn’t your fault. You were the victim. He was the snake in the grass.”

Yeah, but Marin should have spotted the snake before it struck. I was the one who invited the snake into the house. Into my bed. She wasn’t here to argue, though. “I think it’s better if I—”

“It’s not,” Ma said. “You tried disappearing. You tried keeping your distance. Did it make you feel better? Are you happy sneaking into your own home like a criminal when you were the victim? What are you afraid of? So you may see him. So what? He can’t hurt you now. He can’t hurt any of us. We’re done with him. But we don’t want to be done with you. We want to see you more. Your father and I … we’re getting older, and we won’t be here forever.”

They were not old, and wow, she did not want to be having this conversation. “Ma, I can’t—”

“How about this: come back to celebrate with us. Just the family. You don’t have to see anyone else if you don’t want to. Watch the pie contest from the sidelines. Place a bet on the winged cat race under a false name. Wear a disguise. Whatever makes you comfortable. Just come.”

Before Marin could trot out the million excuses why this was a terrible idea, Pa emerged from the house, all smiles, holding the peach pie with two oven mitts. “Ta-da! Look at this perfection!”

Ma applauded, and Marin joined in.

He placed the pie on a kitchen towel on the table with a flourish. Steam curled out between the pastry lattice. Peach liquid bubbled around the edges, and it smelled like the most glorious dream of peach, cinnamon, and pastry.

Ma cut the slices and served them on her favorite mismatched dishes, the ones painted by her mother with little flowers on each. Marin’s plate had buttercups around the edges.

“You try it first,” Pa said.

Marin cut the tip of the pie with her fork and popped it in her mouth. It exploded on her tongue like sunshine at dawn, bright and sweet and cheery and … “Oh, there’s the vanilla!”

“And what does it make you say?” Pa pressed.

“Meow!”

“Excellent.” He beamed.

Ma leveled a look at her. “And?”

She couldn’t say no to them. How could she? Yes, they were admittedly a bit much sometimes. It was possible that her younger self had used the word “smothering” once or twice. But they loved her unconditionally and wholeheartedly. Even before Iovar, they had supported her dreams. When she was a chubby toddler drawn to the seashore, they’d taught her to swim. When she’d spent hours at the harbor watching the boats, they’d taught her to sail. Whenever she’d wax on for hours about her dream of being a sailor, the best sailor the Crescent Islands Empire had ever seen, and visit every island she could reach, they’d told her they believed in her, and she could do anything and be anyone she ever wanted. They were, in short, the best parents anyone could ever wish for, and it was impossible to repay them for any of it. She certainly couldn’t say no to them over what should be a simple request, not when they were looking at her with such naked wide-eyed hope in their eyes.

Wishing she knew how to disappoint them without disappointing them, Marin summoned up a smile she didn’t feel and said, “And I’m looking forward to watching you win at the End-of-Harvest Festival.” She managed not to wince after she said it.

Both her parents smiled at her as if she’d gifted them the sun and the moon. She supposed she had almost three weeks to figure out how she was going to manage that. A future problem, she thought as she ate another bite of pie.

“So, discover any new wonders out there on the big blue?” Pa asked.

As they ate the best pie in all the islands, she launched into a mostly true tale of one of her supply runs, to an island populated predominantly by penguins and one old man who insisted on knitting them all sweaters, and she tried not to think about any problems at all—present, future, or past.

No worrying about the revolution, about imperial retaliation, about Rijes Velk, about the statue and the gardener, about the sorcerer and her family’s debt, or any of it. Still, in between bites and stories, for no particular reason that she could name … she couldn’t help wondering if Dax had ever tasted peach pie.
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CHAPTER SIX


The kelp forest was one of Marin’s favorite stops. She navigated to the buoy at the edge of the forest and tied off. Perri bobbed a distance away—it was too dense for him to venture in. Holding her fingers to her lips, she whistled sharply.

She didn’t have to wait long.

The caretaker of the forest surfaced off her port side. He was human from the waist up, bare-chested, with seaweed instead of hair. His lower half was a sea lion, wide and powerful. “You have our delivery?” His voice was deep and burred.

“I do. May I distribute it myself?”

“You may.” He handed her payment, coins gleaned from shipwrecks. Crusted with minerals, they worked as well as any other coins. She tucked them into one of her pockets.

As the kelp caretaker gestured to her to proceed, Marin kicked off her boots and then dove into the water. She opened her eyes and felt the sting of the salt. Ahead of her, the world was murky green. The kelp forest was made of thousands upon thousands of ropelike strands of green that swayed in the current. Sunlight, filtered, sparkled between them, bits shining through like between the branches of a tree. Holding her breath, she kicked her feet as slowly as she could, trying to disturb the water as little as possible. She wanted to see all of it before she needed to surface.

Her visits here never became part of the stories she’d tell at the docks. Not since Iovar. He hadn’t believed that this forest existed and refused to sail with her to see it—I should have known then. But she’d still been in so deep.

After that … this place felt too special, too … sacred … to be doubted ever again.

A little voice inside whispered that Dax would have liked to hear about it. She hushed the voice. She didn’t even know if she’d ever see him again. Her parents had seemed so sure that the revolutionaries had won and all would eventually be well, but had they? Her gut said no, but she knew full well her gut wasn’t trustworthy. Regardless, was Dax okay?

She told herself firmly to stop worrying about him.

What happened to him wasn’t her business. He had friends, colleagues, mentors, whatever to keep him safe. She had her own worries and responsibilities. She didn’t know why she couldn’t get him out of her head.

Thinking of him, specifically of his smile as he fed squid to Perri, she opened the bag at her waist, and the acorns, pecans, walnuts, and beechnuts floated out.

And the kelp creatures came.

Made of seaweed, the green rabbits came first, running through the water as if over grass. They caught the nuts as they tumbled through the water, and they danced around her in a fishlike school. They were followed by the other kelp creatures: squirrels and badgers, chipmunks and ferrets, all shaped out of the same green seaweed as the underwater forest itself.

Her lungs began to burn. Marin knew she needed to return to the surface. Still, she lingered a moment more. She was hoping for a glimpse …

Ahh, there you are.

A kelp deer. Shy. Gentle. Rare.

It slipped around the ropes of kelp. She glimpsed its eyes, a stunning blue like the sea on the clearest of days. And then she had to kick to the surface. The deer fled as soon as her legs pumped and Marin shot upward.

She burst through the surface and inhaled.

Marin swam back to her boat and Perri. She hauled herself up and flopped onto the deck. This was her world: with Perri, out in the wonders of the ocean. Whatever was going on in Alyssium, it didn’t have anything to do with her.

Why was it, then, that she couldn’t stop thinking about a certain oblivious composer with so little sense of self-preservation that all his friends and mentors chose to lie to him in hopes of keeping him safe? He’d better be okay. More sternly this time, she shoved her worry aside. They had more deliveries to make.



It was five more days before their route brought them back near Belde.

Marin didn’t expect to see the flag raised requesting supplies—it wasn’t the usual time for that—but maybe she could think of an excuse to stop anyway? I might not know if Dax is okay or Rijes Velk, but I can check on the librarian statue. It might make her feel better. Not that it was her business. She didn’t want it to be her business. However, if she could think of an excuse to dock and just peek around …

She heard Perri trumpet. Ahead of her, he breached, leaping out of the water, and then he crashed down again, clearly signaling her.

There was a flag.

She grinned.

Well, that was a beautiful excuse to be nosy. She was invited.

As Marin sailed into the harbor, a woman wrapped in a heavy coat with a red scarf skipped down the steps to the dock. The wind had picked up and was making her curls dance vertically around her head like cheerful snakes. She bounced from foot to foot as she waved and waited. A green tumbleweed of branches and leaves was blown down the steps. It rolled down the dock and stopped next to her.

Closer, Marin saw the woman’s face: round flushed cheeks, lavender skin, and bright eyes. A familiar face, though Marin had only seen it cast in wood. She nearly laughed out loud. He did it. That’s the statue.

Or not the statue anymore. Clearly flesh. Awake and alive and all of it.

You did it, Marin thought at Rijes Velk. You saved your lawbreaking librarian.

And I helped.

On the heels of that realization, she had another thought: No one can know.

Transporting a statue and a letter wasn’t a crime, but if an imperial investigator thought that Marin had done so with the intent of aiding and abetting a criminal act, if they believed she’d known about Rijes’s plan and the spell in the letter …

As Silver slid beside the dock, Marin realized she was going to need an extra second to process her reaction or it would be written all over her face. She tossed a line to the non-statue and said, “Tie it off, would you?”

The woman caught the line awkwardly, then knelt and tied it to one of the clamps on the dock while Marin took a moment to study her. The tumbleweed of greenery that had followed her down the steps was clumped by her ankles, but other than that, she seemed ordinary enough. No residual statueness. And more importantly, no spark of recognition.

She doesn’t know I’m the one who brought her here.

How could she? She’d been a statue, and Marin hadn’t seen the gardener when she’d made the delivery. If there was to be any backlash for the lawbreaking … It can’t fall on me if no one knows I was involved.

A little of the tension in Marin’s shoulders unknotted. All she had to do was pretend she had no idea who the former statue was. I can do that. “You the one who raised the flag? What do you have for me?”

With a perky smile, the former statue said, “Hi! Thank you for coming. It’s really nice to … Well, lovely to meet you.” She pulled a letter out of her coat pocket.

Suddenly, the leafy clump of green at the woman’s feet spoke. “I’m Ree. And you … wow. Hi. You’re a sailor.”

Startled, Marin laughed. “Hello, Ree. Yes, I am.” Just an ordinary sailor with no idea that the woman in front of her wasn’t supposed to be alive. She remembered what Rijes had said about the former librarian’s crime: that she’d made herself a friend. And here was a clearly enchanted plant.

Exactly how many times had the law been broken on this island?

Granted, it was an island known for its late floral-minded sorcerer. Perhaps this sentient bush was a legacy from his magic. It was possible that this woman was innocent. Or innocent-ish.

Marin said, “You could’ve just left the note in the box. That’s what the gardener does. You the new gardener? What happened to the other one? He okay?” Did the gardener know how very illegal all of this was? Did he care?

“He’s fine. I’m…” She hesitated.

Marin waited to see how she was going to finish that sentence. This woman was a terrible liar. It was plain on her face that she wasn’t going to cough up the truth. Marin supposed that at least showed some self-preservation instincts.

“I’m a friend. I’m helping with the greenhouse.”

“Huh. Good for him.” Marin smiled as friendly a smile as she could. The woman really didn’t seem like a criminal. She was too innocent, too open, too happy. It was easy to see why Rijes had wanted to help her. She was the kind of person you wanted to help, because if you didn’t, it probably meant you were some kind of soulless monster who was cruel to flightless kittens. As casually as she could, Marin glanced at the letter before tucking it into a pocket. “Not a supply list? He usually leaves a list of what he needs—flour and wax and yeast and such.”

“It’s a letter to his family in Alyssium. Do you know how long it’ll take to reach them?”

She clearly had no idea about the revolution, but why would she? She’d been made of wood. Marin wondered what effect the defenestration of the emperor would have on cases like this. If the revolutionaries had won, who was in charge of that part of the government now? More importantly, who was in charge of the imperial investigators? Her parents seemed to think there were no more imperial investigators. Were they right?

“Not to pressure you, but if I could give him an idea of when to expect a response…”

The shrub, Ree, blurted out, “I love the sea.”

He was the cutest. She had the sense he’d be staring at her with childlike adoration if he had eyes. But he was only a bundle of branches and leaves. She didn’t even know what kind of plant he was. “Me too, my new friend. Me too.”

The woman smiled down at the shrub fondly. “Ree would like to accompany the letter, to make sure it reaches its destination. If you don’t mind the company.”

Wait. What? No. Marin tried to let him down gently. “This won’t be a short or easy jaunt. I don’t know that the open ocean is any place for an inexperienced, um…” She trailed off, unsure of what noun to use.

“I’m a wax myrtle,” Ree said. “I’m a halophyte. You’re a real sailor.”

The tone of his voice pierced her gut. She was tossed back to her memory of herself, five years old, the first time that her mother had taken her on a supply run—that longing, that dream. She’d fallen in love with sailing that day, and every time her parents went out on the boat, she’d begged them to let her come along in exactly that same kind of voice. They’d always said yes.

“He wants the ocean,” the woman explained.

Ree jumped in. “I won’t be any trouble! I’ll clean the deck. All the time. So much cleaning. And I’ll climb the mast. Oh, can I climb the mast? Please? I can climb the mast and shout, ‘Land, ho!’”

Her heart lurched again.

But she couldn’t. She’d sworn to sail alone. Except for Perri. She hadn’t wanted to take on any other crew. Taking on a crew meant trusting other people, and the last time she’d trusted someone who wasn’t family … the last time she’d allowed anyone so close to her … he’d nearly crushed her dreams and everyone she cared about.

This sailboat was her freedom, her heart, her hope.

On the other hand, this was a plant.

“I’m sure you’d be spectacularly helpful, but I don’t need a deckhand,” Marin said. “I’m a solo sailor. Besides, Alyssium isn’t the best place to sail these days. It’s a mess, with the revolution and all. It’ll be a while before the city settles down.” She watched the former statue as she spoke and saw the moment the woman blanched, which was confirmation that she had no idea of what was happening in the capital city.

To be fair, Marin didn’t know what was happening there now either. Her parents had said the empire had fallen, but even if they were right, did that mean the violence was over? What had the revolutionaries done now that they were in charge, if they were in charge? Had the world changed for better or worse?

“What’s happening in Alyssium?” the woman asked, trying to sound casual and failing completely. “A revolution, you said?”

“You haven’t heard?” She thought that was what someone who didn’t know the woman had been a statue would say.

“The seagulls don’t gossip much, and we don’t get many other visitors.”

Marin laughed again. I like her. She was obviously not a criminal mastermind, but she was clever. The longer Marin spent with her, the better she understood why Rijes had wanted to save her. Being transformed into a statue was an incredibly harsh punishment for someone with the personality of a jovial puppy. “Fair enough,” Marin said. “The short version is the revolutionaries finally overthrew the emperor—like, literally, they threw him out a window—and the empire has pretty much fallen. It’s been brewing for some time. You must have known that?” She could have known that, Marin supposed, depending on when the librarian had been statue-ified. It had been brewing for years, ever since the emperor decided to hoard magic.

“I’ve been busy.”

That was a beautiful euphemism. Marin resisted a grin. “Well, the long and short of it is that Alyssium is in chaos.” Probably. Or it was two weeks ago. She thought that was likely a true statement. “And there’s no more Crescent Islands Empire. It’s just the Crescent Islands now.” Also probably. And less likely. She wondered if she should admit she didn’t have any actual recent news, aside from her parents’ second- or thirdhand report. A lot could have changed since she’d fled the capital. And a lot could have changed since her parents got their news too. For all any of them knew, the imperials could have reasserted themselves and claimed control again, but wouldn’t they have to un-murder the emperor to do that? She wished she knew what was going on in Alyssium—and why this woman was so anxious to get a letter there when she’d barely escaped it. “You’re sure the gardener is okay? He hasn’t ever sent a letter to anyone before.”

“He’s well, but it’s important his family receives it quickly, if it’s at all possible to sail there.”

Every indication said she was innocent and trustworthy, but Marin had learned not to trust her own instincts. It was far better to be safe than to take any action that could endanger her family. On the other hand … she’d stayed away from Alyssium long enough, hadn’t she? If she traveled back, she could tell Rijes Velk that her gambit had worked. And check on Dax. And see if the empire really had fallen or not and what it meant for people like her and her parents.

Wait, am I really considering this?

Yes, I am.

Marin shrugged. “If it’s important, I can manage it.”

“I can help,” Ree pleaded. “I eat danger for breakfast.”

“You eat breakfast?” Marin asked.

“I only eat danger.”

“That’s hilarious and adorable, but the answer is still no.” She couldn’t bring the plant into a potentially dangerous situation. Could she bring herself? And Perri? I can’t avoid the capital forever. At some point she was going to have to resume runs there, and wouldn’t it be better to know what was going on?

It was just a side benefit that she’d be able to check on Dax.

Certainly that wasn’t the primary reason to return. She had plenty of completely reasonable reasons that had nothing to do with one sea-serpent-loving, bright-eyed man. “I’ll deliver the letter as quickly and safely as I can,” Marin promised before she could reconsider. “You’ve got my payment?”

The woman held out a pouch. “Will this cover taking a letter to Alyssium, as well as taking on and training a new crewmate?” She gestured toward Ree.

With leaves quivering, Ree whimpered, “Please?”

It was the please that finally did it. She couldn’t say no to that any more than she could have sent Perri away when he’d started following her. She heard too much of herself in that please. She’d yearned so badly for the sea, to be a sailor, to have her own boat, and to have someone who loved her share it …

A sentient plant hadn’t been part of her dream.

But maybe she was part of his.

Who am I to say no?

She made a show of looking into the pouch and whistled through her teeth as if she were impressed. “Okay, I take it back. I’ll sail wherever with whomever for this. Label says these are summer squash from Rivoc. My ma has been wanting to plant them for seasons, but you can’t get them anywhere anymore.” Her mother had never mentioned summer squash before, but it sounded plausible. Marin was sure she’d like the seeds, even if it wouldn’t help with their debt. “You tell Yarrow thanks from both of us and that I’ll bring an extra bag of flour when I come back around for the monthly delivery.” She grinned at the shrub. “When we come back round.”

“Gah,” Ree said, so excited that he’d been rendered speechless.

“Thank you,” the former statue said.

Shedding leaves, Ree cried, “My captain!”

Okay, wow, that was adorable. Maybe it was a mistake to say yes, but it was hard to worry about that when he was so obviously and innocently happy. “Call me Marin. It’s short for Mariner, but I always thought that was a bit too on the nose. Also, risky of my parents—what if I hadn’t liked to sail?”

“Who wouldn’t like to sail?” Ree asked.

She was going to like sailing with this shrub. “My feelings exactly.”

“Thanks, Marin. I’m Terlu.” The woman paused and a brief look of horror flashed over her face. Marin surmised that that was her real name and that she had enough sense to realize sharing it might not have been the most prudent thing to do. Marin didn’t know how to tell her that her secret was safe with her. Swiftly, Terlu changed the subject. “Have you known Yarrow a long time?”

“Yarrow. Didn’t even know his name.” As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she realized she’d already used his name when she thanked him for the seeds, even though she wasn’t supposed to know it. She tried not to wince at herself. She wasn’t any better at subterfuge than Terlu. “Only talked with him a couple times—first time to ask when he’d need supplies, second time to ask about payment. Quiet guy. Polite. Didn’t try to haggle, which was refreshing. Some people see a supply runner coming, and they assume we want to cheat you so they try to cheat me first. It’s a game to some of them.” She nodded toward the pine forest. “Your guy never played games. I respect that.”

Terlu blushed.

Marin wondered what that was about. He’d saved her by casting the spell to reverse her punishment. Had he become more to her than just the man who’d saved her life? For a moment, she wanted to stay and hear the whole story. But no, she had a delivery to make. It was enough that she knew the statue was alive and well and that she hadn’t, at least so far, made a terrible mistake that would endanger her, Perri, or her parents.

As if aware of her revealing blush, Terlu changed the subject again. “Did you see the serpent earlier? It was singing like a trumpet. I’ve never seen one in person before. I always imagined the trumpet description was just people being poetic, but it really did sound like music.”

“That was Perri. He’s my buddy.” Tucking the pouch of seeds alongside the letter into one of her many useful pockets, Marin smiled. “I’ll tell you sometime. Or maybe not. Maybe I’ll make up a few fabulous stories, and you can decide which one is true. Everyone always expects sailors to have incredible adventures to faraway lands…” She thought of Dax always asking about her travels. I’m coming. You better be okay. “And yes. Yes, we do.”

Terlu opened her mouth to ask more.

Marin held up a finger. “Another time. I’ve only so much daylight to ride the wind and a lot of islands in my path. I’ll deliver your gardener’s letter. And then someday I want to hear about that story, how you befriended the Reclusive Gardener of Belde. I will be disappointed if there isn’t at least one passionate kiss involved.”

Terlu sputtered.

Laughing, Marin untied her sailboat from the dock. “Come on, new deckhand. The waves wait for no man, woman, or shrubbery.”

Ree scurried onto the boat. “Tell the others I’ll be back with stories too!”

Still laughing, Marin shoved off the dock with her foot. She pulled the mainsail, and the silver sails caught the wind. Crossing to the mast, Ree wrapped his branches around it and climbed.

“Happy sailing!” Terlu called, waving. “And thank you!”

Marin waved and then she tilted her head back and sang a cascade of notes. Out toward the open sea, Perri leaped out of the waves, trumpeting the notes back to her.

He was ready to go and check on his friend.

And so was she. Because he was her friend too. A friend who she couldn’t seem to stop worrying about.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


The wax myrtle was clinging to the top of the mast and singing at full volume:


“The sea, the beautiful sea,

So bluuue, so truuue,

You think you stole my heart, but I gave it to thee!”



He warbled on the last note, and Perri sang a matching trill before diving beneath the waves. At the helm, Marin smiled. She’d never met a … creature? being?… She’d never met a being so full of joyous life as this clump of shrubbery.

She called up to him, “Hey, want to review the lesson?”

“Yes!” He bounced in place and then extended a leafy branch to his left. “Port!”

“Correct,” she said.

He extended another branch to the right. “Starboard!” Then: “Forward! Aft!”

“Good. Now, directions with respect to the wind,” Marin said. “The wind is coming toward you, and you steer the bow through it?”

“You’re tacking,” he said.

“Good,” Marin said. “If I turn to the port side…”

“Close-hauled on port tack,” he said as she demonstrated. The sheets were trimmed flat, and she held them there for a moment before shifting them.

“Close reach!” he called. “Next is beam reach and then broad reach.”

“Excellent, and what happens if the wind is dead astern?”

“That’s jibing, and we don’t want to do that,” Ree said. Holding on to the mast with a few of his branches, he swung himself in a circle. Wind flowed through his leaves. A few were plucked off and flew over the waves, swooping and spinning.

“And why don’t we want to do that?” Marin asked.

“Because we could capsize if we mess it up.”

The lost leaves settled on the surface, floated on the waves for a moment, and then were swallowed by the blue. “Yes, and why don’t we want to capsize?”

“Because we’ll look like idiots, and dolphins will laugh at us.”

“Precisely.” She eased the sheets into a broad reach, and the sailboat shot across the sparkling sea. They’d lucked out—the sea was being kind for Ree’s first sail, with a steady wind and cloudless skies since they’d left Belde. “You’re going to be an excellent sailor, Ree.”

Wrapping a branch around the mast, he slid down until he plopped roots-first onto the deck. He crossed to her, keeping his root ball tucked beneath him and using multiple branches as if they were many legs. It was always fascinating to watch him move around. It seemed arbitrary which branches he used for what, and she couldn’t figure out if he considered himself to have any up or down. Aside from his root ball, which he held together with soil, he was symmetrical in every direction. She also wasn’t entirely certain where to look when she talked at him, since he had no eyes, so she typically picked a few leaves, whichever ones were wiggling the most when his voice emanated out of him. That seemed the most polite. “Do you really think so?” he asked anxiously.

“You pay attention,” Marin said, “and you respect the sea. That’s all it takes.” Also, it helped if you had a boat or a friend with a boat, which he did. “Have you ever heard the story of the old woman who loved the sea?”

He shook his leaves no.

“My ma told me and her ma told her that her ma said, so it must be true…” That was the traditional opening for any tale that wasn’t fact but was still true, and she’d always loved it. “Once there was a woman who’d never seen the sea, but she dreamed of it. Every night, her dreams were filled with blue.”

Listening, Perri drew closer.

Marin grinned at the sea serpent. “Pale blue like the shallow water, blue-black like the sea at night, turquoise, black-green, and the frothy white of breaking waves.”

“How had she never seen the sea?” Ree asked. “Didn’t she live on an island?”

“She lived under the island, in the caves below. She spent her days chipping jewels from the rocks, and she spent her nights with the bats and the snakes. She didn’t know she could leave. No one had ever shown her a way out. Years passed, and she grew old, then older still.”

“Did she wilt?” Ree asked.

“Yes. Her hair thinned, her skin wrinkled, and her bones ached, and one night, when she couldn’t sleep because of the aches and pains in her back and legs, she followed a bat through the caves—and she emerged out under the night sky.”

“Ooh,” Ree breathed. “I like stars.”

“So do all sailors,” Marin said. “If you want, someday I’ll teach you how to navigate by them.”

He bounced up and down on the deck. “Yes, yes, yes!”

She smiled. Bringing Ree on board had turned out to be an excellent idea. Marin had had no idea how much she’d enjoy having an apprentice, especially one as eager as the wax myrtle. “The old woman saw the stars above her and thought they were jewels. She wanted, more than anything, to chip them from the sky. But she couldn’t reach them above the island—so she looked out at the sea. She didn’t know what a sea was, but she knew it wasn’t like the solid stone that she’d always known beneath her feet. It moved. It swayed. It swelled.”

In rhythm with her words, Perri moved, swayed, and rode the swells of the waves. He’d always liked her stories. She wondered if that was one of the reasons he’d stayed with her instead of going off to find other sea serpents. Did sea serpents tell one another stories? If so, did he miss them?

“In addition to swaying and swelling, the sea also reflected. The old woman saw the stars, her jewels, reflected in the waves, and she thought, Aha! If I can travel out onto the moving ground, I can reach them.” Marin paused as the wind shifted and she adjusted the sheets. As soon as the lines were secured, she continued. “It took her weeks, months, years to figure out how to construct a boat and even more years to figure out how to sail it.”

“Because she didn’t have you,” Ree said. “A real sailor.”

“She didn’t have anybody. My ma and pa taught me how to sail. She had to learn it all on her own, the way the waves would move beneath her, the way the wind would push her, the way the storms would punish her.” She’d always admired the old woman in the story—to take to the sea with no tales to guide her. It was either brave or foolish.

“What happened after she learned?” Ree asked. “Did she reach the stars? She couldn’t have. Could she have?”

Sure, Marin supposed she could have, but that wasn’t the tale she knew. “She didn’t. But she followed them the rest of her days. My ma told me and her ma told her that her ma said she was happy, and so she must have been.” The traditional ending, which she also loved.

Perri leaped out of the water, arched in the air—his sinewy body a rainbow of iridescence—and then dove into the waves with barely a splash. He approved of the story. Marin looked at Ree, waiting for his reaction.

“Wait. That’s it?” Ree said, his leaves spiky. “What’s the moral?”

“I have absolutely no idea,” Marin said. “I don’t think it has one.”

“It’s a story. It has to have one.”

He sounded so affronted that Marin considered it before replying. “Why does it?”

Ree shook his leaves hard. His branches quivered. “Because that’s what stories are! They’re supposed to tell you what to do.”

Swallowing a smile, Marin shook her head. “Not the best ones. The best ones just sit inside you and make you feel things.”

The shrub snorted, which was an interesting sound that came with a lot of rustling of leaves. He sounded like a miniature forest inside an equally tiny tornado. “Well, I feel dissatisfied.”

“All right, then, what do you think it means?” Marin asked. She tried to keep the amusement out of her voice. She didn’t think Ree would like it if she laughed at him.

He was quiet for a while, considering the question. “Maybe … follow your own happiness? She left her cave and took to the sea, even though she didn’t know how. She just knew she wanted it. Like me. Do you think that’s right?”

“Yeah.”

“Really?”

She had no idea. “I think you’re brave like she was.”

He squeaked, “Me? Brave? I’m not brave.” Then, in a small voice: “Am I brave?”

Raising his head out of the water, Perri blew bubbles at the bush.

“See?” Marin said. “That’s two votes for brave.”

“Huh,” Ree said, and then he climbed the mast again to the very top to think about all of it. Marin kept sailing toward Alyssium. If Dax was at the conservatory dock, maybe she’d tell him that story and ask what he thought of it.



The city was on fire.

Marin saw the smoke first, black clouds staining the blue, then the outline of the city. She felt her stomach clench, and she gripped the mainsheet, prepared to switch directions … then hesitated.

Maybe it’s not that bad.

From this distance at least, it didn’t look as if the fire was everywhere. It could be contained. She knew the city had plenty of sorcerers who could suppress fires. She’d seen them call torrents of rain from the sky and waterspouts from the sea. In a few seconds, it could be doused, and then she’d feel ridiculous for turning around and failing to make a delivery.

Ahead of her, Perri lifted his head out of the water and trilled a question. He then added another cascade of notes.

“I’m sure Dax is fine,” Marin told him.

But she wasn’t sure.

She couldn’t tell if the smoke was anywhere near the conservatory. Or the library. Or the florist shop, where they were supposed to deliver the gardener’s letter (which, she’d confirmed when she read it, was about greenhouses, not about former statues or illegal spellcasting). It could be a localized fire, under control and about to be extinguished. Or … not. Rijes Velk had specifically warned her not to return too soon. This could be part of the chaos she’d predicted.

I knew Ma and Pa didn’t have all the information.

She should have trusted her instincts, the pessimistic ones that said it was too soon. She’d wanted to be wrong this time, though. She’d wanted the revolutionaries to have won and for the world to be a better place.

Looking at the smoke staining the sky … half of her wanted to turn around and sail home, where there was pie.

The other half kept her sailing toward Alyssium. “We’ll deliver the letter, check on our friends at the library and the conservatory, and then go someplace less on fire. Okay?” After that, she swore they wouldn’t come back for a nice, long time.

Perri arched into the air, scales sparkling, saying yes.

Shielding her eyes, Marin looked up at Ree, who was up on his favorite perch, the top of the mast. She wondered if she should have insisted he stay on Belde. She’d expected Alyssium to be a mess as whoever was in charge sorted out the aftermath, but she didn’t mean to bring her newest crew member into actual danger. There’s no “aftermath” yet; it’s still ongoing. “Are you okay with this, Ree? I mean, you’re made of wood.”

“Ahh, but I’m not made of kindling,” Ree said. “Green wood burns terribly.”

“Well, we won’t go anywhere near the fire,” Marin said firmly. “If it looks unsafe, we turn around, even if we haven’t made the delivery. Agreed?”

Both the sea serpent and the shrub agreed.

Closer, she saw multiple boats leaving through the archway, a variety of craft from skiffs to gondolas to sailboats. She noticed no boats were sailing in. Wondering if she was making a terrible decision, Marin sailed through the archway.

Ree helped furl the sails as Marin poled through the canals. She’d noticed that the guards hadn’t been stationed by the arch, and there were even more boarded-up windows. The uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach grew, but they’d come this far—it felt silly to turn around just because everything wasn’t back to normal. She reminded herself that they weren’t going to stay: deliver the letter, check on Rijes and Dax, and then leave. That was it.

She pulled out her map of the city canals, spread it out on the deck, and plotted a route to where the florist shop was. Ree hovered next to her, studying the map too. She noticed his leaves were trembling slightly, and she wondered if he was nervous. “Do you want to be in charge of the map?” she offered. “I’ll steer, and you tell me which way to go?”

His leaves puffed out. “Yes! I can do that!”

She smothered a smile. She’d already committed the route to memory, but she didn’t tell that to the little myrtle. If it made him feel better to navigate, then that was fine by her.

She poled onward, trying not to be unsettled by how quiet the city was.

“Left!” Ree shouted at the next fork. His voice echoed across the canal sandwiched canyon-like between empty mansions.

Specks of gray drifted through the air, and it took Marin a while to realize they were bits of ash. She could smell the smoke and wondered how widespread the fire was.

“Straight!”

Beside her, Perri swam just below the surface. She watched the ripples from his passage. There seemed to be more trash in the water than she’d ever seen—chunks of wood, a chair, a basket. He sank beneath them as needed.

Farther into the city, the stench of smoke grew stronger, and her throat felt dry and rough.

“Left!”

She heard screaming in the distance. As Marin slowed, she saw the canal up ahead was blocked—it had been stuffed with debris, everything from chairs to tables to doors. Her mind couldn’t make sense of it. It looked deliberate.

A word popped into her mind: barricade.

It was a barricade. She began to pole in reverse, awkward since sailboats weren’t intended to go backward. She adjusted the wheel as they backed to the last intersection. She was grateful that Silver was as maneuverable as she was. If she’d been any longer …

“There are other routes,” Ree said. “Go right.”

Now Marin was grateful she’d asked the plant to navigate.

She poled through the canal on the right and encountered another barricade. Backing up, she felt her skin prickle. Were the canals so empty because everyone had already left? She passed another boat, loaded with belongings, that was steered by a grim-faced woman. She had two children huddled in the back of her boat.

“Hey?” Marin called to her. “What’s happening?”

“It’s burning,” the woman said flatly. “It’s all burning.”

“What’s burning?”

But the woman turned away and poled faster. Ahead, Marin saw that the sky was black between the canals, as if night had closed around a portion of the city.

“We shouldn’t be here,” Marin told Ree. “This was a mistake.” She thought of Dax with a pang—was he in this mess? His classmates and mentors were all dedicated to ensuring he was safe. Surely they were taking care of him. She didn’t need to worry about him, did she?

Perri lifted his head out of the water and splashed, agitated.

“Given the state of the city, I’m sure Dax and Rijes Velk have already left.” She wasn’t sure of that. Rijes Velk had seemed determined to stay, to do her duty, and as for Dax … He’d had no idea about the events that were unfolding. Would he have left, or was he still in his conservatory? She was less certain now that it was a safe place to be, even though it couldn’t be a military target. All the people who had already fled the city … They had the right idea of it.

Perri splashed again.

Coming here was a mistake, but it wasn’t irreversible. She could get them out again, the same way they’d come in. There hadn’t been any barricades or even many boats blocking the way. She tried to tell this to her thumping heart and sweating hands. This wasn’t her battle; all she had to do was leave. “We need to go.”

Another agitated splash, this time spraying canal water over the wrapped sails.

Perri very clearly didn’t want to leave.

Ironic, considering how he usually couldn’t wait to flee Alyssium.

Marin compromised. “Okay, how’s this: we forget about the letter for now and just check on the library and the conservatory, then we leave.”

He accepted that.

“Ree, guide us to the Great Library.”

Ree shouted out directions as she poled through the canals. The smoke was worse, and the ash was thicker in the air. As they poled through an intersection, she glanced to her left, and she saw the lick of flames in the distance—the fire wreathed a spire.

Perri trumpeted, a shrill, discordant sound, and he reared out of the water.

“What is it?” Marin called.

Floating in the water in front of him was a body, face down.

Her heart hammered so hard that she thought it would break through her ribs. “We’re going. Now.” She poled harder, trying not to look at it as they passed. She hadn’t thought … She hadn’t imagined … She didn’t care if the empire fell. She did care if people died as it fell.

Ree was shaking so hard that leaves rained onto the deck.

“We’re getting out of here,” Marin reassured him. This conflict didn’t involve them. They weren’t guards or imperial investigators, and they weren’t revolutionaries. They were just sailors. “Forget the library and the conservatory. Ree, which way to the nearest gate?”

Still trembling, he read the map. “Straight ahead.”

She felt a jolt under the boat. “Perri? What are you doing?”

He was speeding the boat forward. Oh! This is good! He could speed them out of here. She lifted the pole out of the water as he spurted forward.

“Left!” Ree shouted.

Perri didn’t turn them left. They stayed straight.

Leaning over the side, Marin called, “We were supposed to turn! Perri?”

Up ahead was another barricade, but Perri didn’t slow.

“Perri?” she shouted.

He turned the boat onto another canal, just before the barricade. Marin turned to Ree. “Where is he taking us?”

He leaned over the map. “I don’t…”

She saw spires up ahead, familiar ones, with smoke rising from them. Oh no, not the library! It was the Great Library of Alyssium, and it was burning. She felt tears or seawater on her cheeks. She didn’t know which it was.

“Perri, it’s lost!” Entering the tunnel beneath the burning building would be folly. She didn’t think they could even get near it. Her heart ached. Had Rijes Velk escaped? What about the other librarians? And all the books?

The sea serpent let out a keening cry before abruptly altering their direction.

Abandoning the library, they sped on. She looked at the map as he made another turn and suddenly knew exactly where he was taking them: the conservatory. She felt a mix of relief and fear clog her heart—grateful that Perri was braver than she was but terrified for what they’d find. “We have a friend there,” Marin told Ree, tapping the building on the map. “That’s where he’s going.”

“Oh,” Ree said in a small voice. “It’s good to help friends.”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. The fear was so tight around her throat that she wasn’t sure she could squeeze any words out. Instead, she sat cross-legged on the deck. Ree climbed into her lap, and she held him, hugging his branches as the sea serpent propelled them through the burning city.

Around them, the city was no longer silent.

Marin could hear the shouting, as well as the pounding of footsteps on the bridges above the canals. The smoke was thinner away from the library, but the sky was filled with so much ash that it looked like snow. It clung to her hair, coated the deck, and fell onto the surface of the canals like shriveled petals from dead, colorless flowers.

Perri slowed as they entered the tunnel beneath the conservatory, and she gently scooted Ree from her lap and picked up the pole again.

Within the tunnel of the conservatory, she couldn’t hear the shouts as well or smell the smoke as badly. It was as if they’d entered a pocket of the world where the chaos was distant and unreal. Maybe he’s all right. She tried to remind herself that he wasn’t her responsibility. He was a grown man who could take care of himself, and he didn’t need her to swoop in and rescue him. Except what if he did?

Perri lifted his head out of the water. Snaking his head forward, he peered at the dark stairwell that led up into the conservatory and trilled a question.

“It doesn’t mean anything that he’s not here,” Marin said firmly. “He’s not expecting us.” She could go up into the conservatory to search for him, but separating from Perri and Ree and her sailboat was the worst idea. Second worst, after the decision to come to Alyssium in the first place. She considered the stairwell for a moment. If he was still here … “Sing,” she told Perri. “As loudly as you can. So loud that if he’s here, he’ll hear it.”

Raising himself higher, the sea serpent trumpeted. It echoed off the walls of the tunnel, magnifying itself.

“Louder,” Marin said.

He trilled, the notes cascading and then echoing back, filling the tunnel with music that swelled and soared. It sounded nothing like a human chorus. The sea serpent was capable of hitting notes both higher and lower than any human vocal cords could, and he could sing multiple notes at the same time.

She’d never heard him sing like this, insistent and loud, as if he were trying to erase all sound in the city, every scream and every cry, and replace it with chords that shrieked and soared and ricocheted off the mosaics around them.

Closing her eyes, she listened and let the music fill her. It was glorious: full of hope and joy and pain and fear in its trilling notes and discordant chords and soaring melodies that were swallowed by harmonies and then dissolved into a mishmash of noise.

When Perri fell silent, the silence felt as musical as the sound.

Marin opened her eyes to see the dock was stuffed with people, all of them staring at Perri and at her. “Dax?” she called.

Beaming delightedly, Dax squeezed his way to the front. He looked fine. Better than fine. He wore ivory silks, and his hair was woven with silver beads. “He can sing!”

Relief flooded through her veins, and her knees felt like liquid. He’s all right. She hadn’t realized how worried she was until she saw him here, unharmed and just as clueless as always. “You have to come with us,” Marin told him. “It’s not safe here.”

“You never told me he could make music.” Dax reached up to stroke Perri’s snout. “I’d heard him trill a few arpeggios, but I didn’t know he could do that. I need to write down those harmonies—” He pivoted toward the stairwell, which was blocked by a clump of people, also in silken tunics.

Scowling, Marin stepped onto the dock and caught his arm. “You need to get on the boat. The city is burning. Didn’t you smell the smoke?”

“It’s far away,” Dax said dismissively. “We’re safe here.”

The others on the dock—a half-dozen men and women—were whispering to one another. Marin focused only on Dax. He was the one they’d come here for, and given that he was still here in Alyssium while the city burned, she didn’t think his friends were doing such a spectacular job keeping him safe. “You were safe, but you aren’t anymore,” Marin told him. “Flames don’t care if you’re in a military barracks or a concert hall.”

Ree waved his branches in the air. “The city is on fire. You’re flammable.”

“Oh! You have a new friend!” Dax said. “Hello.”

“Come with us,” Marin coaxed. “We’ll bring you back as soon as it’s safe. Just … let’s go, okay? You need to come with us.” She added, “Perri won’t leave without you.” I won’t either. It was sweet how he trusted his friends or fate or whatever to keep him safe. She’d rather he trust a sturdy boat and a strong wind.

Perri emphasized that with a trill.

One of the coiffed men beside Dax put his hand on his arm. “Daxicend, you should take their offer. Get yourself to safety.”

Dax frowned at him. “If it’s so dangerous, then you need to escape too. What kind of friend would I be if I just saved my own hide? No, if you’re staying—”

Ugh, this is infuriating. Didn’t he have any sense of self-preservation? She didn’t have time to convince him and his three brain cells to recognize the danger. Marin cut in. “Just bring them.” She waved at the others on the dock. “Come on, people. Everyone into the boat.” She could drop them off at either Varsun or Iva—both were nearby, and neither island, as far as she knew, was on fire.

As Dax’s friends buzzed, whispering to one another, a woman with hair and eyes both as vibrantly gold as the sun stepped forward. “I have relatives on the island of Eventrid who would take us all in. Would you be able to bring us there?”

Marin ran through the map of islands in her mind. Eventrid wasn’t on her usual route, but she knew where it was. She calculated the cost of transport before she realized she couldn’t charge them for this. You didn’t charge for a rescue. Gritting her teeth, she said, “Yes. But only if we leave right now.”

“Do you have a wind-speaker in your crew?” the woman asked.

Did she think Marin was stowing a spare sorcerer on Silver? Did she look like she was dripping in jewels? “I have a wax myrtle and a sea serpent.”

“That’s not…”

“We can get you there,” Marin said.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ree puff up his leaves at the word “we.”

“Are you serious?” Dax asked his friend, then he looked from face to face. All of them wore matching grim, worried expressions—they knew what was happening outside their walls, even if Dax didn’t. “The fighting is under control. You told me—”

A sour-faced man with feathers instead of hair huffed loudly, just as exasperated as Marin felt. “Daxicend,” he said testily, “don’t you ever look out a window? Nothing is under control. The grandmasters just didn’t want you distracted with worry about things you couldn’t do anything about.” He turned to Marin. “Is there time for us to pack?”

“I have no idea if there’s any time left at all,” Marin said, but Dax looked so distressed that she relented. “I can give you five minutes. In five minutes, we leave with whoever is on board and whatever you want to bring. I’m not risking my crew or my boat because you want to fold all your outfits.”

Dax’s friends sprinted for the stairs.

“Five minutes!” she shouted after them. She leveled a look at Dax. A half-dozen emotions were flitting across his face. “Your friends clearly love you. As does my sea serpent.”

Dax flashed a grin at her. “And how about you?”

“I think you’re utterly lacking in common sense, but I still don’t want you dead. Grab whatever is essential and get back here.”

“You like me,” he announced.

Despite the seriousness of the situation, Marin felt herself grin back. “Go.”

He ran for the stairs.



It was eight minutes, and Marin counted every single second.

She wished she’d told them to come right now, never mind their belongings. She worried that the fire had spread, the fighting had spread, and the chaos had spread and would clog the canals. Pacing back and forth on the deck, Marin wondered who was winning. It was impossible to tell from the little slivers of catastrophe she’d seen. Certainly ordinary people were losing, whoever was victorious in the end, and they’d lose even more if the revolutionaries failed.

She thought of the body in the canal and then she made herself not think about the body in the canal. The fact that it had been left to float … No, she wasn’t going to think about it. She was going to do her best to make sure that she, Dax, and whoever else wanted to come didn’t turn into the corpse in the canal. She’d take them wherever they wanted to go, and then she wasn’t coming back to Alyssium for a long, long time. Not until she was sure it was over, and maybe not even then, depending on who won.

If the revolutionaries didn’t win … Well, she didn’t want to witness the empire’s retribution. She thought of Terlu and how she’d been transformed into a statue for breaking the law. Marin didn’t want to think about how the empire would punish those who rose against it. It would insist on extreme actions, in order to exert power, and so many people would suffer.

She didn’t understand how anyone could chose to fight for the empire. It wasn’t a secret that the emperor and his ilk only cared about themselves. They saw other people as pawns or tools. The law against non-sorcerers using magic was only the most obvious and egregious example. Yes, there were incidents where non-sorcerers caused problems, but the damage that law did far outweighed the safety it provided. And there were dozens of other examples. Tax laws that only made the wealthy richer. Tariffs that only made everything more expensive, especially for the outer islands. Education that only favored the rich. Health laws that prioritized the connected. Those who were hungry, poor, far from the capital … they were ignored or, worse, seen as collateral. There was no reason for the wealthy to be as wealthy as they were. You didn’t need spires and palaces to be happy. You needed the sea and the wind and family who loved you.

The empire was built on fear and selfishness. It deserved to fall. But she had no way of knowing if it was falling or if it was triumphing. She was just a sailor who didn’t belong in the middle of this mess.

Best not to think about it and instead concentrate on what she could do: get out, with as many as wanted to come. Let the fighters fight.

The first musician to return was a woman with pink hair and even pinker skin. She wore a billowy cloak and carried two bags over her shoulder. An array of flutes and pipes was strapped to her belt.

She was followed by an elderly man with silver tattoos on his bald head. He carried only a lute, his arms wrapped tight around it.

A third came, carrying a drum.

Marin almost laughed. She would have, if it hadn’t all been so awful and dire. She should have expected that musicians wouldn’t be gathering up clothes or food or survival essentials. Of course they’d gone for their instruments.

She nearly protested when two more came down the stairs, hauling the mayharp that she’d brought here for Dax, but she didn’t. She let them carry it onto her boat and down into the hold. She heard their surprise as they saw how much bigger it was on the inside.

More came, thanking her and offering their names. She didn’t listen. She wasn’t intending for them to be on her boat long enough for who they were to matter.

Come on, Dax. Move.

At eight minutes and ten seconds, Dax appeared. He had multiple bags over his shoulder. She could see that one was bursting with papers and scrolls. In his arms was what looked like a lute, except it had three necks and three sets of strings.

“Get on,” Marin said. “We’re going now.”

“How many…”

“Fourteen.” Oh, yay. The original half dozen must have found friends. She didn’t care. They were on board, and Dax was here.

He began to pivot back toward the stairs. “Do you know if Shiare—”

Shooting out of the water, Perri slapped into Dax with his fin, knocking him onto the deck. Marin untied the lines from the dock and shoved off.

Ree hopped next to Dax. “Hi. I’m Ree. I’m on her crew.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Ree,” Dax said. He struggled to his feet, still cradling his lute and bags. “I need to see if my friend made it…”

From belowdecks, a woman called, “I’m here, Dax! We’re all here!”

“Come this way,” Ree said to Dax, leading him toward the steps to the cabin.

Marin called to her little sailor. “Ree, tell them all to sit down or hold on—it’s going to be a fast ride. And then get back up here. I need you on map duty.”

“Aye, Captain,” Ree said.

“Marin…” Dax began.

“Belowdecks,” she ordered.

Once all the musicians and their paraphernalia were stowed safely within the cabin and Ree had returned, Marin said to Perri, “How fast can you swim us out of here?”

He trilled a series of notes in rapid sequence.

Very fast. She liked that answer. “Ree, can you hold on tight to both the boat and the map? If not, I’ll need you to go below with the others. I don’t want to lose you.”

He responded by weaving his branches tight around the base of the mast. He poked holes in the map with other branches so that it was stuck to him.

Marin lashed herself to the helm with a stretch of line. She kept her hands free to control the wheel. Then she said to Perri, “Go.”

He used the tunnel the way a bird used a stretch of water—as a runway for gathering up speed. By the time they reached the mouth of the tunnel, he was going peak speed. He pivoted fast, whipping the boat to the side, to take the first turn.

Ree screeched, “Left!”

Perri turned left.

They careened through the canals. Ash flew into Marin’s eyes, and she squinted as much as she could, seeing through narrow slits. The screaming was louder, closer, and she saw colors streak the sky: reds, oranges, and purples—the residue of spells being cast, she guessed. She wondered which side the sorcerers were on. She’d only ever met one sorcerer, Yvex, the one who’d given her parents the spell for her boat, and he didn’t seem likely to involve himself in any political conflict, on either side. She wondered if there were sorcerers who regretted being imperial pets, if there were any who’d switched sides. She wondered what it would take to stop the fighting. Would all of Alyssium burn to ashes, until all that was left were remnants for the sea and the tide to wash away?

It was all too big for her to think about. She concentrated instead on holding on to the boat and keeping the rudder steady as they raced through the canals.

As they spurted out of the gate, Marin loosened the knot around her waist, and she raised the sails. They caught the wind, and the boat keeled to the side. She kept them on the fastest run, not worrying about direction, only focusing on speed.

Behind her, the city burned, and Marin didn’t look back.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


The sun rose the next day as if blithely unaware that an empire was in its death throes, and Marin was fine with that. So long as the sun still rose and the wind still blew, she could sail on.

Admittedly, that was a low bar, but it had worked for her before. As long as the sun still rose and her parents were okay and she had her boat and her sea serpent … and now her wax myrtle … and apparently a whole lot of musicians?

What am I going to do with them?

She’d left them to their own devices in the cabin overnight while she slept out on the deck, beneath the stars, but now that the sun had risen she supposed she was going to have to deal with them. Feed them maybe? Had any of them thought to bring food? She doubted it. She wondered if Perri would be willing to round up a school of fish.

It was still another day’s sail until Eventrid. After that, she could wash her hands of them, knowing they were safely out of Alyssium. She wouldn’t have to worry. Except about Rijes Velk. And everyone else in the island city.

I can’t save everyone.

It felt good that she’d saved these people, she had to admit. They’d been lucky, though. If the fire had spread faster … if barricades had been erected in their path … if the gate had been closed … There were a dozen scenarios that could have made that into a disaster.

But it wasn’t. We’re fine.

“Marin?” She heard Dax’s voice behind her and turned. He had popped halfway up out of the cabin. She’d expected him to look at least a little rumpled after the excitement of their frantic escape and then sleeping with a heap of musicians in a cabin, but he looked exquisite: flawless skin with zero shadows under his eyes, brilliant purple hair as smooth as silk, crystal horns gleaming like they’d been polished. Distracted by admiring him, she forgot to say good morning or hello or any other kind of pleasantry. After a pause, Dax said, “We’ve made some breakfast. Would you like some?”

“You did? Of what?”

“Ebron was clever enough to ransack the conservatory kitchen on his way out, and Ree said we could use your stove. Also, we found some spices in your pantry—hope it was all right to use some.” He climbed the rest of the way onto the deck, steadied himself, and then crossed to her, carrying a napkin with a boiled egg and a pastry in it. “There’s sausage and onion in the pastry, I think?”

She accepted it and told herself to stop staring. Just because most of them had packed instruments instead of essentials didn’t mean they were all useless. She felt guilty for judging them so harshly the day before, especially Dax. He was sheltered, yes, and guileless, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be practical when faced with reality. “Glad someone packed essentials.”

He smiled happily. “Oh, I did! Got out the full collection of Tasia’s symphonies. She isn’t widely known, so there aren’t a lot of copies in existence. I happened to have them out on loan from the conservatory library so it was easy to grab them.”

That … wasn’t what she’d meant, but okay.

His smile faded as he looked back toward the east. Alyssium was a smudge on the horizon, with darker clouds above that Marin knew were smoke. “My friends confessed last night. They’d been instructed to lie to me about what was going on in the city. Specifically Grandmaster Vorac had told them to. Threatened them, actually.”

“How did they know what was happening and you didn’t?” Marin asked. She bit into the pastry. The pastry flaked, buttery and delicate, and the sausage inside was perfectly seasoned with spices that made her tongue explode with little fireworks. “Wow, this is good.”

He shrugged. “None of them are bound to the conservatory.”

“Which means?” She took another bite. “What spices did they use? It’s sweet and spicy at the same time—is it ferris pepper? No, wait … I think there’s cumin and cinnamon, but what’s the tang that comes in at the end?”

“Paprika, I think? It means that legally the conservatory is my family. The others … They still have ties outside, and so they’re permitted to travel to visit relatives and friends.”

Staring at him, she stopped tasting the pastry. “Wait. They owned you?”

“No, of course not.”

“But you weren’t allowed to leave.”

He shrugged and stared off in the distance. “It was discouraged.” And then he sighed. “Essentially, no, I wasn’t. It’s complicated. Once I complete my opus, I’ll be able to travel, but until then, all the expenses they incurred training me, feeding me, and lodging me grant them authority.”

“None of which you had a choice in, right?” He’d told her once that he’d been given to the conservatory as a child. “You were, what, five years old when you were sent there?”

“Four,” he said.

“Four years old. And your parents were okay with this?”

“They were proud of me,” Dax said. “I’ve a gift.”

The way he said the word did not make it sound like a gift at all. She scowled at the sea and thought he had very crappy parents. She also thought she didn’t know him well enough to say that out loud. She did say, “Your friends shouldn’t have been told to lie to you. It’s not like you’re a child anymore.”

“I … agree.” He was silent for a moment, then shook himself and said, “What I’m trying to say, badly, is thank you. You saved me and my friends, and I didn’t even know we needed to be saved. I feel like an idiot, but please know that I’m a grateful idiot.” He was looking at her, his eyes intense. “You came for me. Not for my music. For me. I don’t think you know … What you did … You’re extraordinary.”

Marin shrugged. He was being overdramatic again. “Thank Perri. It was his idea. He has a soft spot for you.”

Out in the waves, the sea serpent was cavorting with a herd of merhorses. Their hooves hit the waves as they galloped through the water, flinging droplets off their manes. Their jewel-toned scales gleamed in the morning sun.

“He just likes me for the squid,” Dax said, squinting toward the sun as he watched the sea serpent and the merhorses.

“Oh, he does. It’s true squid love.”

Dax laughed. His laugh sounded like music, and she couldn’t help but smile. It was the kind of laugh that sounded so pure and true. He doesn’t belong out here, she thought, exposed to the harshness of the sun, the wind, and the sea. In the light of dawn, away from the city, she wondered if she’d overreacted, if he would have been fine cocooned in his conservatory … except his friends, when offered a way out, had seized it. She wondered how many still remained in the conservatory. “Why didn’t they evacuate you?” She wasn’t sure who she meant by “they.” She supposed she meant whatever asshole had convinced Dax he belonged to them, as if he were a prize-winning cow.

“I don’t think they expected the revolution to go on as long as it has,” Dax said. “They believed the empire would squash the rebellion the same way it always has, even without the emperor, and everything would return to normal, with a new emperor, in a matter of days. That said, I haven’t seen Grandmaster Vorac or any of the others in days. It does make me wonder if they evacuated themselves and left the rest of us to wait it out.”

She wasn’t certain what to say to that, except that it did seem likely. A lot of the city had felt abandoned. She guessed that everyone who could flee had already done so, the wealthy and the connected. Not everyone could. There weren’t any big sailing ships in the city—they couldn’t navigate through the canals—so it was a problem of scale. People could have evacuated on the imperial warships, but that would have required the empire wanting them to be evacuated … and it was likely that whoever was currently in charge of the empire didn’t want that. The imperials wanted everything to stay the way it was. And they never cared who they hurt to achieve that. So long as their lives stayed the same.

What was it about wealth and power that made people so very small?

“I had no idea sea serpents could make music like that,” Dax said. “It’s not in any of the records, at least none that I’ve seen. I don’t think anyone’s ever studied sea serpent music before.”

“Not surprised.” From the sound of it, his grandmasters sounded like the kind of controlling people who thought they knew best. Like Iovar. If they didn’t allow musicians to leave the conservatory, how would they know sea serpents could sing?

“It’s amazing.”

Marin smiled fondly at Perri, who was swimming back toward them as the herd moved off into the distance. “He is amazing.”

“Do you think he’d sing again, if you asked him to?” Dax said.

“Sure, he likes to sing. You can ask him yourself.”

A delighted look lit up Dax’s face, and he crossed to the port side. “Perri? Would you be willing to sing for me? Or with me?”

Rising out of the waves, Perri flapped his fins and let out a trill.

“He said yes,” Marin translated.

Dax grinned. “Oh, wait, let me get my tri-lute.” He scurried downstairs and then reemerged with the three-necked lute that he’d carried onto the boat. He sat on the deck on top of the cabin and spent a few moments tuning it. She was surprised at how natural he looked, and she wondered if she was wrong to think he didn’t belong on the sea. Or maybe he was just the kind of open, friendly person who was at home anywhere. “You start,” he said to the sea serpent.

Perri trilled a query.

“He doesn’t know what you want him to sing,” Marin said.

“Anything,” Dax said. “What you feel. That’s always best.”

The serpent was quiet for a moment, and Marin grinned. “You’ve made him shy. Usually he’s loud all the time.”

Perri protested that with a sharp whistle and a splash.

Ready for it, she jumped back with a laugh.

“I’ll start, then,” Dax offered. He ran his fingers over the strings in a waterfall of notes, then he paused and waited. Standing, he carried the tri-lute to the side of the boat. A wave smacked the hull, and Dax wobbled. Marin tensed, ready to spring forward to catch him, but he steadied himself and then replayed the notes.

Swimming closer to the sailboat, the sea serpent sang a short cascade of notes.

Sitting with his feet dangling over Silver’s side, Dax grinned at Perri and matched that cascade with his own, then added a few extra notes. His fingers moved so fast that Marin couldn’t follow them.

Perri sang back chords, and Dax harmonized, adding a melody in between the sea serpent’s notes. The tri-lute’s music was soft and sweet to the sea serpent’s trumpeting. Marin heard a shuffling behind her and saw movement out of the corner of her eye—one of the other musicians, the bald man with tattoos, was coming onto the deck. He held a flute in his hands. Sitting himself behind Dax, he added a few mournful notes in the gaps between the lute’s notes and the sea serpent’s breaths.

A few minutes later, they were joined by the gold-haired woman with a drum. She added a low, deep beat to the swirling music. It steadied the sound, as the melodies and harmonies swirled around it. From belowdecks, singing rose up, a chorus, sweet and slow and sad. Marin didn’t recognize the words.

Ree joined Marin by the helm. “It’s pretty,” he said.

Pretty didn’t begin to cover it. The sailboat felt engulfed by music. It was as mesmerizing as the sea itself. “What do you think they’re singing about?”

“One of them said it’s a goodbye song,” Ree said.

Softly, beneath the music, Dax said, “It tells a story of a woman who leaves her home because it’s sinking into the sea. The first verse is when the seashore is swallowed, and she remembers her childhood on the beach, playing in the tide pools, digging in the sand, strolling with her lover, scattering his ashes when he died.”

Marin listened to the music as it curled around her. The flute sang a mournful melody, while Perri trumpeted out a counterpoint that made her think of the crashing sea. Beneath it, Dax played the waves, the steady current, while the singers harmonized belowdecks, their voices reverberating in the chamber of the cabin.

“The chorus is her sadness and how she carries it with her wherever she goes,” Dax said. His fingers danced over the strings, and Marin couldn’t tear her eyes from them. Every pluck was sure and strong. She had an immediate and vivid image of those sure and strong hands on her body, and she shoved that thought away as hard as she could—it was not at all a helpful or appropriate thought. Even if he had called her extraordinary. Ridiculous, she thought. I’m extremely ordinary. As the chorus slipped into a verse, he translated, “She fashions a basket made of seaweed to carry her sadness in.”

“What happens to her?” Ree asked.

“Eventually, she finds someone else who helps her carry the basket,” he said. “She always carries it, but it’s lighter, even though as the years pass, she adds more sadness to it.”

“Why doesn’t she just put the basket down?” Ree wanted to know.

“She can’t,” Dax said. “It’s part of her.”

“She’s part basket?” Ree said. “That doesn’t make much sense.”

“Something can not make much sense and still be true,” Dax said. “Especially in art. Music is all about the truth of the heart.”

That was lovely. And it made her think about the stories she loved, like the one she’d told Ree or all the variants on how she’d befriended Perri—full of very little fact but a lot of truth. No wonder he likes my stories. They were like his songs.

Still, as Marin listened to the music and watched Dax’s fingers on the strings, she thought Ree was right: the woman should just put the basket of sadness down and live.
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CHAPTER NINE


The island of Eventrid was loud.

Marin heard a commotion carried on the wind as they reached the outskirts of the harbor: it sounded like a mix of voices undercut with a boom-boom-boom.

One of Dax’s musician friends sighed. “Ah, home.”

Belatedly, Marin remembered her name: Shiare. She was the one with vibrant gold hair who’d suggested Eventrid, as well as the one who Dax hadn’t wanted to leave without. She’d popped up on deck, looking dazzling in a golden wrap dress, to offer Dax a fish cake that someone whose name Marin could not remember had baked.

Ree shimmied down the mast and asked, “What’s that sound?” Wind ruffled his leaves, and sea spray clung to him in pearl-like drops.

“It’s the noonday drums,” Shiare told him. She ducked beneath the deck and then returned with a drum cradled in her arms. She set it on the deck and pulled out a pair of sticks from her crystal-studded waistband. The drumsticks were the same gold as her hair. Spreading her legs to brace herself, she lifted the sticks, then paused. “Permission to signal our approach?”

“Sure.” Marin didn’t know precisely what that meant, but whatever. “Go for it.”

Shiare flashed her a smile, then slammed a stick down on the drum. A deep thrum reverberated through Silver’s hull. Marin felt it through the soles of her boots.

Popping up from belowdecks fast as a curious seal, Dax beamed at Shiare. “Ooh, are you doing the arrival rhythm? Formal or informal?”

Shiare hit the drum again. “Formal. A family member returns.” She beat out a precise rhythm, filled with both rapid notes and silences. Her tongue poked out the corner of her mouth as she concentrated. “I am adding a request for asylum.”

Overhead, seagulls circled, adding their caws, syncopated in between the drumbeats. Marin glanced up at them and wondered if they were drawn to the rhythms or if they were just hoping this was a fishing boat with spare snacks. She’d never been to Eventrid before, so they wouldn’t know about Perri— But they soon will.

The sea serpent somersaulted out of the water and flung fish into the air.

The musicians on deck gaped at him, as the seagulls reacted with raucous and joyous screeches that nearly drowned out the drumbeats. Marin grinned.

“Is he…” Dax began.

“He likes birds and flying cats,” Marin told him. “He thinks of them as cousins of the sky.”

“How do you know that?”

Marin shrugged. “Guesswork. Also, I anthropomorphize the shit out of him.” She didn’t speak sea serpent, and he didn’t speak island standard, but they’d found ways to communicate. There was, admittedly, a lot she just made up. She liked to think, though, that they understood one another.

From across the waves, a drum sounded, an echo of Shiare’s rhythm. Marin couldn’t tell where it was coming from—it didn’t sound like it was from the village nestled in the harbor. She thought it emanated from one of the many peaks of the islands.

“Do you always drum when you come into the harbor?” Ree asked, curious.

“It’s tradition, unique to Eventrid,” Shiare said. “See all the peaks? Years ago, our people turned to drums to communicate across them. It developed into a language and a way of life.”

“Shiare has been recording as much of the language and culture of the Eventrid drummers as she can for the conservatory archives,” Dax said, his pride in his friend clear in his voice. “It’s remarkably complex.”

“The speed and the rhythm convey emotion, as well as information,” the drummer explained. She repeated the pattern from before, the drumbeats traveling across the water.

“Plus there are the rituals,” Dax said eagerly. “Tell them about those.”

“We use drumming to welcome new life into the world,” Shiare said, “a special rhythm for the agony and joy of childbirth, and there are drums to guide the dying out of this world as well. We use drums in our marriage rituals, when a child comes of age, when you catch your first fish—any milestone, really.”

Dax sighed. “I think it’s beautiful.”

“One of the beautiful things is that it’s a language that can be spoken by all,” Shiare said. “Our leader is deaf, and she ‘hears’ the drums through the vibrations in the floor. She speaks exclusively in the language of drums.”

Marin listened to the drumbeats coming from the island more closely. She could tell it was a language, even if she didn’t speak it. She strained, trying to match the rhythms to words, and then wondered if that was how it worked—was it a one-to-one relation, or was it more like how she and Perri talked, where emotion conveyed intent? She guessed it was the latter.

Joining her by the helm, Dax said, “It’s fascinating, isn’t it? I’ve been begging Shiare to teach me when she has time, but she has been working on her third-level thesis.”

“Maybe she’ll have time while you’re on Eventrid,” Marin said. “I don’t know how long it will be before it’s safe to return to Alyssium.” She thought of the corpse in the canal. Certainly it was going to be a long while before she was ready to return. She sent a silent apology to the gardener of Belde for failing to deliver his letter. She prided herself on never missing a delivery, but in this case … He’ll understand. Besides, chances were the recipients were no longer in the city, and she had no idea how to track them down if they’d fled. She hoped they were safe and was grateful yet again that her family was nowhere near the chaos.

He leaned closer to her. “I want to talk to you about that.” She noticed he smelled a bit like sandalwood, the same kind of wood as his tri-lute. It was a nice smell. It almost made her miss what he’d said.

“About learning drums?” She didn’t have any opinion on that. It sounded fun. And Shiare seemed very nice, as well as very attractive. She thought they’d make a lovely couple, which she wasn’t jealous about because she never wanted to be a part of a couple again, given how spectacularly it had failed the last time. If he wanted to trust his heart and future to another person when it was clear you could never know if you were seeing their true self until it was too late and the snake was inside the house, then that was his business. Yes, he smells like sandalwood and a little like cinnamon. He must have gotten into her spices.

“Uh, no.” He raked his hand through his hair. In a low voice that didn’t carry across the boat, he said, confession-like, “I don’t want to stay on Eventrid.”

That was a surprise. Marin glanced at Shiare and wondered how the drummer with the glorious golden hair was going to feel about that. Not at all my business. “I can take you to whatever island you want.”

He shot her a rueful grin. “I want you to take me to all of them. I want—” Cutting himself off, he swallowed and broke eye contact with her, as if he was embarrassed. She eyed him curiously, wondering what he was trying to say. In a rush, he asked, “Can I join your crew? Like Ree? I don’t know anything about sailing, but I can learn. I like to learn. I’m a good listener, one of my defining characteristics.”

Marin gawked at him. “You want to be a sailor?”

“Honestly? No. But I want to sail with you.”

She continued to gawk at him.

He tried to explain. “Shiare has family here, and the others have all visited before. They want to be here, whereas I have no ties to this place. There’s no reason for me to stay.”

“You don’t want to stay with your friends?”

He dropped his voice lower. “They lied to me. I know, it wasn’t their idea. I don’t blame them. But I also … I don’t want to be with them right now. I trusted them, and they all conspired to keep me in the dark, taking away my ability to choose for myself.”

That she could very much understand. She wasn’t sure, though, how she felt about his solution. “So you want to come with me instead?” On Silver. With her. For an unspecified amount of time. Underfoot and always here, talking to her, smiling at her, being with her. That could be a recipe for disaster. He wasn’t a cute little shrub; he was a full-size, absurdly attractive human who smelled of sandalwood and cinnamon. It was an enormous difference.

He was looking at her with so much hope in his beautiful eyes.

“Let me think about it.”

The hope fell, and she felt her heart squeeze. Ugh, didn’t he see that was a lot to ask? He was a friend, yes. She was glad he wasn’t dead, yes. She didn’t regret saving him and his friends or former friends or whatever they were to him … She thought of how her parents had moved mountains to help her find an escape when she’d been lied to and betrayed. Not just her parents, but neighbors and friends had rallied to scrape together enough to undo as much of what Iovar had done as they could. It hadn’t replenished the money that Iovar had drained from their family business, but it had enabled her parents to keep their house and their boat. Then her parents had gone into debt to buy Marin’s sailboat, Silver, and pay the overpriced sorcerer to turn it into a proper supply runner’s ship with a large hold and enough bells and whistles to enable her to stay on the sea as long as she wanted. As long as I needed.

How could she turn down someone else in need of an escape?

“I can’t pay you,” Dax said. “Until I’m a grandmaster, I don’t have access to any funds. All my compositions are owned by the conservatory as recompense for their expenses up until my opus.”

That seemed enormously unfair. He did all the creating, and the conservatory reaped all the benefit? He didn’t even get a stipend as a whatever-level master he was? Shouldn’t that come with some financial benefits?

“I can work,” he offered, a hint of desperation in his voice. He really wants this.

What could he do on a boat? He didn’t know how to sail. Looking away from his hopeful eyes, Marin gazed across the harbor. Out in the waves, Perri had amassed a flock of seagulls that was thick enough to blot out the sun. He was having the time of his life flinging them fish. One foolish bird got overeager and nipped his front fin. Irritated, Perri swatted it away, which sent the bird sailing beyond the flock. It flew back, eager for more fish, and Perri made it a game: keep the fish away from the bird who bit. Every time that bird would try to dive for one, he’d use a fin or his sinewy body to knock it toward a different bird. It was rather hilarious to watch, the contortions he’d pretzel himself into, but far kinder than he could have been. She’d also seen him snatch birds out of the sky mid-flight when it was his dinnertime.

She remembered when she first met him, how she felt when she saw him stuck between rocks. This shouldn’t feel the same. Dax had a perfectly reasonable place to live with people who clearly cared about him. So why did it feel the same?

“I’ll think about it,” Marin said again.

She knew what Perri would say if she asked him. She wondered how Ree would feel about another crewmate. The myrtle had climbed to the top of the mast again. As they sailed closer to the public dock, Ree shouted, “I’ll tie off!” He then flung his leafy body into the air, somersaulted, and cried, “Wheee!”

Marin felt her entire body tense. “Ree, you’re not—”

He arched toward the dock …

… and overshot it.

He splashed into the harbor just beyond the dock.

Without thinking, Marin launched herself toward the side of the boat, dove into the water, and swam toward the bush, who’d bobbed up onto the surface.

“I’m okay,” Ree sputtered. “I’m okay.”

She gathered him up and hoisted him onto the dock, then she pushed herself up, ran to the end of the dock, and leaped onto the bow of her boat in time to steer it so it gently bumped into the pylons instead of ramming into them. Rapidly, she lowered the sails and tied off onto the dock.

Ree waddled back onto the boat, leaving puddles behind. “I almost made it.”

Dax knelt next to him. “Are you all right? The salt water…”

“I’m a halophyte,” Ree informed him. “Salt-resistant plant.”

“Ah, great. Do you need a towel? Or … I don’t know.” He looked up at Marin, who was also dripping puddles on the deck. “I’ll get a towel.” He scurried below.

Sopping wet, Marin summoned up a smile to greet the islanders on the dock. She wasn’t sure what to say when she was delivering people, not goods, or how to explain her overeager leafy crew member. Luckily, she didn’t have to figure it out.

Shiare shouted, “I’m home! And I brought friends!”

The islanders on the dock cheered.

Well, okay, I guess that’s fine. To Ree, she said, “You did almost make it.”

“Next time I won’t miss,” he said.

“Next time I won’t dive in after you,” Marin said. “You miss, you swim.” A thought occurred to her. “Do you know how to swim?”

“Um…”

“I’m teaching you how to swim.” She wondered if Dax knew how to swim. It seemed absurd to her that anyone who lived on an island would not know how, but he had spent his entire life inside the conservatory. Plus the canals of Alyssium were a terrible place for swimmers—they were too narrow, too junked up with debris and runoff from the buildings, as well as who knew what from their sewage system, which was supposedly enchanted to transport the manure to a farming island … Wait, did that mean she was seriously considering letting him stay on board?

A woman with magenta skin, wearing a purple wrap dress and no shoes, ran toward the end of the dock. “Shiare! You don’t write. You don’t send notes. We’ve been so worried!” As Shiare stepped off the boat, the woman enfolded her in her arms. “Your drumbeats were sloppy. There was too long a hesitation between the twenty-ninth hit and the thirtieth.”

Shiare tried to pull back. “It’s an acceptable variant—”

“You nearly insulted your uncle,” the woman, who had to be Shiare’s mother—she had the same chin and the same nose—tsked. She wrapped her arm around Shiare and bustled her toward shore.

Shiare dug her heels in. “Mother, I didn’t come alone.”

Her mother clasped her hands over her heart. “You’re married!”

“Wait? No, I’m not married. Mother—”

“Engaged?”

“No, Mother, I—”

Her mother pointed at Dax, who was trying unsuccessfully to wipe Ree’s leaves dry with a towel. He was now nearly as wet as the myrtle. “Him?”

Oblivious, Dax offered a towel to Marin, and she thanked him and draped it absently over her shoulders. She was more interested in how this little drama played out than in being dry.

“Not him,” Shiare said. “Daxicend is a friend.”

Her mother looked him up and down, and Dax glanced behind him to see who she was looking at before realizing she was evaluating him. He gave a little bow. “Hello, ma’am. I’ve heard a lot about you, and it’s an honor to meet the mother of one of the most impressive drummers that the Crescent Islands has ever seen.”

“I like him,” Shiare’s mother said. “You should choose him.”

“Mother!”

While they’d been talking, the other musicians had begun to unload their belongings from within the boat. They carried them onto the dock. Shiare, talking quickly before her mother could start again, explained what was happening in Alyssium and why they’d left: they all needed sanctuary for an unknown amount of time.

“Of course, of course,” Shiare’s mother said, “but you know I only want your happiness. What am I going to tell your aunts, returning home with all these friends and not one single lover? Unless they’re all your lovers? No judgment, but that would be delightful!” She greeted each of the musicians with a hug and then gestured to the flock of onlookers who’d gathered to help them carry their belongings to shore.

The mayharp was hauled off the boat, as well as Shiare’s drums. As someone carried Dax’s three-necked lute, he plucked it out of their hands. He looked helplessly over to Marin, and it occurred to Marin that Dax wasn’t as oblivious as he acted—he knew that Shiare’s mother was gleefully plotting his future.

And Marin had an idea.

It wasn’t a good idea, but she kind of liked it. “Agree to come with me to my island’s End-of-Harvest Festival and tell everyone there we’re engaged, and you can sail with me.”

Dax looked at her. “What?”

Marin felt herself blush, heat rising up from her neck. She regretted saying anything, but it was too late now. She pushed on. “Pretend engagement. It’ll help me deal with family matters.” She waved a hand at Shiare’s mother, implying that the problem was with her parents, which wasn’t true—the problem was everyone else, all the busybodies who’d be clucking their tongues at poor Marin who’d been tricked and heartbroken. And then, of course, there was Iovar, who would certainly be there. Seeing her with a new lover would knock the wind out of his metaphorical sails and make it far easier for her to handle seeing him. “Our festival celebrates the last harvest of the season—the final peach to fall from a tree. It’s a big deal on Flicker, even bigger than winter solstice, and I stupidly promised my parents I’d come this year.”

He started to grin at her.

Gah, she was blushing so hard that she thought her face might burst into flames. “It would be a business arrangement, not a romantic … thing.”

Smothering his grin, he nodded solemnly. “It’s a deal.” Without another word, Dax extracted his bags from the collection that had been unloaded onto the dock.

One of his friends, the sour man with feathers instead of hair, noticed. “Daxicend? What are you doing? You’re not staying?”

He beamed at them. “This is my chance to see the world. Of course I’m going to take it.”

The friend frowned, his usual expression but enhanced. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You should stick with us. It’ll be fun—and you can still work on your opus. How are you going to get anything done on that boat?”

Marin wondered if any of them deserved the title “friend.” Had they been looking out for his best interest, or had they been looking out for their own skins, keeping him contained in the conservatory and clueless about the world outside? Wouldn’t a true friend want him to spread his wings? What kind of friend caged their friend? Again, she thought of Iovar.

I’m rescuing Dax. It’s decided.

Shiare slipped out of her mother’s arms and returned to the dock. “What’s going on? Daxicend? What do you mean ‘see the world’? Of course you’re going to stay with us.”

“Yeah,” his feather-haired friend said. “What are you thinking? You’re not a sailor. You’re a composer.” A few of the others gathered, echoing him.

“I could learn…” Dax began.

“You could drown,” the so-called friend cut in. “You could damage your hands. You could waste your time. This is absurd. Shiare, tell him he’s being absurd. He can’t want to hang out with…” He glanced at Marin. “Apologies, no offense meant—we appreciate you transporting all of us, but Daxicend doesn’t belong working as a supply runner. He’s the greatest composer of our generation, did you know that?”

She didn’t know that.

Embarrassed, Dax said, “Reyer…”

“You have no clue how famous he is,” the friend, Reyer, continued. “Or how important. He has natural abilities that surpass any of us. Anyone in the conservatory. The emperor himself—”

Watching Dax shifting uncomfortably, Marin interrupted. “You mean the emperor who was flung out a window? I don’t see how he gets a say in what Dax wants to do.”

Reyer opened his mouth to argue.

Shiare jumped in, sounding anguished. “Is this about not telling you about the revolution? Daxicend, you know that wasn’t our choice, and we are all so sorry. Please don’t hold it against us.”

“And don’t use it to make stupid decisions,” Reyer said.

Shiare shot him a look.

Still with a smile fixed on his face, Dax shook his head. “I know why you did what you did. There was a lot of pressure on you. I understand. I’m not angry with you. Any of you.”

He should be angry, Marin thought. I am. She wondered if he was and just hiding it. She wondered how many of his thoughts and emotions he’d had to hide or suppress inside the conservatory.

“You can’t just go sailing off,” Reyer insisted. “You have responsibilities. Not only that, you have a future. You’re the future. How often has Grandmaster Vorac said that? You are the future of music.”

There was, Marin thought, a touch of bitterness in his voice. Jealousy? She wondered how the other musicians felt when the grandmasters praised Dax. Honestly, she couldn’t tell the difference between them—when they’d sung together with Perri, they’d all sounded good to her. She supposed that made her less refined or whatever.

Running his hand through his hair again, Dax twisted a purple curl around one of his spiral horns. “I don’t want to argue…”

“Then don’t,” Shiare pleaded. “Come with us. You can stay with my family. I promise my mother’s harmless. Loud. Pushy and opinionated. But she makes an incredible seafood soup. You have to taste it. You’ve never visited my family. I’d love for you to meet them. I have cousins who will absolutely love you.”

Dax glanced over his shoulder at the harbor where Perri was swimming beneath a flock of overexcited birds. The horizon beyond was looking beautifully and beckoningly blue. Marin could feel it calling her, and she wondered if Dax felt the same. Or was it only that he wanted to be away from here?

In a coaxing, musical voice, Shiare said, “You say you want to see more of the world. You can do that right here, with us. Explore the island. You can try the sacred drums—I’ll teach you the rhythm to welcome the dawn. You can listen to the ghost drums, the echoes in the caves beneath the island. There’s a ton right here to explore, and you can do it with us, your friends.” Her golden eyes were fixed on Dax, wide and near impossible to refuse.

Marin wondered if Dax had ever said no to his friends before, if he’d ever truly had a choice. She wondered if he even realized it was up to him. He didn’t have to please them if he didn’t want to. He didn’t have to reshape himself into whatever other people wanted him to be. Did he even want to be the future of music?

Had anyone ever asked him what he wanted?

Marin positioned herself directly in front of him, forcing him to look at her instead of the lovely Shiare. “Dax, it’s your choice.”

He looked at her and held her gaze. She saw the four-year-old boy, given away by his parents to people who only cared about what he could do, not who he was. His future had been shaped for him. He’d been denied even the knowledge of what other options there were—the city was collapsing around him, and no one thought he should know. In fact, they actively hid the truth from him, in order to keep him doing what they wanted him to do—because they didn’t trust him to choose “correctly” for himself.

Eyes boring into his, Marin repeated, “It’s your choice and yours alone. There’s no right or wrong. Just what you want.” She tried to put as much conviction into her words as possible.

Reyer said in a booming voice, as if volume was required to overwhelm free will, “This is ridiculous, Daxicend. Quit playing around. You know you have to stay here.”

The wording made Marin prickle. By her sides, her fists clenched. “He doesn’t have to do anything.” She kept her gaze fixed on Dax, as if she could will him to believe her. He shouldn’t have to reshape himself to anyone’s expectations. “It’s your life.”

“What do you know, runner?” Reyer scoffed.

She turned her head and smiled, sharklike, all teeth and no light in her eyes. “I know that there’s a sea serpent twice the size of this dock who considers Dax his friend. And I know that the only creature that can go head-to-head with a sea serpent and have a prayer of winning is a kraken. And I know that you, musician”—she put as much derision into the word as she could—“are not a kraken.” Again facing Dax, she said, “Whatever decision you make, Perri and I will support you. Stay or not, it doesn’t matter to me what you choose, but it matters to me that it’s your choice.”

“And me too!” Ree said, bouncing up and down. “It matters to me!”

Dax stared at Marin. His mouth opened, then closed. She saw a dozen emotions flicker over his face, too fast for her to read any of them. She thought she heard him breathe a word: “Extraordinary.”

She could have imagined it.

“Of course it’s your choice,” Shiare said. “We aren’t trying to force you—”

Dax said abruptly, “I’m going.”

Immediately, all his friends began arguing and pleading with him. Shiare’s mother joined in too, extolling the virtues of her soup and their island and an unspecified number of unmarried, attractive cousins. While they squawked at Dax, Marin untied the boat from one of the cleats. In the distance, the drumming continued, a smattering of rhythms that sounded like a conversation back and forth, and Marin wondered briefly if it was possible to have an argument using drums. It didn’t seem to be the time to ask.

As she moved to the second cleat, Reyer intercepted her and put his hand on the bow of Silver. “You can’t take him. You don’t understand his importance—”

“You don’t touch my boat without permission,” she informed him.

“Oh? Because you’re friends with a sea serpent too?”

“Yes, exactly that.” She sang three sharp notes.

Perri arched out of the water, and Reyer recoiled.

As his friends grew louder and louder, Dax threw his hands up, palms out, as if to ward off a blow. “Try to understand,” he pleaded with him. “I need to do this. I’m sorry.”

They didn’t try to understand.

“It’s not you,” Dax said. “It’s me.”

To Reyer, Marin said, “It’s definitely you.” She then shoved off from the dock. “Ree, the sails! Perri, take us out to sea!” She strode across the deck as the drumming increased behind her.

In seconds, they were sailing away, with Dax safely on board.
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CHAPTER TEN


As the island of Eventrid shrank to a speck behind them, Dax sighed heavily enough to be heard over the wind. Ree tugged on the cuff of Marin’s pants and whispered, “He’s sad. What do we say?”

She didn’t know if there were any words anyone could say that would make it better or easier. There were some choices that hurt even if they were the right ones. “Dax?”

He turned his head and looked mournfully at her.

Still couldn’t think of any words. Instead, she said, “You have to learn how to swim, if you want to stay on my boat. You’ve never sailed through a storm, and I don’t want to have to worry about whether you’ll drown before I can fish you out of the water.” She could tell from his expression that this was not what he’d expected her to say. If he wants eloquent comfort, he’ll have to find another boat. “Both of you need to learn.”

“All right,” Dax agreed.

“Yay!” Ree said.

She wasn’t sure why she’d expected them to object—maybe because it wasn’t what either of them had signed up for? Or maybe because she didn’t expect anyone to listen to her. Despite Ree calling her captain, she didn’t feel like one. She was just a supply runner. She’d never had a crew before. “Do you, um, want to talk about…” Marin waved theatrically behind them toward the island where they’d delivered his musician friends.

Dax looked out across the waves, where Perri was frolicking with a pod of dolphins. “I don’t think I ever realized how rarely I’ve ever made a choice just for me. It hurt more than I thought it would.”

“Um, sorry.”

He looked back at her. “Don’t be. Not for that. What you did … You fought for me.”

Marin felt herself blush. “Just made a few threats, actually. No actual violence.” She looked up at the sails, the clouds, the sun, the seabirds flying overhead, anywhere but at Dax. She wished she hadn’t started this conversation. It wasn’t all that remarkable what she’d done. It was what his friends should have done, if they hadn’t been assholes.

“Thank you,” he said, with so much unaffected sincerity in his voice that she blushed harder. He seemed to sense her discomfort because then he did the kindest thing he could have: he changed the subject. “Do all sea serpents sing, or is Perri unique?”

Marin exhaled gratefully. “Ask him.”

“Will he understand me?”

She rolled her eyes. “Ask him, and see. He might. He might not. You should know he’s just as intelligent as any person.” Probably more. She had no way to judge the depths of what Perri knew or understood. For all she knew, he was the genius of the sea. Or maybe she was just talking to a glorified snake. No way to know.

“Perri?” Dax called.

It took a moment before the sea serpent noticed, extracted himself from the swarming dolphins, and swam closer to the sailboat. He trilled a query.

Dax repeated his question: “Do all sea serpents sing, or are you unique?”

He curved his body so that it rose and fell out of the water in an undulating pattern, and he sang an octave run that ended in a sour note.

Marin laughed. It was easy to translate that. “He said all sea serpents sing, but some of them do it really badly.” Definitely more intelligent than most. And with a better sense of humor.

Dax grinned. “Perri, will you sing with me?”

In answer, Perri warbled a high note.

While Dax positioned himself on the bow of the boat, the sea serpent danced merrily around them, tossing off random notes, until Dax began to play on his three-necked lute. In minutes, music was dancing around the sailboat.

Dax’s voice was low and furry, far sweeter than she’d have expected—she’d heard the piercing notes that rang out of the conservatory windows from some of the other musicians. His was gentle. It dovetailed with the sea serpent’s crystal clear bell-like tones that traveled over the waves. She listened as she sailed. This … was pleasant.

Ree sidled up to her ankle. She expected him to comment on the music or the rescue. Instead, he said, “You really think you can teach me to swim?”

“Sure.” She had no idea. It occurred to her that she’d never taught anyone to swim before, human or plant, and she wasn’t certain where to start. She’d been swimming practically since she could walk, possibly before. She supposed she’d just start them off the way she had. “First thing we need to do is find some sea turtles.”

“Yay!” Ree bounced enthusiastically. “Where do we find turtles? Also, why turtles?”

Marin scanned the horizon and adjusted the sails to aim for the third visible peak of land, pale purple at this distance. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure they don’t eat you.”

He stopped bouncing. “What?”



They were almost to the island that Marin thought of as Turtle Island (though its true name was Galap) when the stowaway made himself known.

Leaving Ree to monitor the sails, Marin had gone belowdecks to use the head. It was only when she finished and was about to return topside that she heard:

“Miw.”

Marin froze.

It was a sound she knew well, growing up on Flicker. She inhaled and exhaled.

Not that long ago, it had been just her by herself on this boat—with Perri, of course, but he couldn’t fit in the cabin even with its sorcerous expansion, and he’d sink Silver if he tried to beach himself on the deck. So, really, she’d had quite a bit of privacy. She supposed the loss of it was entirely her own fault. She’d had a choice and had said yes every time.

Crouching, Marin held out her hand and called, “Pssst, psst, psst, here, kitty.”

An orange cat with purple wings climbed out of one of Dax’s bags.

“Are you hungry?” Marin asked him. “Would you like a fish?”

He would indeed like a fish. He trotted closer and allowed Marin to scratch his cheek. He then flopped onto the floor, his wings askew under him, and displayed his belly.

“Is this a trap?” Marin asked. She rubbed the fluffy orange belly anyway and was pleased that it wasn’t a trap. The cat swatted, claws retracted, at her hand and nipped the air near her fingers, but then he began to purr.

“Are you here by accident, or did you intentionally stow away?” Marin asked.

He, being a cat, didn’t answer.

Standing, she said, “Come on. Let’s get you fed.” She didn’t watch to see if the cat followed her. Above deck, she announced to Dax and Ree, “We’ve been adopted by a cat.”

Ree shook his leaves in confusion.

The orange cat poked his nose out of the cabin.

“Oh, it’s you!” Dax said, delighted. “I tried to find you.”

“Guess he found you instead,” Marin said. She was pleased and relieved that Dax hadn’t intentionally left his cat behind in the chaos. “He’s your cat?”

“No, there’s a rule that cats aren’t allowed in the conservatory.” Dax grinned at the orange cat and held out his hand. “But no one bothered to tell the cats that.”

Ree hopped closer, and the cat retreated, fur raised and tail fluffed. The shrub halted. “Hi. I’m Ree. What’s your name? Do you want to be a sailor too?”

“I’ve been calling him Escatralius, after the composer,” Dax offered.

Marin raised both her eyebrows at him.

“It might be a bit of a mouthful,” he admitted. “Escatralius was an innovator who brilliantly fused the classical sounds of the third-century organ with the modern staccato rhythms of Eano.”

The cat had gotten ahold of one of Ree’s leaves and was chasing it around the deck, until the wind blew it into his face. Startled, the cat took flight and flew up to quiver on top of the mast. Marin shielded her eyes from the sun to look up at him as he settled his purple wings and began licking his leg. “I’m not seeing ‘brilliant innovator.’ How about we just name him Stowaway? Stowy for short?”

“It’s less dignified,” Dax said.

On top of the mast, the cat wobbled, then stretched his wings out. A gust of wind then blew him off his perch. He swooped down and landed on the deck as if he’d meant to do it.

“Okay, Stowy,” Dax agreed.

“Perri, could you—” Marin began.

The sea serpent dove beneath the waves and then a second later swatted a fish onto the deck. It landed with a wet thwap, startling the cat again. Stowy flew belowdecks.

“Thanks,” Marin said.

“I’ll fillet it for him,” Dax offered.

“You know how to fillet?” She wasn’t sure why that surprised her. It was a common enough skill. It was just that she couldn’t picture Dax cooking anything. She had a vague image of banquets every night in the conservatory.

“I’m not useless,” Dax said.

Marin winced. She hadn’t intended to insult him. She was usually much better with people—charming them as she made her deliveries and pickups—but those were short interactions that she could control with anecdotes and end whenever she wanted. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to imply—”

Dax flashed her a smile, a fake smile. She could tell the difference with him. His real smiles lit up his eyes; his fake ones hid pain, but that pain leaked around the edges of his expression. “I wasn’t actually supposed to learn. My teachers didn’t want me near knives, in case I sliced my hands.” He spread his hands, palms up, and studied them. “But I wanted to learn how to cook. One holiday, while the other students were home with their families, I spent every afternoon in the conservatory kitchens, helping out. The chef … well, no one had told her that I wasn’t allowed, and she wasn’t about to turn down free help when she was short on staff … So, she taught me how to slice, dice, and fillet.”

Marin stared at him for a moment. She didn’t think he was looking for pity. “We have had very different lives,” she said at last.

She meant to say it lightly, but she wasn’t sure Dax heard it that way. He was looking at her with a hint of sadness in his eyes. Taking the fish, he went belowdecks.

Perri trilled at her.

“I didn’t mean to hurt his feelings,” Marin said.

Another trill.

“It’s not like it’s bad that we’re different,” she said. “It’s just a fact.” Also, a fact wasn’t necessarily the whole truth. She thought of the way his music reminded her of the stories she liked to tell, and she pictured his expression when he played and sang—it reminded her of the way she felt when the sea crooned its song around her, the music of the wind and waves.

The sea serpent ducked under the water, then popped back up.

Marin sighed. “I’ll talk to him. After the turtles.”



Midday, Marin dropped anchor into a sandbar just off Turtle Island. As she’d hoped, there were several sea turtles swimming lazily in the shallows. It wasn’t a surprise—various species of sea turtles considered Galap their prime breeding ground. The locals of the island had a myth that said the islands themselves were hatched here, from the eggs of ancient turtles. But these particular turtles were the ones Marin was most hoping to find: silverbacked turtles, known for their silver-as-the-moon shells, their bright blue beaks, and their affability.

One legend said one of their ancestors had saved a sorcerer in danger of drowning, and she’d cast an enchantment that had been passed down from generation to generation. Whenever a human was in the water near them, silverbacked turtles would be drawn to assist.

Marin didn’t approve of a spell that compelled anyone to do anything, so she preferred the other version of the story that said a little girl had once saved a clutch of turtle eggs from a flock of seagulls and as thanks the matriarch of the silverbacked sea turtles proclaimed they’d help humans in need from then on.

Either way, they were excellent turtles.

“Ready, boys?” she called to her crew.

Ree slid down the mast with a “Wheeee!” while Dax came up from belowdecks. He’d stripped off his shirt and was in just shorts, and for an instant, Marin forgot what words were.

He wasn’t muscled like a sailor or a farmer or someone who worked outside would be, with bulk in the arms, shoulders, and thighs. Instead, he was sleek, like a dolphin. His skin was smooth, without a single scar or blemish. Soft purple chest hair led down to his belly button, then narrowed into an arrow-like line of soft fuzz. She’d been aware that she’d thought he was handsome before, but she hadn’t expected to be confronted with that fact quite so definitively.

She told herself firmly that it was not at all okay for her to be noticing this so soon after she’d offended him and hadn’t yet apologized.

“Dax, when I said our lives are different—”

“They are.” He smiled at her sunnily. “You didn’t say anything that wasn’t true. It’s fine.”

Narrowing her eyes, she studied his smile and tried to decide if he meant it or not. Dax was, undoubtedly, a people pleaser. She’d watched how he’d interacted with his friends. It had torn him apart to say no to them, even though they’d betrayed him. “Well, I feel like I hurt you, and I’m sorry if I did. And I’m sorry if I didn’t and am now making things awkward by apologizing for something you don’t want me to apologize for. Either way, I’m sorry.”

“Ahhh … Thanks?”

“Great.” That was more than enough emotion for one day. “Get in the water.” As she spoke, Marin yanked off her shirt and pulled off her pants, leaving her in her underwrappings, and then she walked off the edge of the boat and dropped into the water. It was only hip-deep, and she landed barefoot in the silky soft sand. The chill of the water enveloped her, but she didn’t flinch.

Ree launched himself into the air by pushing with his roots. “Flying plant, ho!” He smacked into the water and abruptly sank before bobbing back up.

Marin waded to him and lifted him into the air. “You have zero self-preservation instincts, don’t you.”

“I am brave, loyal, and true,” Ree said, with a slight gurgle to his voice.

She gave him a light shake, and seawater spattered from his branches and root. “Okay, I’m going to lower you into the water, and your goal is to move your whatever-you-can-move to stay afloat.”

Behind her, she heard Dax lower himself into the water and was proud of her self-restraint in not immediately turning around to see how he looked wet.

Gently, Marin placed Ree on top of the waves.

He began to pinwheel his branches as he rose and fell with the swell of the ocean. He looked, frankly, ridiculous, like a flailing green-and-brown tumbleweed, but he wasn’t sinking.

“Good.” She watched him for a moment more. “You probably don’t need to use all your branches. Just the ones in contact with the water.”

He began to relax. A little.

“Let me know the second you get tired, especially if you start to sink,” Marin told him, and then she turned to Dax, who was watching with interest. He’d submerged up to his neck, kneeling on the sandbar. At some point, he must have dunked himself under because his purple hair was damp and clung to his neck and shoulders. Droplets decorated his crystal horns, and they sparkled in the sunlight. He looked like a being out of a storybook, the kind of ethereal creature who granted wishes.

“Command me, Captain,” he said.

Marin firmly corralled her brain away from all the images that conjured up. “Um, okay, you should try floating first. On your stomach.” She demonstrated, filling her lungs and letting her legs drift up behind her.

He tried it, kicking his legs up.

Curious, a silver turtle swam closer to him. It nudged its beak against his arm. Startled, he planted his feet down in the sand again.

“Float up again, and hold on to her shell,” Marin instructed.

He looked dubiously at the turtle, but he did it.

“Now keep your legs straight and kick them, little kicks.”

She guided him through the basics, while he gripped the edge of the turtle’s shell. The turtle swam in lazy circles, propelling him around the sandbar.

Marin was fully aware she was a terrible teacher—she moved so instinctually in the water that she barely noticed she was doing it or how—but happily, the turtles were excellent swim instructors. They poked his knees with their beaks until he straightened them, they guided his arms with their flippers, and they propped him up by swimming beneath him.

Ree, meanwhile, had climbed up on top of the shell of one of the turtles and was shouting, “Wheee!” as he zipped around the sandbar.

Leaving Dax to practice and Ree to play, Marin swam out to deeper water to join Perri. She wondered sometimes if he was lonely, without another sea serpent to swim with. He’d been with her for two years now. Did he have a family he missed? Did he want a family? Was she keeping him from another life? As she reached him, he greeted her with a happy trill and a gentle nudge of his snout.

“We seemed to have gained a crew,” Marin told him.

Perri chirped cheerfully.

“I’m glad you’re happy about it.” She wondered if she was. So far, it didn’t seem all that bad. But then, she’d opened her heart before and regretted it. I’ll be careful this time. She’d care less, then it would hurt less.

As she watched Dax and Ree swim with the turtles beneath the circling winged cat, it occurred to her it was not going to be easy to guard her heart.



As nice as it was to swim with the sea turtles, eventually Marin had to corral her crew back onto the boat and resume her job. Our job. “We have a couple days before the festival,” she told them. “That’s time to do a few deliveries, if we’re efficient about it.”

“You know,” Dax said cheerfully, as he wrung out his hair with a towel, “there’s a whole set of ballads about fake relationships that transform into true love. It’s a common trope, particularly among the lute cycles from the last decade.” He hadn’t put on a shirt yet.

“You’re going to burn, if you aren’t careful,” she told him.

He looked at her blankly.

“Your skin,” she said. “From the sun?”

“I’ve never burned before.”

“Have you ever spent days on a boat before?” she asked. Without waiting for an answer, she said, “There’s a lotion downstairs labeled with a picture of a sunflower. Use it everywhere that’s exposed every few hours, and maybe you won’t turn into a cooked lobster.”

He headed downstairs, and she felt her rib cage loosen.

Firmly, she told herself she was not going to imagine rubbing the lotion on him. Or him on her. He had agile hands—she’d watched him play that lute. She wondered if he and the drummer, Shiare, had ever been more than friends. Absolutely none of my business.

Dax returned, still shirtless, glistening with lotion, and carrying his three-necked lute.

Gahhhh.

Marin focused on the sails with a high degree of concentration. Yes, they were luffing a bit. She should adjust the lines to maximize the wind.

Sitting on the prow, Dax ran his fingers over the strings of the tri-lute. He coaxed out a melody paired with a deeper harmony. “There’s one ballad about a fake engagement that ended in a grisly murder. Actually a lot of ballads end in a grisly murder. On the whole, it’s a melodramatic art form.” He switched keys and played a second melody, layered on top of the first, as if it were two singers chasing one another. “But ninety-seven percent of ballads in the pretend-partner type, as defined by the Arne Index, end with love.” He strummed as he said the word “love,” then silenced the strings.

“Are you trying to hint at something?” Marin said testily. This was not a conversation she wanted to have while they were both sharing the same space for an unspecified amount of time and he was shirtless. And it was absolutely not a topic she wanted to dance around for days. Best to nip it in the bud.

“Oh no,” Dax said quickly. “I just think it’s interesting.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“I wanted to point out that if you’d like us to fall in love, there is precedent.” He looked down at the strings as he strummed, and his damp purple hair fell across the frets.

Marin wasn’t certain how he wanted her to react to that statement, so she decided she wouldn’t. “Okeydokey,” she said. She continued to sail while he played.

Over on the starboard side, the winged cat was napping in a swathe of sunlight, and Ree was amusing himself by tickling his wing with a leaf. Every so often, Stowy would flinch, then resettle his feathers. Eventually, he had enough, swatted at Ree, and then devoted himself to licking his feathers flat.

Ree hopped over to Marin at the helm.

“You’re lucky he didn’t swat you overboard,” she told him.

“I just want him to be my friend.”

“Then maybe don’t be annoying.”

Ree rustled his leaves. “Me? Annoying? But…” He sputtered, then his leaves drooped. “So how do I get him to be my friend?”

“Ask Dax,” Marin said. “He’s the one who befriended Stowy in the first place.”

Ree trotted over to Dax, who proceeded to give him lots of advice that all, in Marin’s opinion, boiled down to maybe don’t be annoying. Also, offer him fish.

Sailing onward, Marin watched Dax. He liked to talk. He liked to explain things, expound on theories, share knowledge … but the most surprising thing was he never once tried to tell her how to do what she knew how to do. He waxed on about ballads and how to befriend a cat and whatever, but he hadn’t tried to issue a single word of advice about how to sail or where to go. He’d been easy to teach to swim—no resistance to her telling him what to do. She’d never met anyone who both liked to talk and knew when to shut up. He was a rare bird.

Glancing over at her, Dax smiled. He’d noticed she was watching him. She adamantly refused to blush. There was nothing wrong with her looking at him while he was talking with Ree. Okay, maybe looking was more like staring, but she had nothing to be embarrassed about. “That’s good advice,” she told him.

He shrugged. “I just said what you said but in more words. You’re the one who said it first. Credit belongs to you.”

By the sea, he’s so different from Iovar.

She didn’t know why her brain decided to compare Dax to that snake, but it was nice to be able to think that name and not feel like either screaming or being sick. Maybe this was growth. Or distance. Or whatever.

Standing up, Dax stretched, lute in one hand, and squinted at the horizon. “So, where are we going next? More turtles? Upgrading from turtles to dolphins?”

Marin grinned. “That’s the hierarchy? Turtles, then dolphins?”

“Yep, then whales, kraken, and sea serpents at the top.”

Off the side of the ship, Perri blew bubbles in approval.

She laughed. “Perri agrees.” Then she answered his question: “We’re going to a town, okay more of a village, called Dew, on the island Aver. It’s a hub for supply runners—there’s a job board in the village center where people from the surrounding island chain post what they need transported and what they’re offering to pay, and runners can pick their jobs.”

“Is there an inn on the island?” Dax asked.

“Yeah, the Kraken’s Nest. It’s for tourists. Very expensive. Most supply runners stay in the hostel—okay, that name is overselling it. It’s a barn with cots that runners can stay in, if they’re sick of sleeping on their boats.”

He perked up at that. “A cot that doesn’t sway?”

“I always sleep on the boat.”

“But it’s a cot on solid ground,” Dax said.

“I don’t want to waste the money, even on the hostel,” Marin said. She hesitated. She didn’t want to explain why she saved every coin she could. It wasn’t his business. On the other hand, it wasn’t like it was a secret. “My parents paid for this boat, and they owe a debt to the sorcerer who enchanted the hold to do its whole bigger-on-the-inside trick. I’m paying it off.” Slowly, but she was doing it, and the quicker it was done, the less likely it was that the sorcerer would get tired of waiting and decide to claim her parents’ home as compensation. There wasn’t a formal contract for the repayment plan, which meant he could change the terms, if he wanted to—he could demand it all be repaid tomorrow. She was counting on him not caring enough to bother. As one of the wealthiest people on Flicker, he didn’t need the money, and he never liked any inconvenience. If the emperor hadn’t outlawed non-university-approved magic users, then her family never would have gone to Yvex at all. “I can’t let them stay in debt for me.”

“Ahh.”

She wondered if he had any idea what debt was, coddled within the conservatory … No, of course he knows. The conservatory hadn’t demanded coin from him in exchange for housing and training him; for him, it was worse. They’d demanded his obedience. He was paying his debt with his freedom.

“What are your parents like?” he asked. “Will I meet them at the End-of-Harvest Festival?”

“They’re great,” Marin said, “and yes.”

He waited.

She sailed.

“That’s not very detailed,” he complained.

“When I was a kid, my parents used to take me on their sailboat,” Marin said. “I was like Ree, absolutely in love with the sea.” She grinned at the myrtle, who waved his leaves at her. “I wanted to be out on the waves all the time. Didn’t care what the weather was. I loved it all—calm, rough, sunny, rainy, whatever. This one time, they told me no. I must have been about six years old? Seven? There was a storm coming in, they said. All purple clouds and lightning.”

“A magic storm.”

“Back then, we hadn’t seen very many of those,” Marin said. “They hadn’t gotten as bad as they are now.”

“What do you mean?”

Had he seriously not heard about the worsening magic storms? “In the outer islands.” Even as sheltered as he was, he must have heard rumors. Unless all he’d heard were lies. “They’ve gotten really bad, thanks to the emperor hoarding magic and monopolizing the sorcerers.”

“Oh. I didn’t realize. I’d heard a few reports, but … I’ve never seen one.”

“Yeah, well, at the time, we didn’t know how bad it could get, but my parents knew they didn’t want me out in it.”

“Wild guess: you stowed away on board.”

He knew her well enough to guess that. “Instantaneously,” she said. “I hid myself in a cupboard belowdecks and waited until the boat was too far from shore to turn around before I popped out. I tried to be all subtle about it, sneaking up on deck and just helping out with the lines, as if I was meant to be there, as if they wouldn’t notice.”

“What did they do?” he asked.

“First they told me no dessert for a week for disobeying them, but then they hugged me and told me they loved me, before they tied me to the mast.”

Dax blinked. “They what?”

“To keep me from being washed overboard when the storm hit,” Marin said. “Really? That’s the part you gasp over? I haven’t even gotten to the best part of the tale.”

“What’s the best part?” Ree asked. He’d hopped away from Stowy, who was happily consuming the bits of smoked fish that Ree had been parceling out to him. Marin wondered if Ree had raided her entire supply of smoked fish. She should have specified which was for use and which was for meals. Oh well, how much can one cat eat?

Marin said, “After they tied me to the mast, as the magic storm was beginning to hit … magic-charged lightning everywhere, howling winds, waves as high as the masthead … they made a bargain with a sea witch.”

She expected Dax to scoff: there’s no such thing as a sea witch. But he didn’t. He just listened, rapt. Ree too had drawn even closer. “What’s a sea witch?” Ree asked.

Marin glanced at Dax. “You’ve probably sung songs about them.”

He nodded. “There’s a harp piece called the ‘Lament of the Sea Witch.’ She supposedly was a woman whose husband died at sea. She threw herself into the waves, and as an apology, the ocean granted her knowledge of spells. It’s not considered to be historically accurate.”

“The sea witch we met wasn’t a woman,” Marin said. “At least not a human one.”

“Ooh,” Ree said, “what was she?”

“A shark,” Marin answered. “A tiger shark.”

“Whoa,” Ree said.

“The tiger shark was with child, and in return for her assistance, my parents promised her a safe place to birth her young, in a cove by our home. Tiger sharks are born as tiger cubs and have to live on land for two years until they grow into their shark form. A lot of them don’t make it—they’re vulnerable as cubs without their mother shark to protect them. Well, my parents agreed, and the sea witch cast a spell to divert the winds, keeping us safe, and we emerged from the other side of the storm.”

Fascinated, Ree was motionless. “Then what?”

She noticed that Perri had drawn closer, listening too, even though he’d heard a variation of this story dozens of times. Sometimes the witch was a mermaid, sometimes a dolphin. Once, when Marin had told it to a particularly rapt audience, she’d claimed it was a kraken. But this version … This one was the truth.

“In spring, she swam up to our dock, and my parents kept their promise, hiding her child and caring for her, until the cub was shark enough for them to swim away.” She mimed the sharks swimming with her hands. “It was risky. One of their neighbors spotted the shark in the cove and came to get rid of the cub, but my parents wouldn’t let that happen.” She had a fuzzy memory of her mother marching outside, armed with a fishing pole. She wasn’t exactly sure what Ma had planned to do with it—poke the neighbors if they didn’t go away? “You asked about my parents, and that’s them: willing to risk themselves for their child and for someone else’s child. That sea witch could have asked them for anything, and they’d have said yes. They also could have chosen to abandon the sea witch and not help protect her offspring, but they didn’t even hesitate.”

Dax smiled. “They sound wonderful.”

“Also, unrelated, Pa bakes an amazing peach pie.”

“I can’t wait to taste it,” he said.

It was only after she’d sailed for a few minutes more that she realized that her story, as sweet and charming as she thought it was, might have been a terrible one to tell. Dax’s parents were nothing like that. They’d shipped him off as a child. She hadn’t intended to hurt him with her tale. It was only that he’d asked, and the tiger shark story was the most typical of the way they were. “Dax, I didn’t think … Your parents…”

“They were terrible parents,” Dax said cheerfully. “It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay.”

“It’s not okay they were terrible,” Dax agreed, “but what I meant was: it’s okay that you told me about yours. Our stories don’t need to be the same for us to be friends.”

Marin opened her mouth and then shut it. We’re friends? Of course they were friends. They’d been friends for years, chatting every time she’d visited the conservatory for a delivery, and she’d saved him from the burning city. Obviously they were friends. Why, then, did the word feel like it didn’t fit right? It felt … smaller than she wanted. She chose not to focus on that too much. “I’m not sure a captain is allowed to be friends with her crew,” she said lightly, smiling as if she were just joking, though she wasn’t sure she was.

“I hope we are,” Dax said, his eyes intense.

She felt caught in his gaze, and whatever she would have said back fled her mind as quickly as a wave. The wind whispered in her ear, Danger, danger, danger. It was not okay for her to yearn for more.

“All you have to do to be friends,” Ree said with the air of a plant who was imparting great wisdom, “is feed each other fish.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


The village of Dew on the island of Aver was adorable. Sure, it wasn’t flocks-of-winged-cats adorable, but it had cheerful pastel houses, cobblestone streets, and flowers beneath every window and on every street corner. Marin liked it.

She guided her boat into a slip in one of the many public docks—to entice visitors, Dew had filled its harbor with dozens of fingerlike docks instead of moorings, available to anyone for a fee—while Ree scampered up the mast.

“Ree, maybe you shouldn’t—”

He leaped off the top of the mast, somersaulted in the air, and splashed into the harbor just beyond the dock. He sank beneath the water for less than a second before he bobbed up and shouted, “I’m okay!” then paddled himself with his branches toward the dock. Kneeling, Dax scooped him out of the water by his top branches. Ree shook himself off like a wet dog.

“Okeydokey.” Marin sighed.

After checking to be sure her silver ribbon was tied neatly, Marin plastered on a smile for the dock official as the burgundy-clad woman bustled down the dock. Her white hair was slicked back and pinned, and she was scowling as if she disapproved of boats cluttering up her harbor, or maybe she just disapproved of their boat. Her quill posed over a notebook, the woman asked, “Name and business in Dew?”

“Mariner Eversay. Here to visit the job board.”

Joining her, Dax said in a low voice, “Mariner?”

“I know,” Marin whispered back. “Good thing I wanted to be a sailor, right?” She’d once spent an entire afternoon reassuring her pa that she didn’t feel pressure because of her name. She chose to love the sea.

“Any deliveries?”

“Not this time,” Marin said, “though I can procure pretty much anything you want, for the right price. Earlier this season, I found a rare mayharp for the Music Conservatory of Alyssium. Had to bargain with a dragon for it.” She grinned at Dax. “The dragon had a particular fondness for Eltaminium pearls, so I traded those.”

The official smiled, her expression softening so much that she was nearly another person. “I grew up on Eltaminia. Haven’t been back in ages.”

She’d guessed right on the slight accent. “A beautiful place.”

“Indeed.” In a far warmer voice, the official asked, “Your crew?”

Marin pointed to each of them. “Dax and Ree will be coming ashore. The sea serpent and orange cat are with me as well, but the serpent will stay beyond the docks. Can’t speak for the cat.”

“No one can speak for cats,” the woman said wisely.

Marin paid the fee for the dock usage, which was lower than she’d expected—the official had given her the fee for locals, thanks to the Eltaminia connection. She had been to that island once—it was in the western reaches of the Crescent Islands, and it had beautiful beaches lined with stone statues who watched the waves.

As the official pocketed the fee, she eyed Dax with interest. Marin was trying to figure out why that made her want to snarl, especially when she’d been given a discount already. Abruptly, the woman asked, “Are you a musician?”

“Yes, I am,” Dax said.

The official looked pleased. “If you’re looking for a gig while you’re here, ask at the Kraken’s Nest. My cousin and her wife own it, and they’ve been desperate for new acts ever since the last flutist set the bar on fire. They’ll pay fair.”

“Will they pay room and board?” Dax asked.

A good question, but a better one: “A flutist set the bar on fire?” Marin asked.

The dock official noted the payment as she answered, “She claimed she could juggle burning bottles of alcohol while playing her flute. She could not.”

Transaction completed, the dock official retreated to attend to other business.

With an eager-as-a-child smile, Dax turned to Marin and asked, “Do you mind if inquire at the Kraken’s Nest? That’s the inn you mentioned, isn’t it? The one we can’t afford?”

The Kraken’s Nest was the premiere place to stay in Dew. It supposedly had gryphon-feather beds and boasted a restaurant on the first floor that served an incredible blueberry pie. She’d never tasted it and had certainly never stayed there. He might as well see the best the island had to offer. “Go for it. Ree, want to come with me or go with Dax? I’m going to check the job board.” She waved toward the center of the square, up the hill from the harbor.

“No offense, Dax, but Marin’s task sounds more sailor-y,” Ree said.

“Absolutely not offended. Come join me at the Kraken’s Nest when you’re done.”

“You’re that certain you’ll get the job?” Marin asked. She’d heard him play, but mostly complex, beautiful pieces, not up-tempo background-while-you-eat music. She wasn’t sure conservatory music was what an inn would want, even a fancy inn with blueberry pie.

“As certain as you are that you can sail a boat.”

Marin laughed and held up her hands in surrender. “Sorry. Of course. We’ll see you at the Kraken’s Nest, where we’ll feast to your success.”

At the end of the dock, they split up. The cat went with Dax, and the shrub came with Marin, while the sea serpent played with the seagulls and the stray winged cats in the harbor.



The job board was exactly that: a board posted within a gazebo in the town square that was covered with notes advertising available jobs. Some of them were for landfolk—gardening and housekeeping jobs mostly, as well as a few workers advertising their skills (a childminder looking for part-time work, a flying-sheep herder, and an enchanted cake baker, though the ad wasn’t clear whether it was the baker or their cakes that were enchanted). Marin scanned the ones relevant to supply runners while Ree bounced beside her.

“I can’t see,” Ree said.

“Want me to pick you up?” she offered.

“Yes, please.”

She scooped him up and held him level with the job postings.

“Second problem,” Ree said. “I can’t read.”

“You can’t read?” Marin wondered why she was surprised. He was a bush. He shouldn’t have been able to talk. “We can do lessons on that after you’ve learned how to sail, if you’d like.”

He hugged her with his branches. “I love you, Marin.”

Marin patted his leaves and wondered why her eyes had suddenly decided to feel all hot and teary. “Me too, Ree. Me too.” She inhaled and blinked hard until the moisture went away.

Behind her, a familiar voice said, “Tell me you didn’t scoop up all the choice jobs before I had a chance.”

Luckily, the last of her sappy tears were gone in time for her to turn around with a smile for her fellow supply runner. “Hey, Tavo. How’s sailing?”

“Good, all good.” Tavo looked exactly the same as he had the last time she saw him: sunburnt and smiling, with a mouth as broad as a horse’s mouth and hair that trailed down his back in a thick braid. He wore a red tunic so bright that it made tomatoes look pale. “You know, excepting everything.” He waved his hand airily, to indicate the state of the world.

He must have been near Alyssium. Not surprising. Most supply runners made the capital part of their route, due to the number of goods that needed to be transported into and out of the city. Big contracts went on bigger ships and barges docked at the port, but smaller businesses often used private runners who could navigate the canals. Despite the tariffs and the rising taxes, it was still the best way to make a living. Or at least it was before the current upheaval. It could be better, if the empire had truly fallen. Or worse, if it hasn’t. “What’s the latest?” Marin asked. “Last time I was there it seemed to be on fire.” She thought again about the Great Library and hoped Rijes Velk was okay, then she thought about the undelivered letter and felt a twinge of guilt. She wished she could report back to the gardener that his family was fine. He had to be worried.

“Empire’s fallen and fire’s out,” Tavo said cheerfully. “Apparently sorcerers are good for something? Still a mess, though. I’m sticking to the outer routes. Might try west.” He peered at the job board and plucked a paper off. “Like this beauty.”

Marin turned back to the board and let his words sink in. The empire had fallen. The fire was out. It was over. Good had won, not strength and power. She hadn’t expected that. After Iovar … She shoved thoughts of him aside and took a deep breath.

She wondered how the world would change. For now, though, she studied the job board. There were a few jobs that weren’t far off her route—she wanted stops en route to Flicker so she’d still arrive in time for the festival. It would be nice to return home with a fresh bag of coins, especially since she wouldn’t be bringing her own pie.

One caught her attention: a merchant on the island of Yori wanted several specialty cheeses. It was in the right direction, and she could buy the cheeses here in Dew—she’d spotted a cheesemonger on one of her prior visits, though she’d never been inside. She plucked the job off the board, as well as a few others that looked reasonable. “Happy sailing, Tavo.”

“You too, Marin and, um, plant?”

Ree waved to him with a wad of leaves as Marin left the gazebo. She tucked the job slips into one of her many pockets, specifically a waterproofed pocket that was good for bits of paper, and, still carrying Ree, headed for the Kraken’s Nest.

Up two cobblestone streets, the Kraken’s Nest was painted a cheerful lemon yellow, with flower boxes filled with an array of festive squash. Its sign was a smiling kraken with tentacles open wide as if to hug its customers, which, in Marin’s experience, was not typically what kraken did.

She heard voices rolling out the door, along with music. A woman was singing loudly and not entirely on-key, but the tri-lute somehow danced around her voice anyway, changing key as it went as if her notes were all intentional. “Guess he was right,” Marin said to Ree.

The door was wide open, and Marin, with Ree, stepped inside.

Inside the Kraken’s Nest, both the inn’s lobby and the dining area were filled with candles everywhere: from chandeliers in the ceiling, in sconces on the walls, and along the mantel of the wall-wide brick fireplace. Bundles of herbs dangled from the rafters, filling the place with the scent of cinnamon and lavender, on top of the rich scent of spices from the food, which a few servers were carrying from table to table on platters. Most of the tables were full with families and couples, though there was the occasional solo diner. All eyes were riveted to the stage beside the fireplace, and no one noticed a sailor and a wax myrtle joining the audience.

The stage was tiny, just a raised platform next to the fireplace, and it had candles placed around its edges that flickered and danced. Dax sat on a stool on the stage, all his focus on his lute, while the singer, a woman with tawny fur and tiny antlers nestled in a crown of leafy branches, stood nearby, a serving tray in her hands with plates of food that no one seemed to care hadn’t been served.

As one song slid into the next, Dax glanced up. His gaze traveled over the audience, and it stopped when it found her. A smile lit up his face. His fingers didn’t stop moving over the strings, and Marin felt something inside her crack open.

That music.

His smile.

Good can win, even against strength and power.

“You’re crying,” Ree said softly.

“Just sharing a little of the sea,” Marin whispered. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’m a halophyte, remember? Salt-resistant. But are you sad?”

Was she? “I don’t know.”

He patted her arm with a leafy branch.

She began to think that her resolution to never care about anyone again beyond a superficial level, besides her parents, was not going well at all.



After Dax’s performance, the singer-server ushered him to a table. Dax waved over Marin and Ree, and they were all served a heaping platter of savory pastry rolls (half with marinated beef from the island of Blaye, they were told, and half with spiced vegetables, their house specialty), as well as a lemonade with some kind of honeyed spice in it.

“You were great,” Marin told him.

Dax beamed at her. “That was fun. I haven’t just … played for an audience like that. I mean, one that wasn’t judging whether I was worthy enough by the complexities of my melodies or how the composition continued the argument begun by … Anyway, just to play songs that people like because they like them … Oh, and they’re paying us with food and a room, so long as I perform for a few hours tonight.”

A room at the Kraken’s Nest? Wow. She let out a whistle.

Ree hopped up onto the table. “Where’s Stowy?”

He waved a fork toward the doorway to the kitchen, beyond the collection of tables. “He’s being admired by the staff.”

The server carried out a glazed pot and placed it on the table. “Is this what you need?”

“Ree?” Dax said.

Ree gasped. “For me?”

“Yes,” Dax said. “I thought you might like some nutrients and such. The kitchen was happy to oblige, once I explained it was for my friend, not myself.”

The pot, Marin saw, was filled with rich black soil, damp with water. Letting out a squeal, Ree scrambled over the side of the pot and sunk his roots deep with a sigh.

“That was thoughtful of you,” Marin told him. She hadn’t thought that Ree might need fresh soil. He carried around his own soil ball wrapped in his roots. She reflected that some of it had washed away during his plunges into the sea and especially during his swimming lesson, and she felt a stab of guilt for not asking Ree if there was anything he needed that she didn’t have on board. She wasn’t used to having a crew to take care of. I’ll do better. “Found some jobs for us.”

“Excellent,” Dax said. “Lots of jobs to lots of different places?” He sounded eager. “I want…” He trailed off as if he didn’t know how to finish that sentence, as if what he wanted was larger than words could describe. He extended his arms wide, fingers spread. “I want to see everything.”

She bit into one of the pastries. She didn’t know if she could show him everything, but there were several islands they could visit after the End-of-Harvest Festival on their way back to … Oh, wow, that’s good. The filling was some kind of onion and nut mixture that tasted like spiced caramel with oniony chocolate and maybe a vegetable? Some kind of tuber. It was hot, the kind of steamy/spicy hot that warmed both her tongue and her throat as she chewed and swallowed. It was not terrible to eat something other than fish.

She wondered how it would feel to sleep in a bed on land again. It had been … well, two years since she had. Even on her rare visits home, she always slept on her boat—if it were raining or cold, she’d sleep belowdecks, but whenever it was the slightest bit nice, she’d prefer to sleep under the stars. Iovar had always thought that was ridiculous. He’d never want to sleep on a boat. It was only after they’d been together for a while that his opinion that she shouldn’t want to either slipped through. Unhealthy, he tried at first. Then: Unsafe. And then the one that worked: I’d worry. She hadn’t wanted to worry him. It was only that he loved her so much that he worried, and if she loved him too, how could she make him worry about her unnecessarily? It wasn’t so difficult to pull into port or return home between runs on one of her parents’ boats. He preferred her to return home, but that was only because he missed her, wasn’t it?

Marin shook herself. There were the thoughts of him, popping up again. She didn’t want to think about him at all, ever. And especially not now, while the pastries were so delicious.

After they ate, Dax played again while, outside, the sun sank and night crept over the island. Several rounds of diners came, and many of them lingered to listen and sing until the whole restaurant was packed. Eventually, the server who’d sung earlier was called back onstage for one final song.

“What shall I play?” Dax asked the audience.

Lots of suggestions were shouted.

Ree piped up. “Sing about the sea, the blue beautiful seeeeeeea!”

“All right, then,” Dax said with a smile. “How about you sing with me?”

The shrub bounded across the floor to his side, and the server produced a stool. Ree climbed up onto the seat, while Dax’s fingers roved across the strings. Loud and clear, Ree sang:


“The sea, the beautiful sea,

So bluuue, so truuue,

You think you stole my heart, but I gave it to thee!”



Dax repeated the lyrics but varied the melody. After the last word, he said, “Again.”

Ree sang the words again, and this time Dax sang with him, dipping notes below. The server joined in, hitting notes above them.

On the fifth round through the lyrics, everyone had joined in. Some sang well, some didn’t, but all sang joyfully while the lute danced with all the notes. Marin sang too, and she thought if they were loud enough, maybe Perri could hear them and sing along too. Maybe he wouldn’t miss other sea serpents, if he had his crew to sing with.

Liking that idea, she sang louder.

She imagined that the whole sea could hear them. She pictured her sea serpent out in the harbor, dancing between the boats and tossing fish in the air to delighted flying friends.



There was only one bed.

Marin considered it for a moment and then wished she hadn’t, as her mind helpfully served up a memory of Dax shirtless in the waters by Turtle Island, drops of the sea dripping down his bare chest. This is a truly terrible idea.

“You know, there’s a ballad type about this,” Dax said behind her. He set down Ree in his pot. Ree hadn’t wanted to leave the lovely, soft, damp soil, and the innkeeper said he could use the pot for the night, no charge.

She crossed her arms and tried not to notice he still smelled like sandalwood and cinnamon, even after an evening soaked in the scents of a tavern. She was acutely aware of how close he was and how close he could be, in the pillow-laden bed with the deliciously fluffed mattress. “Did you arrange this?”

“Actually tried to bargain for two rooms, but she said my playing wasn’t worth all that.” He sounded miffed. “I’ve played for the emperor and his court, but not worth two rooms. Just one room, two dinners, and a pot of soil.”

“It’s a very nice pot of soil,” Ree volunteered.

Humphing, Dax lowered his tri-lute onto a chair as Ree climbed out of his pot and hopped around the room, examining everything.

It didn’t take long to examine. It wasn’t a very big room. Cute, like everything else in Dew. Murals of various sea creatures had been painted on the walls, and the bedspread was blue and embroidered with wave patterns. Fresh daisies sat in a pink vase on the mantel of the fireplace. It was very good that Dax wasn’t interested in her because … Sea save me, I want him.

Luckily, she was sensible enough not to let him know that. She was going to take that want, box it up, and pretend it didn’t exist. That was, of course, the only way forward. She just had to get through the night, and then they’d be back on Silver, where it was easier to remember that she was captain and he was crew. Yes, she could do that.

“Fine,” Marin said. She began to strip off her clothes. “You sleep on the right. I’ll sleep on the left. No cuddling. I don’t cuddle.”

“Like ever, or just not with me?” Dax asked. He sounded a bit forlorn, but that could have been her imagination. He removed his shoes and socks and slid off his pants, folding them and placing them on a chair beside the fireplace.

“Ever,” Marin said firmly, both to him and herself. She’d learned her lesson. “Romantic entanglements are, for me, off-limits. All they do is make you smaller. Make you compromise and slice off parts of yourself until eventually you risk losing everything that matters.” She yanked her nightshirt on and then realized that Dax was staring at her. “What?”

He shook his head and then asked gently, “Who hurt you?”

“Um.” It could have been a rhetorical question, but there was a specific answer. She froze as the memories burst out of their box and flooded through her. It took her an extra minute to form the words, and Dax waited. “His name is Iovar Revinok. He was my fiancé until I discovered he was trying to sabotage my family’s business because he didn’t want his future wife and whatever future children to risk themselves on the sea.” She said it as flatly as she could, as if it didn’t still cause her insides to twist in a knot of shame, regret, and anger whenever she thought about him.

From his pot, Ree gasped, “No sea?”

She supposed that was an oversimplification. Or maybe it wasn’t. “No sea. He owns a shipyard, and I trusted him to help with the family’s finances … He used that access to our accounts to try to destroy us—my parents, as well as me. Their ships were seized, their savings drained … It all would have been gone and we would have been sunken into debt, beholden to him for food and shelter and all of it, if I hadn’t, by chance, noticed. My parents lost a lot, but not everything, and they used what they had left to help me escape, even going into debt with the local sorcerer, Yvex.” Still matter-of-fact. Still hurt to say, to admit. She’d been so naïve. So trusting. So in love. It was better for Dax to know the full truth before he showed up at the End-of-Harvest Festival. He’d hear about it from someone, and she’d rather it was her. “I was an idiot, and it will never happen again.”

“You weren’t an idiot,” Dax said. “You were deceived.”

“I let myself be deceived.”

He snorted. “That’s like saying you let yourself break your leg when a cart hit you. Something happened to you—was done to you—and the blame isn’t with you.”

“I should have…” Marin cut herself off and took a deep breath. She wasn’t going to rehash this. She’d already been through it a thousand times in her head. “It doesn’t matter. It’s over. You get the right side of the bed. Unless you want the left.”

“Right is fine,” Dax said.

“Good. I like the left better.”

“Then it’s yours.”

“I don’t want you drifting over to my side,” Marin said. “Or stealing the covers. Or snoring, if you can help it. If you can’t help it, then whatever.”

“I’ll endeavor to snore purposefully or not at all,” Dax said gravely.

“Great.” She looked at him for a moment. He looked back. An awkward moment passed, and then Marin scooped up her pouch with her teeth-care supplies and ducked out to find the washroom.

By the time she returned, with thoughts of Iovar neatly smushed back into a tiny box and shoved away in the back corner of her mind again, Dax was already in bed. Ree, in his pot, was chattering about how much he wanted to see a whale or a mermaid or a dragon, while Stowy was curled up at the foot of the bed, his wings folded. His orange fur was dusted lightly with flour—proof that he’d clearly been underfoot in the kitchen—but he didn’t seem to care.

As Dax blew out the candle in the lantern, Marin climbed into the left side of the bed. She immediately sank into the gryphon-feather mattress. It smelled like lilacs, and she felt as if she were swimming in floral-scented sea-foam. She wasn’t sure she liked it. How could anyone sleep on anything this squishy? She squirmed a bit, trying to get comfortable.

“Are you all right?” Dax said.

“It’s soft.”

“Um, yes.”

“I usually sleep on the deck with just a blanket.”

He leaned on his elbow, which sank into the mattress. She saw him silhouetted by the moonlight through the window and was aware again of how close he was—and how kind he’d been. Outside, the tops of the trees shifted in the night breeze, and she could see the darkness that was the sea in the distance, an emptiness beyond the village. He suggested, “You could remove some of the pillows?”

“Or I could sleep on the floor.”

“If it’s me…”

“It’s not you.” She slid off the bed, taking one pillow and one of the blankets with her. She folded the blanket around her and curled up near Ree’s pot. Better. Except … No, just better. It felt more normal. Plus it removed any temptation to see if his skin was as smooth as it looked.

Not that that was why she moved to the floor.

It didn’t have anything to do with Dax.

It didn’t.

Really.

Gently, he said in the darkness, “If you want to return at any point, your side will be there. I won’t cross so much as a finger. It’s yours, whether you use it or not. I would never take what you don’t want to give.”

Marin wondered why she felt like crying.

All of them fell silent after that. The orange cat began to snore, sweetly and softly. Ree’s leaves rustled, which was perhaps his equivalent of a snore? Dax didn’t snore at all. His breathing was light, even, and gentle. Like he was.

Halfway through the night, Marin climbed up into the bed, sank into the pillows and the ridiculous gryphon-feathered mattress, and slept soundly until dawn.



After breakfast, they went to see the cheesemonger.

A cream-colored cottage with blue shutters and a thatched roof, the shop was tucked away from the town square, up a side street, with a field behind it that had a herd of unicorns grazing. Just right there. Grazing. As if unicorns weren’t rare to the point of often being assumed mythical. Marin stopped in the middle of the cobblestone street as she marveled at the five wonders who were nibbling at the grass like sheep, blithely unaware of their near-mythical status.

“I thought unicorns were…” Dax waved his hands at the abundance of impossible in front of them, as if that sufficed for an adjective.

“Uh-huh,” Marin agreed.

“Wow,” he said.

She noticed there was only a fence between the field and the street. Beyond the field—or meadow, given that it was filled with wildflowers, as well as near-mythical miracles—was woods. The unicorns were clearly free to go, yet here they were. Each was more luminous than the last with white hides that were simultaneously every color at once and the absence of all color. Their spiral horns were purest gold, and when one lifted its head to regard them … Marin saw its eyes, as blue as the sea on a perfect summer day. Her knees buckled, and she reached out to steady herself. Dax caught her arm, and she locked her knees, straightening.

“Nice horses,” Ree said, with a note of confusion.

“They’re unicorns,” Dax told him.

“Ahh,” Ree said. “Fancy horses?”

They were beings of pure magic given flesh, but sure, call them “fancy horses.” “Okeydokey then, um, cheese shop?” Marin squared her shoulders and marched toward the shop. The sign over the door was a large wedge of cheese carved out of wood and painted yellow.

A bell rang as she stepped inside, followed by Dax and Ree. Stowy flew at hip height into the store. From the back, a woman with a wobbling voice called, “No cats in the shop! Cats lick cheese! Eee, shoo-shoo!”

Marin scooped Stowy up as he landed beside a pyramid of cheese, and she deposited him outside. “You can have extra fish when we’re back on the boat,” she told him. “Don’t bother the unicorns, okay?”

She doubted he understood her, but he flew up onto the thatched roof to nap in the sun or chew on the thatch. Or both. She returned inside to see the shopkeeper had emerged.

The shopkeeper was tiny and as wrinkled as a walnut, with ears that were covered in pale pink fur and draped down to her shoulders. Her nose was rabbitlike too, a pink button with whiskers sprouting from either side. Her eyes and body were human. Marin couldn’t see if she had a tail. She walked with a cane that was painted as yellow as the wood cheese outside. “Welcome to the Magical Cheese Emporium,” the shopkeeper said grandly. “The only cheese shop in the Crescent Islands that offers an array of dairy products derived from creatures of magical origin.”

“I … did not know that was a thing.” Marin consulted the list she’d taken from the job board. She’d known they were cheeses because it helpfully said “cheese” at the top of the list, but she didn’t recognize any of the particular types of cheese.

“This place is amazing,” Dax said. “The unicorns outside…”

“Yes, I milk them myself,” the shopkeeper said proudly. “Although it’s getting tougher for me to squat down there.” She put her hands on her lower back and arched with a wince. “Thinking of retiring, finding a nice sunny spot where I can plant a few tomatoes and catch up on my knitting. Been training my granddaughter, now that she’s finally free of that soul-sucking city, but is her heart in it? I can’t tell.”

Marin was stuck on that first sentence. “The unicorns let you milk them?”

The shopkeeper snorted. “Let? If I miss a milking, they practically bash down the door, and their hooves sound like bells. Absolutely drive you to screaming if you’re trying to sleep in and all you hear is ding-ding-ding-neigh-neigh!”

Dax’s eyes lit up. “I’d love to hear their hooves.”

“Me too!” Ree chimed in.

Okay, this was all fascinating, but they were here for a purpose. “After we make our purchase,” she told Dax and Ree. She handed the list to the shopkeeper. “Do you have these in stock?”

The shopkeeper perused the list. “Mm, yes … yes … not this time of year, but … ah … I can fulfill most of it and offer substitutions on the rest. Would that suffice?”

“Depending on the price, yes.”

They haggled briefly on the price until both were satisfied, and then the shopkeeper began slicing and wrapping different parcels of cheese. Marin wandered around the shop. It smelled like cheese, of course, but also of spices and nuts. She studied one tray of wrapped cheeses labeled “Chimera cheese—smoky flavor with hints of pepper, crystallized texture, aged six months.” She didn’t know a chimera produced milk. She supposed it had goat parts, so … yeah, she still couldn’t picture it.

Dax asked, “What does unicorn cheese taste like?”

“Would you two like a sample?” the shopkeeper offered. “This one is our famous Aged Averian, made from pure unicorn milk and aged for two years.” She bustled over to a case of cheeses and sliced off two little chunks from an iridescent wheel. When the sunlight hit the cheese, it looked like an opal, filled with a rainbow of moving colors.

Marin took the piece and popped it in her mouth.

“Ooh, what’s it like?” Ree asked.

It tasted like eating sunshine. She closed her eyes and imagined she was on her sailboat, no land in sight, a perfect breeze, a cloudless sky, water all around. That was what it tasted like. She opened her eyes again and looked at Dax.

“It’s musical,” he said, wonder in his voice. “It tastes like the sound of the purest flute.”

“That … doesn’t make much sense,” Ree said.

Marin told him, “It tastes like the sea on a perfect day.”

“Ahhh…”

“Brilliant, isn’t it?” the shopkeeper said. “To me, it tastes like an afternoon nap, after you’ve had a bit of cake.” She finished packaging up the purchase and handed it all in a box to Marin. “Mind you don’t leave it out in the sun. The paper’s got a bit of enchantment on it to keep it from spoiling, but you don’t want to push it.”

“Thank you,” Marin said, taking the package and paying the requisite coins. “All right. Shall we sail?”

“Unicorn hooves?” Dax said plaintively. “Like bells?”

The shopkeeper chuckled. “Come out back, if you can spare the time.”

He looked at Marin like a hopeful puppy. She rolled her eyes but smiled. “Ten minutes, then we sail.”

They headed out the back door into the field where the half-dozen unicorn mares were grazing. The shopkeeper reached into her apron pocket and pulled out rose petals. She whistled and tossed the petals onto the stone walkway that cut through the grass to a well beside a two-story barn.

The unicorns came trotting toward her, silent across the grass, and then when they reached the walkway, their hooves chimed like bells made of crystal. The varying tones washed over them and then vanished into the breeze as the unicorns nibbled the petals and then retreated out into the field. Marin found herself longing to hear the sound again—it lingered in her memory, the pureness of the chimes.

“Beautiful,” Dax murmured. He then kissed the shopkeeper on her wrinkled cheek. Marin couldn’t help thinking of how close he’d been in that one bed, close without once touching. “Thank you, ma’am. That was a profound aural experience.”

The shopkeeper laughed. “It’s a good thing my granddaughter isn’t here today—she doesn’t need the distraction.” She swatted him lightly, still laughing. “You are too charming for your own good.”

I agree with that. After thanking the shopkeeper for both the cheese and her time, Marin steered Dax toward the exit. He kept looking back at the unicorns. As they headed for the harbor, the orange cat flew behind them, and Ree hopped beside them.

As they reached the harbor, Dax said to Marin, “Thank you. I never would have heard that wonder if you hadn’t allowed me to come with you on your sailboat.”

Marin squirmed at the word “allowed.” She didn’t like how that word felt, though she supposed it was accurate—she was her boat’s captain. Still, she didn’t like the uneven power dynamic it implied. Not between her and Dax. “I wouldn’t have heard it either if you hadn’t been with me to ask.”

Chiming in, Ree said, “You should write a song about unicorn cheese.” He warbled: “Unicorn cheese, as nice as you please! Unicorn cheese … It needs another rhyme.” He considered options the rest of the way to the dock. “Cheese, freeze, sneeze, keys…”

“Honey bees?” Dax suggested.

“Sentient trees,” Ree offered.

While the two of them continued to swap rhymes, Marin boarded Silver. She stacked the package of cheese belowdecks in her icebox and then returned to untie the lines from the dock. Under her direction, Dax and Ree raised the mainsheet and readied the jib. Perri greeted them happily as they sailed out of the harbor.

From the mast, Ree cried, “Onward, Captain!”

Smiling, Marin aimed the boat toward their next destination, and the sails filled with wind as Dax and Ree sang lustily about the glories of cheese and sentient trees.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


They completed all the deliveries, including the specialty cheese, exactly on schedule, which Marin was regretting as the island of Flicker came into view. If she’d been less efficient, less good at her job, or if the weather had been less ideal, she could have “accidentally” missed the festival and said, “Oops, sorry—tried, but the sea, you know how it is” to her parents days, even weeks, later. But no, it hadn’t occurred to her.

It would have disappointed Ma and Pa.

She’d done enough of that.

It also would have disappointed the very nice couple who had been ecstatic to receive their unicorn cheese and other specialty slices. They’d gushed to Marin about how they planned to serve the cheese at their wedding to make the event as special and magical as possible. They’d also shared their plans to create enchanted folded napkins, which … why?

“Are you all right?” Dax asked.

“Sure. Yes. Of course. Why?”

“You look tense. Your”—he gestured toward her—“shoulders are practically in your ears, and you’re gripping the helm like you’re trying to squeeze water out of it.”

Her left hand was squeezing the wheel so hard that her knuckles gleamed white through her silver skin, while her right hand held the mainsheet. “I am possibly a bit tense, yes.”

“Because of Iovar?”

She lost her grip on the line, and the sail luffed out. Catching it, she pulled it back into position and slid it into the cleat. “Let’s not ever say his name again unless it’s to tell me he’s been not-so-tragically eaten by a kraken, okay?”

“Sorry,” Dax said.

“I was thinking about the napkins.”

He accepted that deflection as if it were an honest answer, which she thought was kind of him. “I couldn’t bear to tell them it was a terrible idea. If they’d just wanted to fold the napkins into the shapes of swans, that would have been fine, but to have them also enchanted to fly…”

Marin agreed. “What if someone spits out some gristly steak? Or uses it to wipe their nose? Guess it’ll make it a memorable wedding, as Aunt Whatever’s false teeth that she put in her napkin for safekeeping soar around the dance floor.”

Ree giggled, his leaves rustling.

“At least they’ll have the cheese,” Marin said.

“Good cheese is enough to build a marriage on,” Dax said. “They’ll be fine.”

Marin wondered how many marriages Dax had witnessed in order to say that so definitively, but then she thought of her parents, who’d met when her father had delivered pie to her mother’s house by mistake—and decided maybe unicorn cheese would be enough. Not for me. But for other people. People who hadn’t sworn off love.

She sailed past Flicker Harbor. It was stuffed with boats, all the moorings full. Everyone came back for the annual festival. Given the crowds, it was possible she wouldn’t even glimpse Iovar. It should certainly be simple enough to evade any conversation with him.

Marin shuddered, thinking of what it would feel like to try to be polite so as to not make anything worse for her parents while simultaneously trying to salvage any shred of dignity. Fun.

“How can I help?” Dax asked.

“You can’t,” Marin said.

He drooped.

“But … thanks.” She stared at him a moment, absorbing the fact that he’d both offered and meant it. He was, it occurred to her, a beautiful person, both outside and in. She wished she hadn’t had that thought right before they were supposed to pretend to be something they weren’t.

Ree climbed onto the prow of the boat. Wind blew through his leafy branches, hard enough that a few leaves flew off. “Almost hooooooome! Your home, anyway.”

Pushing aside her swirling thoughts about Dax, Marin smiled. Ma and Pa were going to adore Ree. “My home is your home.” She meant it. He was her crew, even if she hadn’t intended to become anyone’s captain.

“Do you think your parents will have a spare pot?”

“Absolutely. You’ll be able to pick which color you want.”

“Pink,” Ree said automatically. “It pairs nicely with green. Ooh, but it clashes with orange. Stowy might not like it. How about purple? Or blue like the sea … Yes, blue!”

“I’ll ask Ma and Pa for a blue pot for you,” Marin promised. She maneuvered Silver toward her family’s dock and tied off. Looking out at the deeper water, she called to Perri, “Do you want anything? Cooked shrimp? Bluefish?” She hoped that coming into these harbors and coves felt like coming home to him too, even if there weren’t any other sea serpents here. Did he know he was family? Did he ever miss his own family?

Out in the waves, Perri wasn’t paying attention to her—the winged cats had noticed his arrival and were flocking to him in droves.

“Whoa, that’s a lot of cats,” Ree observed.

“We’re known for that.” Marin shot a grin at their furry stowaway. “Stowy, I think you’re going to like it here.”

Sitting on the port side, the cat had noticed the flock and perked up to watch. His wings were spread, and his tail twitched from side to side. He didn’t, though, fly to join them. Marin wondered if he’d ever seen so many winged cats. He’d been with a flock of strays at the conservatory, but it wasn’t like Flicker. No place is like here. Marin secured the sails with Dax’s and Ree’s help and then they all disembarked.

Despite all her misgivings about Iovar and the mess she’d worked so hard to leave behind, Marin felt her heart lift as she walked toward her parents’ cottage. It was still home, would always be home, no matter what. She could smell Pa’s peach pie—he’d planned to bake several with the plan to only take the very best to be judged, so there would be plenty of “failures” for them to devour.

On the roof, the family’s winged cats were lounging in the sun, and Stowy flew toward them to claim a spot near the ridgepole. One of the other cats, a gray-striped female with silver wings, hissed at him, and Stowy hissed back. They both glared at each other for a moment, and then the other cat settled back down and folded her wings. Stowy glared for a moment longer, then curled into a cinnamon roll and wrapped his tail around himself. Another cat strolled closer and flopped down next to him. Stowy lifted his head, as if considering a hiss, then chose not to.

Unable to contain her smile, Marin skipped up the remaining steps as Pa came out the back kitchen door with Ma close behind him. Ma was carrying a flick, a traditional rattle made on Flicker that was used in the End-of-Harvest Festival. It was filled with dried beans and painted however you liked, usually with the face of a cat but sometimes with pictures of dolphins or sea serpents or fall fruit. Ma’s flick had been passed down for a few generations and had an old picture of a gray winged cat, the paint chipped and faded, but the crisp rattle of the beans inside was still solid and loud. She shook the flick as she walked toward them, a big smile on her face. Pa had his arms open wide. “Mariner!” he said. “You came!” Tears were rolling down his cheeks.

Speeding up, Marin ran the rest of the way and hugged him. “I told you I would.” Pulling back, she wiped his tears with her fingertips. “Pa, it hasn’t been that long. I was just here.”

“But you brought…” Whatever else he wanted to say was lost as he blubbered harder.

Marin glanced over her shoulder at Dax and Ree, who were halfway up from the dock. “Yeah, I have a crew now. It wasn’t entirely my idea, but you’re going to love them.”

He gripped her arm and smiled. “I already do. They’re with you.”

Joining them, Ma patted Marin’s shoulder. “We just worry about you, alone on the sea. If we’d known you now have a crew, we’d have felt better.” She had flour in her hair, as well as a streak of dough on her cheek. Her eyes were bright as if she wanted to cry too, which was, Marin thought, a bit ridiculous. Surely, they hadn’t been that worried about her.

“I wasn’t alone before,” Marin objected. “I had Perri.”

Dax and Ree reached them. “Hello. I’m Dax, and this is Ree.” He bowed politely, his knuckles held to his heart. She wasn’t sure which island’s culture he’d learned that from, but it was simultaneously elegant and sweet. Yeah, they’re going to love him.

Ree hopped in a friendly way, ankle-high. “Hi! I’m a sailor.”

“Hello, Ree the Sailor,” Ma greeted him.

“I’m not a sailor,” Dax said, with his effortlessly charming smile, “but I try not to get in Marin’s way. She saved my life back in Alyssium.”

Okay, that was overstating it a bit. “I offered him and his friends transport.”

“While the city burned,” Dax said.

“And that’s when you fell in love with her,” Pa gushed, “and swore to sail with her until the islands are reclaimed by the sea and stars fall into the waves.” He clasped his hands to his chest. “We swore those vows at our binding ceremony.”

Ma said, “We were young. The young are allowed to be overdramatic.”

Pa gasped and staggered as if wounded. “It wasn’t overdramatic! It was precisely dramatic enough, and I’d swear them again today.” He turned to Ma and took her hand, the one that wasn’t holding the flick. “You are more dear to me than the sun and the moon and the wide blue sea.”

This had already spun out of control, and Marin loved it, except for the assumption that Dax was in love with her, which was patently untrue. Sure, he was enamored with seeing more of the world than the inside of the conservatory, and he was grateful to her for extracting him from the burning city, saving his friends, and showing him sights he hadn’t seen before, but it was a leap from gratitude to eternal love.

“Yes, that’s right,” Dax said, “except I fell for Marin the first time I met her.”

Excuse me?

Pa looked like he wanted to melt from happiness. “Oh? Tell!”

Dax launched into story-mode. “It was a year and a half ago. She sailed into the tunnel beneath the conservatory with a sea serpent—I actually wasn’t supposed to be there, but I needed a break and it was the one place I knew the head composer wouldn’t look…”

Marin remembered that day. She’d been delivering a specially cured hide to be used to make drums—the students had to make their own instrument in one of their classes; she hadn’t asked for details. Obtaining it had required trading conch shells inlaid with jewels, which were only available from one artisan—suffice it to say, it was a whole chain of trade such-and-such for such-and-such to trade for such-and-such—so no one had claimed the job until she came along. She’d been desperate to set up some regular customers, and she’d leaped at the opportunity to work with the conservatory, despite their picky and sometimes inexplicable requests. “You were hiding from the other musicians.”

“Absolutely was,” Dax agreed cheerfully. “Also, sulking. I’d just composed a new piece, and my mentor hated it. Flat-out hated it. Told me it was derivative and I could do better, which was true, but not pleasant to hear. I was on the dock licking my wounds, metaphorically speaking, when Marin sailed in.”

Marin remembered meeting him, but what had they talked about? He’d admired her boat and Perri, and he’d laughed. She knew she’d made him laugh, but she couldn’t remember what she’d said. She must have told him about Perri, probably the story of how they’d met. Or was that the second time she visited the conservatory?

Dax remembered. “She told me about how Perri feeds winged cats. I didn’t realize then she was talking about these cats in this harbor, her home.”

Oh, yes. She’d been homesick. Back then, she’d thought she couldn’t return to Flicker. She’d worried it would endanger her parents further. But they’d cut ties with Iovar, and all he could do was spread rumors that no one would believe. Actually, it was talking to Dax that first time that had convinced her to try coming home. She’d sailed past the island a few times, not coming to shore, before she’d finally given in and visited. After that, she still kept her visits brief and rare, though, and never during a holiday, but it was far better than never returning. That had nearly broken her.

She’d forgotten he was the reason she’d come home again.

“You see into what someone loves, and you see them,” Pa said. “No wonder you fell in love with her if she let you glimpse her true heart the first time you met.”

That was not at all what happened. Yes, she had let him see a piece of her that she usually hid, but there had been no seeing or falling or whatever adorable romantic garbage her father was envisioning. “Okay, wait, before this goes further, Dax isn’t in love with me. Dax, you don’t have to pretend in front of my parents. I’m not lying to them. Pa, Ma, we’re going to tell everyone else that Dax is the love of my life. Just to avoid all the pity and whatever.”

Ma shook her head. “No one pities you.”

This was an old argument. Marin resisted rolling her eyes. “Everyone pities me.” That was obvious and had been obvious many, many times, but her parents refused to see it.

“Two years ago, yes.” Ma waved her hand as if shooing away the bad memories. “But you aren’t the center of gossip anymore. People have moved on.”

Sure, when she was out of sight, but when she returned to public view? “It’s the key thing everyone knows about me. You can bet it will be dredged up the second I show my face in public. So, Dax has agreed to come with me, as a gossip shield.”

Pa looked from her to Dax and back again. Why does he look so delighted? she wondered. He clapped his hands together. “You’re her pretend boyfriend? Like the ballads!”

Dax beamed. “Exactly. I told her about the ballads.”

“Then that’s excellent,” Pa said. He had a foxlike grin, the one that made her think they should lock up the henhouse. “The fake lovers always realize it’s true love before the end of the final verse. Except for that one that ends in grisly death.”

“You know the trope?”

“Ah, I didn’t know there was a word for it. ‘Trope.’”

“It’s from the word troubadour, which is an old-fashioned word for traveling musician,” Dax said. “Troubadours used to sail the Crescent Islands before they were known as the Crescent Islands, bringing ballads from one culture to another, spreading history and legend.”

Ignoring Marin entirely, Pa hooked his arm around Dax’s and led him up to the house. “Let me tell you all about why you should fall in love with my daughter.”

“Oh, that’s not the problem,” Dax said to him. “She’s the one who needs to fall in love with me. I’m trying to woo her carefully, though, so she doesn’t suspect and kick me off her boat.”

“Ah! Then let’s plot, shall we?”

Ree hurried after them. “I want to help!”

“Excellent,” Pa said.

“Marin’s super smart,” Ree said, “but she’s not very good at romance. She’s already missed at least six romantic moments, and I’m not even counting the sunsets, which are obvious opportunities. Even I know that, and I’m a plant.” He jiggled his leaves for emphasis.

Marin stared after them, her mouth hanging open. Exactly when had she lost control of that conversation? Probably right from the beginning. She shook her head. Maybe they should have had a more detailed discussion about what exactly she expected out of him as her fake lover. She did not want him to deceive her parents. On the other hand, if it kept Pa amused during her visit, that was fine. They could always fake break up later if necessary.

Glancing at her mother, she saw Ma was smirking at her. “What?”

Ma patted her arm. “I like him already.”

“I’m not…” Marin took a deep breath. “I just want to get through the End-of-Harvest Festival with as little drama as possible. Make you two happy. Eat some pie. Have a nice visit.”

“Your father just wants you to be happy.”

“I am,” Marin said. “I don’t need to be paired up with someone to be happy.”

“Of course you don’t, dear,” Ma said. “It’s just that it’s what’s made your father happy so he assumes it’s what everyone needs. I’m glad, though, that you’ve allowed yourself companionship, however you’d like to label it. Dax seems like a very nice young man, and Ree is a charming … um, is it rude to ask what he is?”

“He’s a wax myrtle,” Marin said, happy for the change in subject. “I picked him up on the island of Belde. His lifelong dream was to be a sailor, and it’s not like he had many other options. He’s actually a really good deckhand, despite not having hands.”

“Come inside,” Ma said, looping her arm through Marin’s. “You’ll want to get dressed for the festival. I’ve washed your festival dress, in case you wanted to wear it. As for Dax, the neighbors have a son about his size. I’ll see if they have a spare outfit.” Together, they walked up to the house, the scent of peach pie cooling in the window growing stronger with each step. “The wax myrtle … we could tie ribbons around his branches. Would he like that?”

“He’d love it,” Marin said. “That all sounds great. Thanks, Ma.”

“It’s good that you came back,” Ma said, squeezing her hand. “But it’s even better that you’ve decided not to be alone.”

“Being alone isn’t so terrible,” Marin said. “I had a lot of time to think. And heal.”

“But did you? Heal?”

“Sure,” Marin said. She realized as she said it that that didn’t sound incredibly convincing. “Yes. I’m fine. Stop looking at me like you don’t believe me.”

“I’m just glad you have a crew now, that’s all.”

Marin thought of a half-dozen different replies to that and settled on, “Me too.”



As soon as the moon reached the top of the dormant volcano, that’s when the flicks could be heard from all around the island: rattle, rattle, rattle.

“Wait for it,” Marin whispered to Dax and Ree. Both of them were outside on her parents’ porch. She’d exited after them and stood behind them both, looking toward the village with the volcano behind it.

Ree bounced on his root ball. “Wait for what?”

“The cats.” She nodded toward the treetops, heavy with cats.

All across the island, the sound of the flicks startled the cats from their perches—from the rooftops and the treetops and wherever they loafed. They took to the sky, wheeling and swooping above the island, with the full moon and the array of stars behind them as their backdrop.

“Now it’s the End-of-Harvest Festival,” Marin said with satisfaction.

Gawking at the cat-filled sky, Dax said, “That’s quite a sight.”

“One of my favorites.”

“Do you think Stowy is with them?” he asked.

“If he’s not, he’ll regret it,” Marin said. “When the flicks stop rattling, that’s the signal for the cats to land in the town square—there’s a feast already laid out for them, every fish you can imagine prepared every way a cat likes it. And yes, before you ask, there are cooks who spend the entire year practicing new recipes and testing them out on whatever cat wants an extra dinner. The cats eat first, and then the people. It’s tradition.”

“So this is more of a cat festival than a harvest festival.” He glanced over his shoulder at her, smiling to show he wasn’t being judgmental, and then she saw his eyes widen.

She’d changed into the dress her parents had gifted her—blue, which showed off her silver skin, with crisscrossed fabric beneath a gauzy layer that billowed around her. It was a look-what-you-missed-asshole kind of dress, and she’d thought it was low-key hilarious that her parents had purchased it for her, knowing it was possible that she’d see Iovar for the first time since the disaster. It hadn’t occurred to her that it could also have an effect on Dax. She’d also done her hair in braids, tied off with her freshly washed favorite silver ribbon, and she’d added silver bracelets from her wrists to her elbows. Each bracelet had tiny bells on it that would chime when the dancing started. She knew she looked good.

So did he.

While he gawked at her, she used to the opportunity to drink him in. He was dressed with bells as well, sewn into the sleeves of his shirt and the hems of his pants. He wore a blue sash that was the same fabric as her dress, which she knew was a deliberate choice by her parents. The matching fabric marked them as a couple. She wondered if anyone had explained that to Dax and decided it didn’t matter—he’d already agreed to play the part of her chosen lover, and judging by how pleased her father had looked when the two of them had left the house together, he’d been playing his part convincingly.

“You look beautiful,” Dax said. “It’s undisputed. I am the luckiest man in the Crescent Islands Empire … former empire … to be by your side.”

Okay, that was a bit much. “There’s no one watching us here,” Marin said. “You don’t have to pretend yet. Wait until we get to the town square.”

“I’m not—”

Ree bounded off the porch, his branches ringing. He’d been festooned with ribbons and bells on every branch, each shiny ribbon tied in a perfect bow. He turned in a circle and said, “I look amazing.”

“You absolutely do,” Marin told him. She meant it. “We’re going to make quite an impression on everyone at the End-of-Harvest Festival.” She meant that too.

This is going to be fine.

They’d accompany her parents to the town square, cheer on her pa as he smashed the competition in the pie contest, and then slip away immediately afterward—no harm done and everyone happy. She could do this.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Two hours after the contest ended and Pa had triumphed spectacularly with his brilliant peach pie, which everyone agreed tasted like the last sunset of summer, they were still at the festival. Marin had intended to exit quietly two seconds after it was over, but then the music had started, and Dax’s face had lit up like a cat presented with a fish feast. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him that the plan was to leave.

He’d been handed a guitar, and he was coaxing sounds out of it that she didn’t think were possible, creating a rhythm with the heel of his hand on the body of the guitar all while he played chords and runs on the strings.

Everyone was dancing, including Marin’s parents, who were swirling and twirling, their bells jangling as they spun. Ree was in the heart of it all, having the time of his life, skipping and shimmying between the dancers.

On all the rooftops, the winged cats were clustered, napping now that their bellies were full. She thought she spotted Stowy among them, in a cozy pile of cat fur and feathers.

She’d seen neighbors and old friends, and it had all gone fine. No one had mentioned Iovar, except in oblique glad-you’re-doing-so-well-now references, and she hadn’t seen even a hint of—

“Mariner.”

And she’d jinxed herself by thinking about him.

Every muscle in her body tensed. She considered not turning around, pretending he wasn’t there, but if she was supposed to be demonstrating that she’d moved on and he was unable to hurt her anymore, it would be better to act as if hearing his voice didn’t launch her back into that horrible time two years ago when her world fell apart. Or was torn apart. After the barest of pauses, she said, “Iovar,” in a level voice. A greeting, not an accusation, even though he deserved one.

She didn’t look at him. Couldn’t. Instead, she kept watching Dax, who was smiling so freely as he played. There were others playing with him, drummers and a flutist. He’d let them lead on the songs, and he complemented them with his wizardry on the guitar.

“Is that truly Daxicend, the imperial composer?”

Startled, now she looked at him. He’d grown a mustache. It wasn’t the best choice. It had come in flecked with purple, which made it resemble a venomous caterpillar. She was flat-out embarrassed of her past self for finding this man attractive. “You know him?”

“Not personally, no, but by reputation,” Iovar said. His mustache wiggled as he talked, and she couldn’t stop staring at it. Had someone told him it looked distinguished? If so, she owed that person a pie. “He’s known as the finest composer of this generation. What, in the name of the sea, is he doing on Flicker?”

Marin paused for the barest of seconds. “He’s with me.”

Even with the mustache, the look Iovar gave her made her feel as if she were a snail—tiny, squashable, with goo trailing behind her. “You?”

“Yes.” She didn’t trust herself to say more, but she crossed her arms, hoping it looked defiant but knowing it looked as if she were hugging herself.

“Then I’d like to ask you for an introduction.”

“Excuse me?”

“To the famous Daxicend, if you indeed know him.”

Marin stared at him and almost laughed. He thought she was lying about knowing him? She supposed he lied so often that he expected it of everyone. But hadn’t he noticed that Dax was wearing a blue sash that matched her dress? Glancing at Dax, she realized that you couldn’t see the sash behind the guitar—the way he was bent over the instrument obscured it. “I’d be happy to.” She suddenly grinned and felt more like a shark than a snail.

At the end of the song, Dax looked up, his eyes seeking her out. She saw the moment he saw her and brightened, and she saw the moment he spotted Iovar beside her. He cocked his head, and she mouthed the name.

She saw Dax’s expression darken, and for an instant, her chest tightened and it was hard to breathe. She’d never seen that look on his face before—he was glaring directly at Iovar. It was glorious, so much righteous anger on her behalf. She hadn’t thought she was worthy of that, or that the irrepressibly sunny Dax was capable of it. She let it wash over her like a beautiful ocean wave. A second later, his face softened into a smile at the nearest dancers.

Still smiling pleasantly, Dax handed the guitar to its owner with a thank-you, and he crossed the square-turned-dance-floor. Or he tried to. A straight line was impossible. He had to weave between the careering couples and groups, occasionally being swung in a circle or trapped in an enthusiastic hug. Another musician had taken the stage and was playing a popular dance tune, one with steps that everyone half knew and that involved a lot of twirling around, which led to a lot of people crashing into their neighbors. Marin steadfastly refused to look at Iovar or respond to any of his attempts at pleasantries and instead watched Dax’s approach, as he apologized and excused himself to everyone he passed, thanking them when they complimented his playing, then pausing to pick up two pastries from a tray.

He reached them and, without looking at Iovar, held out one of the pastries to Marin. He executed a little bow. “For you,” he said. “If you like them? If not, I can give it to the cats.”

She was about to tell him thanks, it’s one of her favorites and the cats were all full of fish anyway, when Dax leaned forward and kissed her on the lips.

His lips tasted like honey and cinnamon, the flavors of the pastry—he’d been eating them all night, between songs, taking care not to get any sugary goo on the instrument. She’d watched how careful he was, wiping his hands clean. She didn’t know why that image of him carefully cleaning his hands popped into her head while he was kissing her, but it did.

It was a gentle kiss, as sweet as the honey that lingered on his lips and transferred to hers. And she only belatedly remembered that she was supposed to be familiar with his kisses.

When the kiss ended, he smiled at her as if she were the sun and the moon at once, and then appeared to notice Iovar as if for the first time. “Oh, hello,” he said in a pleasant, cheerful tone. Then to Marin: “One of your childhood friends? Introduce me?” He slid his arm around Marin’s waist as he faced Iovar.

“Iovar Revinok,” Iovar said in his booming voice.

She wondered how she’d ever found his voice attractive. She’d liked the way it commanded attention. Now it just seemed grating, cutting across the music.

“I’m head of the Merchant Bank on Flicker,” Iovar said. He … what? When she’d left, he’d merely worked there. She felt a shiver of unease. “Which reminds me … Marin, I hate to bring this up at a festive time, but given that you’re so rarely on Flicker, you should know that your parents’ loan repayment schedule has been accelerated.”

“What? Why?” Marin knew she shouldn’t react. He wanted a reaction, and he wanted her to react badly in front of Dax. But she felt as if the ground had swelled beneath her feet, knocking her off-kilter. If Dax hadn’t had his arm around her waist, she would have staggered backward. “How do you know anything about that? It doesn’t concern you.” They hadn’t gone through the Merchant Bank; it had been a personal arrangement directly with the sorcerer Yvex.

“Oh, but I’ve taken over management of my friend Yvex’s financials.”

His friend? Since when? She could feel her heart thumping fast.

Airily, Iovar said, “It’s a recent development. Yvex wanted to focus more on his research and less on mundane matters. I noticed there was some lack of precision in the agreement between your family and Yvex, and I’ve tightened that up a bit.”

“You found a loophole, and you’re exploiting it,” Marin said flatly. “To hurt me.”

He looked appalled. “It’s absolutely nothing personal. It’s just business. I’ve been hired to look after Yvex’s interests, and that’s all. In fact, I’m only informing you out of respect for our past relationship. I know what a concerned daughter you are, and I didn’t want you to be caught by surprise. The deadline has moved up. It’s due two weeks after the winter solstice.”

She frowned. “You’re shifting the payment schedule?” The next payment wasn’t supposed to be due until the spring equinox. She was supposed to have months.

“Oh, my dear, you misunderstand me,” Iovar said. “There’s no ‘schedule.’ That’s the deadline for the full repayment of the loan. After much consideration, given your parents’ reputation for integrity in all their business dealings and their faithful payment of all prior installments, Yvex has generously agreed not to demand immediate repayment, as would be his right. You have two months until it’s all due, in full, with interest of course.”

Marin tried to keep herself from gasping and failed. The full … in just two months? She was supposed to have nearly a year—the next payment should have been due in the spring and the final in the fall. That’s what she’d planned, and it was going to require a lot of work and luck to meet even those deadlines. This … It was impossible. Even if she could complete every job advertised on the job board in Dew, even if she had a fleet of supply runners working for her … She couldn’t squeeze a year of work into just two months. It has to be possible. I’ll make it possible. He can’t do this!

Iovar was smiling at her, the very same smile as when she’d first uncovered his deception, as if she were a child and he the adult who had all the power. And he did.

Her parents’ arrangement with Yvex had been a verbal agreement, except for the bare bones of the deal—the sorcerer didn’t like formal contracts, too much paperwork that took too much of his valuable time. Marin had tried to talk her parents out of it, but they’d been insistent, and so she’d elected to just be grateful. They’d assured her that Iovar would never find out, that he’d never be able to hurt them. In all his years on the island, Yvex had never bothered with banks or so much as trusted an assistant. How Iovar had gotten his fingers into the sorcerer … Well, that didn’t matter now. What mattered was: if Yvex had transferred the debt, there was no proof of any schedule, just the amount owed.

Legally, Iovar could do this.

Morally … He has no morals.

He could set the deadline whenever he liked. He’d chosen two months because it was impossible, yet sounded as if he were being reasonable, even generous, by not making it due immediately. But whether it was two months or immediately, it was all the same level of impossible, and he knew that. She could see it in his smirk that he absolutely knew that.

Dax’s hands were on her shoulders, but she barely felt them. Her hands were clenched in fists at her side. She spat out the words, “My family wouldn’t be in debt at all if you hadn’t—”

Iovar held up his hand, calm, polite, infuriating. “I don’t think we need to rehash this. You have your opinion, and I have mine. Arguing in public wouldn’t make anyone happy, and this is the Flicker End-of-Harvest Festival, a time for celebration.”

He was right that it would upset her parents and disrupt the festival, fueling more gossip and more pity. She couldn’t allow him to have that power over her anymore.

“Just to share a friendly word of advice,” Iovar said to Dax, “as one who has been where you appear to be now…” Marin tensed, not knowing what was going to come out of Iovar’s mouth, wanting to shove her fists into his mouth, not wanting to cause her parents any more pain by causing a scene, not wanting to make them worry that she was still hurting and still capable of being hurt by him. Iovar leaned closer to Dax. “She’s not worth it.”

That hit like a fist to her heart.

Iovar continued, conversationally, as if helping out a buddy. “You’ll sacrifice for her, and she’ll only make you smaller. You’ll give up dreams for her, and she won’t replace them. I know your reputation, Daxicend. You’re a rising star. You don’t want to tie yourself to a supply runner who runs the second there are any hard choices to be made.”

She made him smaller? He was the one who … He’d demanded she give up her dreams. He wanted her small, in a box, only speaking and feeling and thinking what he wanted her to speak, feel, and think. She wished she knew the words to strike back just as hard. He was a snake. A worm. A weasel who sneaked into the henhouse and slaughtered birds for fun. Her fists were clenched, and she tried to think of what to say.

And then Dax laughed.

The sudden brightness of it startled Marin—and shocked Iovar.

Still laughing, Dax shook his head. “You just didn’t know how to make her happy.” He clapped Iovar on the shoulder. “It’s okay. She’s a symphony, and not everyone understands how special that is.”

Iovar sputtered. “She’s—”

“I know it’s hard to realize the truth, especially for a man like yourself, a man of business, to accept that you will never be what she deserves, to know you’ll never be enough.” Dax then turned to Marin and held out his hand. The bells on his sleeves chimed with the movement. “I don’t know if I can ever be either, but I’m determined to try.”

She stared at him for a moment and then, dazed, she took his hand.

He led her into the center of the square. Around them, the dancers swirled and stomped and laughed and embraced and then danced more, all the bells ringing simultaneously from ankles and arms.

She didn’t look back at Iovar. She could imagine him fuming. The one thing a man like Iovar couldn’t stomach was being called out as small and lesser rate.

“Dax…” Marin didn’t know what to say. That was … amazing. And kind. And it had been enormously satisfying, even if her family was still monumentally screwed.

“He’s a weasel,” Dax said.

“He is,” she agreed vehemently. “But I’m not a symphony.”

“You absolutely are. An extraordinary symphony,” he said. “Dance?”

Holding hands, they spun together in the center of all the dancers, and she tried to focus on this moment, not Iovar and his impossible deadline, not on the coming disaster, while the winged cats watched from the rooftops, and the stars and the moon watched from above.





[image: ]








CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The cat wanted to stay.

Dax carried him to the boat twice. Each time, as soon as Stowy was set down on the deck, he’d spread his wings and fly back to Marin’s parents’ house. The first time he landed on the table in the garden. The second time he perched on the roof.

“I think he likes it here,” Marin said.

“I’m getting that impression,” Dax said. He put his hands on his hips and looked up at the roof. “I’m trying not to take it personally.”

“He did just experience his first fish feast.”

“Yes, but that won’t happen every day,” Dax said. “It was a special occasion.”

“My parents will make sure he has as much fish as he wants, as well as other treats,” Marin said. For as long as they can. She felt a pang looking up at the orange cat on the roof. He wasn’t the brightest cat she’d ever encountered, but he was sweet, and he’d been a part of their crew, however temporary. He’d be happy here, though—it was a happy place—at least until the debt came due.

Once that happened … She’d seen it before: to pay off a debt, the bank would claim whatever it deemed equivalent value. In her parents case, it wouldn’t be their old, unenchanted boat. It would be their home. If she couldn’t come up with a miracle, then in two short months, they’d be forced to leave their beloved cottage and peach trees and view, to walk away from all the memories sunken into the walls and the earth, to rely on the kindness of others for a place to sleep until they could cobble enough together to rent a room somewhere, perhaps not even on Flicker. And through it all, Iovar would simply look as if he was doing his job, protecting the interests of his client.

Between them, Ree said forlornly, “Maybe Stowy just didn’t want to be a sailor.”

“It should be his choice what dreams he chases,” Marin said. “Even if he’s just chasing fish feasts.”

Carrying a basket, Pa bustled out of the kitchen. The basket was covered with a checkered cloth and looked to be bursting with jars and parcels, definitely pie, despite the fact that they’d already had peach pie for breakfast—the very best breakfast. “A few treats for your journey.” He kissed Marin on the cheek and then kissed Dax on the cheek as well, which made Marin’s eyebrows shoot up. He’d certainly never done that with Iovar, even before they knew he was not the man he’d seemed to be.

“Thank you, this is wonderful, but Pa, we need to talk about—”

Her father shoved the basket into her arms then patted her cheek. “Bah, we do not. It’s a beautiful day, and we’ve had a lovely visit. Let’s not ruin it.”

“But Iovar—”

“Snakes will slither,” Pa said. “We can’t let it take away our happiness.”

Dax chimed in. “I was thinking weasel.”

“Mmm, yes,” Pa said. “Snakes can be useful. No need to insult them.”

Marin shook her head. It didn’t matter whether Iovar was a snake or a weasel, he was still going to take their home. All the running away she’d done, all the sneaking back home for visits—all the times she’d told herself she was done with him and free of him, that she never had to think about him again, and they were right back where she swore they’d never be. She wondered if this was how the revolutionaries felt—they defenestrated the emperor but that hadn’t been enough to get rid of the empire. The city had still burned. “I’ll take as many jobs as I can. Got a crew now. If we can find a few that are lucrative enough…”

Pa patted her hand. “It’s not your job to save us.”

Marin snorted. “Of course it is.”

He covered her hands with his, enveloping them. His hands were calloused from years of tending the trees, rolling out dough for his pies, and all the hard work he’d done to make this house a home, alongside Ma. They’d poured their hearts into this place, and they shouldn’t ever be forced to leave. And besides, where would they go? Move in with Ma’s sister, who barely had room for her own family? None of them wanted that. It could be years before they scraped enough together for four walls of their own again. This could break them. If I fail them. They trust me.

“Mariner, your life is your life to live,” Pa said. “Ours is ours. We won’t have you sacrificing your happiness to remedy a decision we made voluntarily.”

He said “voluntarily,” but it was her mistake in trusting Iovar. She was the one who’d brought that weasel-snake into their lives. “You wouldn’t have had to—”

“It was our pleasure to,” Pa said. “Now you go out there and find your happiness. That’s what you can do for us.” He glanced at Dax and Ree. “I think you’ve made a good start.”

There was no point arguing.

Clearly, Marin wasn’t going to let them lose the house, even if she hadn’t figured out exactly how she was going to save it. She’d been making the payments fine, but this … I’ll figure it out. There had to be some way to stop this, to stop Iovar. She was not just going to let this happen. She plastered a smile on her face, though, as if she wasn’t worried.

Ma joined them, and there were hugs all around, with promises to return soon. As Marin boarded her boat, she looked back at her parents, framed by their cottage, its roof festooned with winged cats. The fallen leaves were scattered around their feet in browns and golds and reds, like papery jewels.

I could sell the boat. Start over.

The thought made her heart twist, and she knew her parents would never accept that—the entire point of the debt was to allow her to take to the sea, to live out her dream and continue their dream. They’d never be happy with her sacrificing that.

Besides, that was exactly what Iovar wanted. He wasn’t after her parents. He wanted to punish her. She had to find a way to deny him that satisfaction.

I’ll just work harder. She had to complete as many deliveries as possible and hope it would be enough. And she was going to have to take some risks.

Like returning to Alyssium.

That was where all the most lucrative jobs had always been, since that was the center of wealth for the empire. She thought of what Tavo had reported, that the empire had fallen. Regardless of who controlled the government now, it was still where all the money was. And fewer supply runners will be going there, because of the recent chaos. Until a new normalcy was established, there could be an opportunity for large payouts, if the wealthy were desperate and without their usual suppliers, and especially if there was no one collecting the usual imperial taxes and tariffs, which was a distinct possibility.

She turned that idea over in her head as they sailed away from Flicker and rejoined Perri out in the open ocean. It was shortly after dawn, and the sun was still fresh lemon yellow and shedding sparkles on the water. With this much beauty around them, everything seemed possible. In the distance, Marin watched a herd of merhorses chasing a school of fish.

She wondered how the others would feel about returning to Alyssium this soon.

If they went back, would Dax return to the conservatory? He’d done what he’d wanted to: seen more of the world. And he’d completed his obligation to her by appearing at the End-of-Harvest Festival. “Dax?”

“Yes?” He was seated on the side of the ship, making notes in one of his notebooks—swirling marks to indicate musical notations.

She knew what she had to ask: Are you done sailing? Done with this, with us, with me? All he’d wanted was to see a few islands beyond Alyssium. Certainly he hadn’t agreed to join her crew long-term or accompany her on any risky jobs. Her problems weren’t his problems, and he hadn’t promised to sail with her after the festival. But she couldn’t bring herself to form the words. Instead, she asked, “What are you working on?”

He brightened. “It’s an interplay between a classical structure and the more free-flowing rhythms of festival music. There are some fascinating call-and-answer harmonies that I’d like to explore.”

Marin felt her heart squeeze. He belongs in the conservatory. She couldn’t keep him from his life’s work. She could see his passion for it shining in his eyes. “I’ve been thinking about returning to Alyssium, for jobs, since Iovar—” She stopped. She didn’t want to talk about him and his latest bid to punish her. His name didn’t deserve to be spoken out here on the unsullied sea. “I ran into a supply runner in Dew who said the fires have been tamed. It’s possible the city has settled down.”

Ree bounced in place. “We can deliver Yarrow’s letter!”

She nodded. “That will be our first priority, if we can get through, and then once that’s done, we can pick up additional jobs.” She remembered the barricades in the canal. And the corpse. She suppressed a shudder.

Watching Dax, she wondered what he was thinking and feeling. His lips were pressed together and he was looking out at the horizon. Was he ready to return? Was he worried about what he’d find when he did? His friends were safely on Eventrid, but what about everyone else in the conservatory or in the city? She wondered what kind of damage the empire had inflicted in its death throes. Was he afraid to return and see? Am I?

Ree scooted next to him and laid a branch on his arm. “You don’t need to go back to the conservatory if you don’t want to. It’s okay to love the sea.”

Dax looked startled.

“I miss the greenhouse sometimes,” Ree admitted. “And I miss my friends. I’m one of many sentient plants that the sorcerer of Belde created. All of them are my friends. Family, really, even though we’re different species. I don’t think any of them ever imagined leaving the greenhouse. Or ever wanted to. I … I left without really saying goodbye. Because I didn’t want to explain. And I didn’t want to have to watch them not understand.”

Marin hadn’t heard Ree ever sound sad before. He didn’t talk about home much, and she had no idea that he missed it. If she hadn’t had her hands full of line, she’d have hugged him, branches and roots and all.

“I don’t want to go back—I want to be on the sea,” Ree clarified. “This is where I belong. But sometimes, especially when we’re on an island and none of the plants are awake and aware … What I’m trying to say is that you can miss home and choose to live your life elsewhere at the same time. It’s okay to feel both.”

“You’re very wise, Ree,” Dax said.

“It’s the chlorophyll,” he said modestly.

“Dax, do you—” Marin didn’t want to ask the question, but she knew she had to. It was a captain’s question, as well as a friend’s. He deserved a choice, always. “We’re returning to Alyssium. If the conservatory is unharmed … if it’s safe enough … do you want to … Are you ready to return to the conservatory?”

He looked down at his notes and didn’t answer for a moment. “I have to complete my opus. By the solstice. It needs to be performed then. But I’m”—he looked up at Marin—“not ready yet. Would it be all right if I stayed on your crew a little longer? Help you deliver the letter and bring their response back to Belde? I think the time away from the conservatory will be beneficial. With my opus. And my, um, creativity.”

She couldn’t explain why she felt a burst of relief as potent as biting into a grape. “Happy to have you on the crew as long as you want.”

“Yay!” Ree said.

“Thank you,” Dax said. “I want…”

He didn’t finish. “Yes? What?” she prompted.

“It’s not important.”

“I don’t mind unimportant.” After all, the world would consider her unimportant. Her boat. Her job. Her life. Her dreams. “Go ahead.”

“There’s this song,” Dax said. “It’s incomplete and old. It’s about an island that has waterfalls that sing. It doesn’t name the island or where in the sea it is, and I have always wondered if it was real.”

She was one hundred percent certain that that wasn’t what he was going to say. “I’ve never heard of an island like that, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one.” The Crescent Islands were full of hundreds of islands, some large and some tiny, some inhabited and some not, and she’d certainly never been to all of them.

“Ah. Just wondered.”

“If I ever find an island like that, I’ll take you there,” Marin said. If you’re still sailing with me. If I still have a boat to sail and haven’t lost it to either a snake or a weasel. Those were both large “ifs.” But for now … He isn’t ready to stop sailing yet.

The smile he gave her was worth the promise that she had no idea if she’d ever be able to fulfill. “If it turns out to be mythical,” he said, “I won’t hold you to that.”

“Can I go too?” Ree asked.

Marin grinned at him. “Of course.”

Calling out over the waves, Marin let Perri know they were returning to Alyssium. He proceeded to have a lot of feelings about that, mostly involving splashing and twisting, but he eventually settled down and swam beside them, keeping them on course while they slept and tossing them fish to eat for their meals, along with Marin’s father’s pie and other treats.

As they sailed, Marin continued to remind herself that this was her best option and the only way to have a chance of helping her parents, that she wasn’t endangering her crew unnecessarily, and that Dax wanted to stay with her … at least for now.



Happily, Alyssium was not on fire. And it didn’t even smell (much) like smoke. It did smell faintly of garbage, Marin noticed, as they poled through the canals. The sanitation department had not been able to complete its job and activate the cleansing spells during all the chaos, and the city was not yet fully operational. It did, however, seem to be at least moderately operational, which was an improvement.

There had been guards at her usual archway, which Marin was (to her surprise) pleased to see, and they’d shouted down an update when she’d asked what was happening in the city:

In short, no more emperor and no more empire, that was confirmed. A provisional government was in place and reviewing all the laws, departments, agencies, etc. For now, there were still a lot of unknowns, but runners were allowed to enter and leave the city. No imperial taxes or tariffs levied. No extra toll if they hit the sides of the archway. “Be my guest,” the guard said. “Bash up your boat as much as you like.”

“The conservatory?” Dax called. “Is it still standing?”

The guard shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t care. That kind of stuff is for the rich. And they’re all too busy hugging their marble statues and hiding their gold necklaces for fear they’ll lose them to listen to fancy music.” He chuckled at that.

Dax looked appalled. “Music is a language that speaks to everyone. It’s a language of the heart. It’s not just for the rich!”

“Eh,” the guard said. “Only music that speaks to me is my paycheck.”

One of the other guards guffawed. “Ha! What about that feathery fellow at the club? You were waxing poetic ’bout him just the other week.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s music all right. Sings while he juggles bottles of booze. Incredible sight. Never dropped a one. Now that is my heart language.”

Propelled by Perri, Silver left the guards rapidly behind, so whatever the other guard replied, Marin couldn’t hear. Dax muttered, “What is it with juggling musicians? Is that really what people want?”

“You could juggle me,” Ree offered.

“A kind offer, but I’ll stick to the tri-lute, thank you.”

As they made their way through the canals, there were clear signs of damage: some buildings bore scorch marks, many had broken windows, and others had half-crumbled walls. A few of the overhead bridges had been destroyed—they’d stretch halfway across the canals and then stop in a jagged stone. But the canals were clear. They didn’t encounter a single barricade.

No more emperor. No more empire.

Could it be true? Could the revolutionaries truly have won? It was over?

She would have expected more rejoicing. And maybe there had been in the immediate aftermath, but now … the empire hadn’t fallen without causing a lot of damage in its death throes.

Near the shop district, where the florist shop was supposed to be, the destruction was even worse. In this part of the city, the majority of the buildings had been built of wood, not stone, and they’d burned faster. She imagined too that the sorcerers had been tasked with saving the structures near the heart of the city first and only spread to the areas where ordinary people lived later.

All of them were quiet as Marin poled down a canal that should have been lined with shops and cafés and clusters of stalls selling crafts and produce. It felt more like a graveyard. All the shops were closed. Many were blackened shells.

But there were people. Hollow-eyed people, cleaning, picking through the debris, working on repairs, trying to rebuild. Some of them were children, playing in clumps, more quietly than they should have been.

Marin wondered what the provisional government was doing about this. Did they know? Did they care? There had to be a phenomenal number of things to fix in the wake of the empire’s collapse, but shouldn’t this be a priority?

At last, they found the florist shop, or what was left of it. She used the pole to slow the boat and then halt. The pole to tie off to was still there, as were the stone steps leading up to the water-entry to the shop. The main entry would have been from the plaza on the other side of the buildings. She could see a glimpse of it through the shop’s broken windows.

“All right, so this wasn’t the best idea,” Marin said.

“We need to find them,” Ree said. “This is Yarrow’s family.”

“They may have left the city…” Marin began.

Ree shook, agitated enough that several leaves fell off his branches. “Marin, you’d do anything for your family, wouldn’t you? I know you would. These people … They’re gardeners. Or they were gardeners before they came here. They’re from Belde. Like me. They came here, chasing their own dreams, and just because they left doesn’t mean the people they left behind don’t still care. We have to at least try. I have to try.”

Sweet, noble, young Ree. Marin glanced at Dax. She could see the sympathy in his eyes. He was looking at the same burned-out shop she was, and he knew the odds of finding Yarrow’s family weren’t great.

But Marin didn’t say it. Instead, she tied the boat to the pole, and she walked up the stone steps into the destroyed florist shop. “Hello?” she called. “Is anyone here? We come as friends.”

“As family,” Ree corrected. “We come as family.”



The saddest part of the florist shop was the flowers that weren’t burned—the ones that had survived the fire only to wilt in the aftermath. No one had come to save them.

Marin walked through the remains of Yarrow’s family’s shop. Shattered glass crunched beneath her shoes, and she bent to pick up Ree. He didn’t protest, just curled his branches inward around his roots. She couldn’t imagine how this felt, seeing all the dead plants.

“Do you want to go back and wait on Silver?” she asked him. “It’s okay if you do.”

“No,” Ree said. “I need to try.”

She understood.

Dax studied the cashier’s desk near the front of the shop. There were books there, shop records and plant care manuals, mostly charred. He tried to flip through them, and several of the pages crumbled. “Where would they go?”

“Away, if they could.” She’d seen a lot of boats leaving the city. She didn’t know if a family of florists could afford passage all the way to Belde, but they could have left as refugees to a nearby island. If so, they’d be impossible to find. Unless they left word with a neighbor?

Cradling a trembling Ree, Marin stepped out the front door. It was hanging open, only one of its hinges still attached. It must have been a lovely little shop once, and this must have been a lovely little square. It had probably held a market filled with artisan stalls. Now those stalls had been converted into tents. People appeared to be living in them, with makeshift stoves in front and laundry lines strung between them.

Dax crossed to the nearest tent. “Excuse me,” he asked a woman with tawny fur and doe eyes. “Could you please tell us if you know where the flower shop owners went?”

“The Verdane family,” Marin supplied.

Narrowing her eyes, the woman studied them as if deciding whether they were trustworthy or not. “You from the old government or the new?”

“I’m from their greenhouse,” Ree said.

“Humph.” Her eyes widened as she studied the shrub. “Suppose you probably are.”

She didn’t know where the Verdanes were, but there were a lot of people living in tents throughout the plaza, as well as in other nearby plazas. Everyone who could take in boarders had done so, if they had enough to pay or barter with in exchange for the living space. A lot of people had left the city, but not as many from around this area—they couldn’t afford passage, or all the boats were already gone, or they wanted to stay and rebuild, not flee. The woman suggested they just continue asking whoever looked friendly, and maybe they’d get lucky. Or not.

Marin, Dax, and Ree moved through the plaza, talking with whomever would answer their questions. Many were optimistic about the provisional government. Yes, the revolution had gotten out of hand, but change was often painful. Life would improve soon, once the new government could spare a moment for the city’s citizens. Others were … less optimistic. Some aggressively so. Marin and her friends backed away from those people as quickly and politely as they could.

It took the better part of the day before they found anyone who not only knew the Verdane family but had an idea of where they might be.

Memorizing the directions, Marin headed back to Perri and Silver. Dax jogged alongside her. He was carrying Ree now—they all agreed it felt safer to carry him and keep him close. They’d met one other sentient plant in their search: a prickly thorn bush who had said she’d been a personal guard for a jewelry shop. But there was so much unease in the air that both Marin and Dax wanted to keep the little shrub as close as possible. He didn’t protest.

Going through the burned-out florist shop, Marin descended the stairs—and stopped.

Perri had risen halfway out of the canal and was hissing at a pale man in charred rags who was flattened against the wall next to where they’d docked the boat.

“Let me guess,” Marin said to the man. “You tried to steal my boat.”

“For my family—” the man began.

“Yeah, that was a bad idea,” Marin said. “Perri, let him go.” She clambered onto the boat, along with Dax and Ree, and then she untied it.

“We need help—”

“And I need my boat.” She picked up the pole and pushed away from the dock. Everyone in the city was struggling. She could see that. But it wasn’t her job to help everyone, and she certainly wasn’t going to help someone who’d just tried to steal Silver. “Good job, Perri.”

Perri hissed at the man again, and the man shrieked and bolted up the steps. She heard him stumble through the shop.

“We could have offered him and his family aid,” Dax said.

“He could have ruined my family,” Marin said. “If I’d lost this boat…” She didn’t want to even think about it. Silver was her freedom, as well as her parents’ future. Without it, she’d never be able to repay the debt, and her parents would have wasted their sacrifice. She’d have to be more careful from now on. And leave this city as soon as we can. Forget about finding jobs here; she’d look elsewhere. Maybe Dew again. Or the island of Lyra, which had another popular job board and was nicely far from Alyssium. “I’m sorry I brought you all here. The city’s not safe. We find Ree’s gardeners, and then we leave.”

No one argued with that.



It was near nightfall by the time they found the correct plaza. Shadows stretched through the canals, and Marin felt her skin prickle. She didn’t want to be in Alyssium after dark. In fact, she didn’t want to be in Alyssium at all. The longer they stayed, the more she was convinced this was a terrible idea. There weren’t viable jobs here; there was only fear, loss, and pain.

“Perri, guard the boat again?” she asked as she tied off.

Perri agreed, baring his teeth. He didn’t show his teeth often, but they were fearsome: silver knives set into a pearlescent maw.

“Ooh, scary,” Ree said.

Perri ducked his head, closing his mouth.

“Oh no!” Ree said. “I think it’s magnificent. I can’t look scary no matter how hard I try.” He demonstrated, stretching his branches out as if to make them prickly. He looked, at best, like a leafy hedgehog.

“Do you want to come or stay on the boat?” Marin asked Ree. “Up to you.”

“I’m coming,” he said stoutly. “I’m brave. And besides, you need me. How are you going to recognize the gardeners without me?”

That was a valid point.

“Will you let me carry you again?” Dax asked.

In answer, Ree held up several of his branches.

Dax scooped Ree up.

Together, they disembarked and climbed the steps up from the canal.

There were even more people in this plaza, perhaps because it was nightfall and many had returned from wherever they’d spent their day—working, seeking work, helping with the cleanup. A baby was crying nearby, but there were also children playing and laughing, families chattering to one another. It was nice that there was no screaming. Maybe we’ve passed the screaming stage of the revolution? She still didn’t want to be here, though.

They asked at the first few tents if anyone knew the Verdane family.

One woman nodded and began to point—

“Birch!” Ree shrieked. He rolled out of Dax’s arms and then flung himself across the courtyard, rolling like a tumbleweed until he came to a stop in front of a tan canvas tent.

Marin and Dax trotted behind him to catch up.

An older man with a cane bent over Ree. He had bushy gray hair and even bushier eyebrows. His skin had the same golden metallic sheen as Marin remembered from her brief encounters with the gardener of Belde. When he looked up at her and Dax, she saw he had the same eyes as well: deep green, though his were lined with wrinkles.

“You come from Belde?” the man asked them.

Marin demanded, “Are you the family of Yarrow Verdane?”

The man froze. “He’s my son, yes. Is he…”

It quickly occurred to her that she should have prefaced that differently. It must have sounded like she was bringing bad news. “He’s fine. He’s well. He sent you a letter.” She pulled the letter from her pouch and handed it to him.

The man’s shoulders relaxed. “Ahh. He did? He did. That … is unusual. He hasn’t written to us … But I suppose these are unusual times.” Over his shoulder, he called, “Rowan? Your brother has sent a letter.” He turned back to Marin, Dax, and Ree. “I’m Birch Verdane.” As a woman emerged from the tent, he added, “And this is my daughter, Rowan.”

She too had the same gold skin. Her hair was black and gold, like Yarrow’s, but hers was braided into three strands that hung down to her waist. “Am I supposed to be happy about this? He waited until now to reach out? It took the fall of the empire?” She then spotted Ree. “Oh! You’re one of them! Aren’t you? One of sorcerer Laiken’s creations?”

“He’s dead,” Ree said.

“Yes, I know, but you’re not. That’s as much of a surprise as Yarrow’s letter. Maybe slightly less of a surprise. My brother is a terrible letter writer.”

“You need to come back to Belde,” Ree said.

Rowan snorted.

“The greenhouses need gardeners,” Ree insisted. “And you can’t stay here. It’s scary.”

Marin had read the letter, and she knew Yarrow had not said “gardeners” plural. He had requested one relative to return, to ease the burden of caring for the greenhouses. He’d referenced the failing spells and said the situation was desperate, and he’d be grateful for the assistance of anyone who was available to help, whenever they were available. He’d had no idea about the fall of the empire.

And he certainly hadn’t said: Everyone come.

She could see where this was going, though: they’d all want passage to Belde. They’d lost their home and their livelihood, and it had to seem like the best option. Stepping back, Marin tugged on Dax’s sleeve so that he’d step back with her.

“What’s wrong?” he whispered.

“I don’t transport people,” she whispered back. “I’m a supply runner, not a ferry.” Maybe she’d be fine with it under ordinary circumstances, but with Iovar and the deadline?

“You took my friends from the conservatory…”

“That was an exception.” There was fire, death, mayhem. Now … She couldn’t afford charity trips, not anymore. Looking at the tent and Yarrow’s family, she doubted they could afford to pay her, and how could she ask them to? They’d already lost so much. Her stomach churned. Maybe they’ll want to stay here. Maybe I don’t need to do anything more than what I’ve already done.

She’d delivered the letter. She’d done what she’d promised to do and then some—she’d confirmed that they were alive and safe, relatively speaking. Searching for them had already taken up more time than she’d meant to spend in Alyssium. She hadn’t picked up any new jobs, and if she filled her hold with refugees, she wouldn’t be able to, not until after she’d dropped them off. She’d lose at least a week of her time until Iovar’s deadline.

She had to look after her own family. Her parents needed her.

If things were different, if she were flush with money, if her parents’ future was secure, if there wasn’t Iovar’s threat that he’d evict them in less than two months … or worse. If the Merchant Bank decided their home wasn’t sufficient collateral, there were a hundred different, equally horrible ways for debtors to repay what they owed, and most of them weren’t suited for a sweet pie-making older couple who just wanted to sail around nearby islands and come home to take care of their winged cats.

These people will have to find someone else.

I’m not their savior.

She was just a daughter who had to help her parents. That’s all she could be right now.

If they asked, she was going to have to say no. She’d delivered the letter. They were going to have to find their own way to Belde. She’d counted on just bringing a reply and possibly one gardener back to Belde, leaving plenty of room for other cargo. I can do that much, but no more. This—translocating an entire family—was not in her plan.

Since it was clear she wasn’t going to find a job in Alyssium—at least not without staying longer and risking her boat and Perri and all of them, which she was absolutely not willing to do—then she was going to have to resume her normal routes and try to scrape together extra runs in the outer islands. At best, she could transport one person plus their luggage. Any more than that … it wasn’t going to be possible. She had to think about her parents and be sensible. She wasn’t and had never wanted to be anyone’s hero. Just a good daughter and a good sailor, that’s all.

Entirely too many people had poured out of the tent to cluster around Yarrow’s father and read the letter. It was passed from person to person, each of them murmuring louder and louder. She heard the hope in their voices, desperate and raw, and it tugged at her.

“If they ask,” Marin whispered to Dax, “I’m going to have to say no.” She hoped he understood why. She hoped he didn’t think less of her.

They didn’t ask, though.

Ree did.

The shrub leaned his branches against her ankle. If he’d had eyes, she knew he’d be looking up at her with them wide, tears pooled. “Marin, they’re my family.”

Marin sucked in air.

In her ear, Dax said softly, “It’s your ship, your livelihood. If you need to say no, then say no. Everyone will understand. Even Ree, eventually.”

I need to say no.

The tent was stuffed with all their belongings—she could see the trunks and dressers and tables and chairs—which they’d undoubtedly want to bring with them, filling her hold with their bodies and their stuff. She’d been right: if she took them, she’d have zero room for any other cargo. Zero jobs for as long as it took to sail to Belde, when she needed every single bit of money she could scrape together to have even a chance of paying back Iovar by the deadline.

Dax’s hand was hovering next to hers, as if he was ready to take her hand, if she wanted him to. She twitched her fingers and brushed his. He closed his hand around hers. His hand was warm and soft, and she knew he meant what he said. Whether he agreed with her or not, he’d support her. Maybe he even understood why.

Yarrow’s family was watching her, silent, with eyes wide. One of the women had deep bruise-like circles under her eyes from lack of sleep. At Marin’s feet, Ree was trembling, his leaves shaking lightly.

Her resolve lasted less than thirty seconds.

She couldn’t say no to Ree.

Knowing she’d regret this, she asked, “How many in your family?”

“Ten,” Birch said.

“Twelve,” Rowan countered.

He looked at her.

She nodded at a pale green-skinned woman whose arms were wrapped around a toddler. Both had startlingly white hair. The woman was too thin, and the toddler’s eyes were too bright, as if he’d run out of tears and only had a sheen of liquid left in his eyes.

“Twelve,” Birch said with a sigh.

Ugh, twelve. Plus her, Dax, and Ree. It would be crowded, even with the sorcerer’s expansion. They wouldn’t all be able to be on deck at the same time, which meant her passengers would be stuffed in Silver’s hold for most of the trip. It wouldn’t be pleasant for anyone. But Ree was beside her, quivering. I can’t do it. I can’t say no. They needed an escape; she could give them one. “My ship, my rules,” Marin said in a low voice. “You gather your twelve and everything you want to bring. You tell no one you’re going. No goodbyes.”

A pale blue woman with apple-round cheeks asked, “No goodbyes? Why?”

“I am certain you aren’t the only ones who want to leave,” Marin said.

Softly, Birch said, “She’s afraid it’ll start a stampede. Or a riot.”

Exactly that. “Overloaded boats sink. You want to come, you come quietly.”

Rowan gripped the blue woman’s hand. “We can’t leave invisibly. People will see. They’ll ask. They’ll wonder.”

Birch said, “Tell people we’re moving back near our shop. We’ve decided to rebuild.”

“Fine,” Marin said. It was a smart idea, but she wasn’t in the mood to be impressed. She wanted to snarl at all of them, even though it wasn’t their fault, even though she was the one who was saying yes. “Whatever you need to do, whatever you need to say. But we leave now. I want to be out of this city before the moon rises.” Ree was hugging her ankle. She felt the prickle of his branches jabbing into her skin, as if he was only beginning to realize what he’d asked of her and only beginning to realize that this was potentially dangerous. One thief had already tried to take her boat. She was fully aware that this whole plaza, this city, was overflowing with desperate people.

I can’t help them all.

But I can help these twelve.

She tried not to think about how much it was going to set her back with helping her parents. She consoled herself with the thought that they’d approve of aiding these people. She knew them well enough to know they’d have said yes too.

She and Dax helped them pack and carry their belongings, which included, as she’d suspected, everything they’d been able to rescue from the fire, from a chair to a mirror to a trunk, as well as bags, crates, and suitcases. She didn’t tell them not to bring them; this was everything they owned, every link to their past and to their dreams for the future. As they carried all their worldly possessions that hadn’t burned to a crisp through the array of tents, she kept silent as they told their neighbors that they were returning to their shop. Some wished them well; others warned them not to try.

They kept moving.

They reached the dock, and Marin saw them falter when they spotted Perri. “Don’t panic, don’t gawk, and don’t draw attention. He’s a friend,” she told them. “Put everything belowdecks.”

Eyeing the slim sailboat, Rowan objected, “How can more than two or three of us squeeze in, much less all of us? And all of our belongings? Is this some kind of joke?”

“It’ll be tight, but you’ll fit,” Marin said. “You’ll need to spend the bulk of the journey belowdecks, take turns coming up for fresh air.” She crossed her arms and glared at Yarrow’s sister. It is what it is. Take my help or don’t.

Pulling his mother by the hand, the toddler scurried past Marin and Rowan onto the boat and down into the hold. Following them, Rowan and Yarrow’s other relatives proceeded one by one, their arms full of bags, crates, and whatever else they’d decided to haul with them. She heard them exclaim as they realized it was larger on the inside, and she kept shooing people down. Dax and Ree both helped, hurrying everyone along.

Overhead, the stars were beginning to poke through the blue-gray. It was already later than she wanted it to be, but she had no problems with sailing through the night. So long as the archways were still open.

One of Yarrow’s relatives—a woman with faded tattoos of flowers on her cheeks who held an overstuffed box in her arms and a basket strapped to her back—hesitated on the dock. “We’d built a life here,” the woman said sadly.

“I know,” Marin said. And then because she didn’t know what else to say, she added, “I’m sorry.”

The woman shook her head and then squared her shoulders. “Sometimes the world is shit, you know? But we go on.” She repeated softly as if to herself, “We go on.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


One of Yarrow’s relatives, a man named Rorick, identifiable by a tuff of white hair in the center of his otherwise bald head, would not stop vomiting. His two sons took turns coaxing him to sip water so he wouldn’t become dehydrated. Every time Marin asked how he was doing, she was greeted with a litany of apologies and profusive thanks. She finally quit asking and assumed they’d let her know if it became dire.

She avoided going belowdecks as much as possible.

It was not a short sail from Alyssium to Belde, but it felt a thousand times longer with so many guests within the hold of her boat. Happily, Dax didn’t seem to feel the need to critique her decision to act as a passenger ferry, even though he knew she’d done it against her better judgment. Instead, he took on the role of fetching her whatever she needed from the cabin so that she wouldn’t have to venture down there herself for food, water, or whatever.

He spent the rest of his time scribbling in his notebook, as well as fiddling with his tri-lute. He didn’t play a full piece—just a smattering of a melody, and then he’d scribble again.

“You’d think,” Marin said, “doing the right thing would be a lot less annoying.”

Dax flashed her a smile, but there wasn’t much he could say to that.

She supposed he was used to saying yes when he really wanted to say no. The drummers’ island was, she guessed, the first time he’d chosen himself over others. “Do you regret coming?”

“Never,” Dax said immediately.

She could hear the voices rising up through the deck—the words themselves were muffled, but the hum of them was incessant. They were always talking, talking, talking. She wanted to be more sympathetic—they’d lost their home, their business, their future—but ugh! It was nonstop. Even Perri kept his distance from the boat.

“Really?” she asked Dax.

“I wouldn’t lie to you,” he said, then grinned. “Just to myself. Like most people do.”

She rolled her eyes at him.

Every hour, Ree would pop back up with the same question: they wanted to know how much longer it would be.

Eventually, Marin just started telling him, “An hour less than it was before.”

And then she shifted to: “Decided to circumvent the globe instead. It’ll be at least a year.” She amused herself with increasingly wild answers. “Just going in circles now. It’s good for the circulation.” Or, “I’m practicing sailing backward.”

At last, Dax stopped him. “You don’t have to keep asking.”

Ree drooped. “It’s just … they’re scared. And they’re angry. And they’re sad. They didn’t want to have to leave their home, and they don’t know what their future will be like. I tried to tell them they’ll have a home on Belde and a purpose—the greenhouse needs them! But I don’t know that they believed me.”

They’re spiraling, feeding off their own fears, doubts, regrets … She knew what that felt like. It didn’t end anywhere good. They needed to be distracted. She had an idea. “Dax, would you mind playing something?”

“Of course,” Dax said. “What?”

“Something soothing. Like the sunset over the sea.” She pointed toward the west, where the sky was painted with deep russet and orange, and the clouds were shadowed with a darker blue than the sea. The sun was inches from dripping into the ocean. “Play them that.”

Bending his head over his lute, Dax began to play.

At first, the notes were slow and soft. She doubted their guests could even hear them over their own voices and the sound of the waves slapping the sides of the hull. But Dax continued to play, layering the simple melody with harmonies that echoed the wind and the waves.

The melody was the sun as it faded, beautiful but sad as well, as if it was certain it would never rise again, that this was the end and there would be no more. It meandered over memories. As she listened, Marin found herself thinking about her childhood on Flicker, about those afternoons that felt endless and the mornings when she’d bound out of bed with zero plans for the day but knowing that emptiness was a great and glorious thing: an unfettered day. She remembered one afternoon in particular, when she’d climbed to the top of the dormant volcano—an easy climb even for a kid with short legs and no particular climbing skills. Her mother had climbed with her. And her father too? One of them had brought a picnic, probably her father. He was the one who always insisted on treats. She didn’t know how they’d managed to free up an entire afternoon, and at the time she hadn’t questioned it. They’d stayed up there until the sun set and watched it sink into the endless blue, while the winged cats careened over the rooftops below.

She hadn’t thought about that particular sunset in a while, but she remembered it now, watching this sunset. So many days passed so quickly. She didn’t always stop to watch the sun fade or the stars come out, first one and then so many, as if a giant hand had spilled them all out at once. Dax played the stars, sparkling above, his fingers dancing over the strings, and he played the moon, soft and ever-changing, crescent to full then diminishing.

Marin couldn’t have explained how she knew that was what he was playing. She supposed it was possible that he wasn’t, that he heard something else in the music entirely, but she didn’t think it mattered. She heard the moon rise.

She didn’t know if the music made the people belowdecks any happier, but it certainly made her feel less like tossing the lot of them overboard.

It occurred to her that she didn’t regret inviting Dax to come with them.

She wondered if she should tell him that.

I can’t tell him. That would be too much like trusting him, and how could she trust anyone? Even if she wanted to. Especially if I want to.



Eventually, they reached Belde.

It was coated in snow, which, now that it was after the festival, felt less sorcerous and more reasonable. Likely, the nearby islands would be just as snowy in a few weeks as well. The fresh-fallen snow blanketed the pine trees and the tops of the greenhouses.

“After this,” Dax asked, “what’s the plan?”

Marin shrugged, as if worry hadn’t been eating her from the inside for the entire sail. “Find a new source of jobs. Make a fortune. Save my parents from my vindictive ex. And then, when that’s done and I’m finally free, sail around the islands and see every miraculous sight there is to see.”

“I might be able to…” he began, stopped, and then started again. “I don’t want to get your hopes up, but I may be able to help.” He quickly added, “I can’t promise anything—it’s not a guarantee—but if I can … Anyway, I just wanted you to know that I’ll try.”

She stared at him. That was sweet and unexpected and probably not ultimately helpful given how vague and noncommittal he was being, but she appreciated it anyway. “Thank you, but it’s not your responsibility.”

“It’s not yours either,” Dax said. “I talked with your mother while we were visiting. She told me—you blame yourself for what happened, but you were the one who discovered what Iovar had done before it was too late. They would have lost everything if you hadn’t figured it out and cut him off. From her point of view, you saved them.”

“They wouldn’t have needed saving if I’d been less of a trusting idiot.”

“You were in love,” Dax said. “There’s nothing idiotic about that.”

Marin snorted.

Dax insisted. “It’s never the wrong choice to give your heart and hope for happiness. I think that’s a beautiful thing. Just because he turned out to not be worthy of it doesn’t mean it was a mistake to try. He deceived you. The blame is all on him.”

Again, sweet of him to say, but it didn’t change the facts.

“She said it’s not your debt to pay off,” Dax said. “She was very clear about that. The boat and all the spells that they imbued it with were gifts. Your parents wanted you to have a fresh start, to have a future.”

“Ma said all this to you?” This wasn’t casual how-do-you-like-your-morning-tea conversation. This was personal family business. Her mother usually wasn’t the type to open up to a near stranger. Even her closest friends usually were told a sunny version of the truth.

“She was worried about you,” Dax said. “She thought I might have a chance of convincing you.”

“Convincing me of what?”

He looked at her with his earnest, beautiful eyes, and said, “That even if there’s a lot of terrible in the world, even if there’s a lot that can’t be fixed, it’s okay to try to be happy.”



At the dock, Marin herded her unwanted passengers off her boat. She smiled broadly at them as if the entire journey had been such a joy. “My pleasure,” she repeated. “Of course. You’re welcome. It was no problem at all.”

On the boat, Dax was hoisting boxes, bags, crates, and furniture out of the hold. Marin helped grab them, maneuvering them onto the dock and piling them around the passengers who had already been disgorged.

Ree popped up from belowdecks and climbed up one of the lines to the mast. “It looks beautiful. Doesn’t it look beautiful, Marin? Home is the prettiest place there is.”

She thought of Flicker. “Yes, it is.” Glancing up at the snow-coated pine trees, she wondered if anyone was going to come greet them. She’d thought she saw a hint of movement, but it could have been a squirrel or a deer or one of those feral gryphons. Regardless, she had no intention of lingering for even a second longer. This had been too much of a detour. I never should have agreed to this.

She helped Birch with his cane, and then Rowan took over to guide him toward the shore while Marin assisted Rowan’s wife, Ambrel, with a narrow desk, a folded-up table, and a blanket chest … Ugh, she never should have let them bring so much stuff. She helped the white-haired toddler climb onto the dock with his mother—she still hadn’t learned their names. “You’ll find a home here,” Marin told them. “Just…” She paused, not sure what advice to give them. “It’ll be okay.”

The toddler’s mother squeezed her hand. “I don’t know how to begin to thank you. You’ve given us a chance at a future. I wish I had some way to repay you.”

Yeah, I wish that too. But Marin summoned up a smile. “I’m happy I could help.”

By the trees, she heard a friendly voice call, “Hello! Welcome to Belde!”

Marin turned her head to see the former statue and the reclusive gardener coming toward the dock. Terlu was smiling and waving, while Yarrow was scowling and definitively not waving, which made her glad she wasn’t planning to stick around for this family reunion.

Ree squeaked, “Terlu! Yarrow! Land ho!”

“Hey, Ree!” Terlu called, waving at him. “Looks like you had a full boat. Very full. How did everyone fit?” Her smile seemed genuine and broad enough to make up for Yarrow’s scowl. “Welcome, everyone!”

As she helped Rorick, the perpetually seasick florist, off the boat, she said to Terlu, “My boat has a few tricks up her sleeve. Or in her hull, more accurately. Still, it was a squeeze. Some of them are very glad to be on land.”

“Sorry, Marin, ma’am,” Rorick said contritely. “I’ll clean your boat once, you know, everything isn’t tilting and rolling so much.”

Oh no, she did not want him back on board. Poor Silver had had enough people and all their smells inside her. Marin was going to have to scour her clean. “No, thank you, sir. You just stay on the land. Permanently, please. I didn’t think it was possible for a body to expel that much and still have innards.” She clapped him on the shoulder so he wouldn’t think she was blaming him, even though she was. “Maybe don’t eat anything for another day or two, hmm?”

“Or a week,” he agreed, but at least he was smiling, a warm and friendly crinkled-eyes and crooked-teeth smile, and Marin felt a twinge of guilt for how much she’d hated having all of them on board. It hadn’t been that bad, had it? At least they’d been grateful.

Rorick boomed, “Yarrow! Great to see you! You’re looking well. Remember me? Your uncle Rorick?”

The woman with the faded tattoos of flowers rushed forward. “Yarrow! Oh, how you’ve grown! Look at you! You remember me, don’t you? Aunt Rin? Ah, little Yarrow, not little anymore! Just look at you!”

Yarrow did not seem to want to be looked at, but he had no choice: his relatives swarmed him like the winged cats of Flicker liked to swarm Perri.

Dismissing it as not her problem, Marin checked in the hold to see if there was anything or anyone left behind. She hauled up the final crate and hefted it onto the dock as Terlu was saying, “I’m not sure we have space for everyone to sleep. Marin, do you—”

“Oh no, can’t stay,” she called over the crowd. “Got another stop to make before sunset.” That was a lie. “They’re all yours.” That was true.

Ree sang, “The sea calls, and we must sail—beyond the horizon, into the bluuue!”

Dax echoed in harmony, “Into the bluuue!”

Onshore, the relatives continued to chatter. Marin used those minutes to transport the crates and furniture and other nonsense from the dock onto the shore, much farther from her boat and much less likely to find their way back onto their boat if the grumpy gardener changed his mind about the whole family reunion.

She was not going to stick around long enough for that to happen. She’d done her good deed, and she was not going to reverse it. She strode back to the boat and signaled Ree that he should begin preparing to sail.

Behind her, she heard Terlu shout, “Marin!”

Gah. No. She wasn’t doing any more favors, no more jobs for seeds, no more heroic rescues or whatever she’d just done. That was it. She began untying the line from the dock. “Told you, I can’t stay. I’ve got another stop to make, and this was … Let’s say there’s a reason I’m a supply runner, not a goddamn ferry. But they paid, on top of what your gardener already paid me. And here they are, deal complete.” She tried to smile merrily, but she knew it looked strained. Especially since she was lying about the payment. But she didn’t want anyone to start thinking she did runs for free. This was a one-time deal. Or a two-time deal, since technically she’d already done a run like this with Dax’s colleagues … Whatever. It was the last time she ferried anyone anywhere.

Terlu dug her hand into her pocket and produced a red rock. “I can pay.”

Marin felt her brain stutter as she stared at it. Whoa … is that … Yes, it is. That’s a ruby. Specifically, a heartsinger ruby, uncut but incredibly rare. She’d heard the emperor wore one on a pendant, at least before he’d flown out a window. She’d never thought she’d ever see one up close.

“Rijes Velk,” Terlu said, the heartsinger ruby on her palm. “She is, or was, the head librarian at the Great Library of Alyssium. I don’t know where she’d be now, if the library burned.”

Marin couldn’t speak; her throat felt clogged and her heart was thudding fast. Her eyes were fixed on the ruby, its depths so red they were nearly black. It was … wow, that was worth a lot.

Enough to pay off Iovar?

Absolutely.

Could this be the answer? Right here, this quickly and easily?

Behind her, Dax said, “We are very sorry, but we aren’t returning to Alyssium.”

“Plans change, Dax,” Marin said as Terlu dropped the ruby into her hands. The jewel was chilled, and it felt weighty. She stared at it as if it was the most perfect sunrise. She felt like dancing.

Dax argued, “But you said—”

“Ruby, Dax. Really big ruby.” Holding the gem up to the light, Marin whistled. She wasn’t a jeweler, but even she could tell it was high-quality. This, in exchange for locating Rijes Velk? But what if she couldn’t complete the job? She had no idea if Rijes had even survived the revolution. “Can’t guarantee I’ll find her.”

If she failed, she’d have to return the ruby. It would be unethical to keep it, and she wasn’t going to save her parents’ house by becoming a weasel. She wouldn’t be able to look her parents in the eyes.

I won’t fail.

Her fingers closed around the stone. If she could complete this job, she could meet Iovar’s impossible deadline. She still had over a month, which should be enough, even if it took time to find Rijes, in addition to sailing time between Belde, Alyssium, and Flicker. So long as there were no major delays, she could do this. This was a flat-out miracle.

Or perhaps it was the universe’s way of thanking her for helping these decidedly not-sea-ready strangers. She liked that thought.

“Can you guarantee you’ll try?” Terlu asked. “If you find her…”

A sudden, horrible idea occurred to Marin. For this much payment, Terlu could be asking for far more than locating Rijes. What if Terlu was afraid that the head librarian was a threat? Even though her letter had been friendly, Rijes Velk knew both the details of Terlu’s crime and her current location. “Not going to kill her, if that’s what this is for.” She kept her tone light, but she meant every word. It didn’t matter that this would wipe out the entirety of her parents’ debt and free her of Iovar forever. There were lines she wasn’t going to cross.

“What? No! I want you to make sure she’s okay. Get her out of the city, if necessary, and take her wherever she wants to go. And … thank her for me? Please?”

That she could do.

Happily.

Marin grinned and pocketed the ruby, sealing it in her most secure pocket, where she could feel it comfortingly against her thigh. It was a lot to pay for transporting a single woman, but given that she’d just transported a whole family for free, she wasn’t going to argue. And Rijes Velk … She wanted to know that the librarian was okay too. This was a job she was happy to take on, ruby or no ruby. Ruby preferred. “You’re an odd one, but I like your style. If it’s possible, I’ll do it. Good luck with this lot.” She shoved away from the dock, using her foot to propel the boat backward. “And tell your gardener that I’ll be back by Winter Feast with his usual supplies, times ten for the new folk, especially if he can get me some zucchini seeds—that’s a promise.”

With the ruby in her pocket, Marin was confident she could keep that promise. After she completed this task and delivered news of Rijes to Terlu, she’d pay off Iovar, and then she’d be able to do whatever and sail wherever she liked.

It will be true freedom. My own revolution.

“Thank you,” Terlu said.

“Ree, hoist the sails,” Marin called.

“Yes, Captain!” Ree shouted. He scuttled toward a winch, his branches flapping with excitement. Dax joined him and together they raised the mainsheet and the jib.

Only when they were a far enough distance out from the island did Marin let herself smile a real smile. She watched the little figures of the former statue and the gardener’s relatives as they headed for the late sorcerer’s tower.

It actually felt good to know she’d rescued those people and taken them to better lives. It felt especially good now that she had an enormous, priceless ruby in her pocket.

The trick would be earning it.

She wasn’t eager to venture back into Alyssium, and it wasn’t fair to drag Dax, Ree, and Perri back with her. “You don’t have to come with me. Ree, I should’ve asked—if you want to stay with your family in Belde, we can turn around right now and you can join them. Dax, I can take you to that island of drummers with your friends. And Perri, you don’t have to come back in the canals.” She said it all quickly, wanting to get all the words out before any of them responded. She needed them to know this was optional. Yes, she’d made the decision to accept the job and the ruby, but it didn’t obligate the rest of them. “My problems aren’t your problems, and my risks shouldn’t be your risks. I won’t think any less of you if you sit this one out. I can pick you all up afterward, if you’d like.”

“Of course we’re coming,” Ree said. “We’re your crew.”

Dax and Perri agreed wholeheartedly.

She smiled. It truly was a miracle.

Thank you, universe, she thought. For once, it had been kind.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Halfway back to Alyssium, Marin spotted the purple clouds.

Everywhere else, the sky was blue, the kind of unblemished robin’s-egg blue that only a cloudless sky can be. The sea was calm, a nice breeze keeping them sailing at a clip. But those purple clouds were there in a knot, looking like a bruise on otherwise unbroken skin.

That was not good.

Ordinary storms rolled in with wind and rain and roiling waves, with darkening clouds that spread across the sky. They still weren’t anything to play with—they could be deadly, especially for inexperienced sailors. But at least they were predictable. You saw them on the horizon; you stayed in port. These were not ordinary storm clouds.

“Oh, that’s pretty,” Ree said.

She looked down at the shrub. “Um, yeah, I suppose so.”

Joining them at the starboard side, Dax looked out at the mass of purple clouds. “Never seen clouds like that. Are they supposed to be that color?”

She hadn’t thought about the fact that neither of them would have seen a magic storm. Ree hadn’t left his greenhouse, and Dax had been sheltered inside his conservatory. Magic storms were the result of an imbalance of magic use. The emperor had issued a slew of laws in the last several years—the worst being no more traveling sorcerers and no more magic use by non-university-trained civilians—that resulted in a lot more magic concentrated near the capital. The emperor had commanded that sorcerers limit their spells to imperial priorities, and as a consequence, the storms had worsened in frequency and intensity, especially in the outer islands. It was one of the factors that had led to the revolution and the whole defenestration episode.

Yarrow’s family had talked a lot while they were sailing to Belde about everything the new government was trying to change. But even the most well-intentioned provisional government couldn’t fix years of damage in just a few weeks.

So the storms continued.

This one was far closer to the heart of the Crescent Islands than she’d ever seen. Perhaps because the city was in disarray? There weren’t enough sorcerers tasked with doing things like making sure hugely destructive and unpredictable storms filled with horrors kept away from the inner seas. Staring at it, Marin thought this one was entirely too close to Alyssium. And to us.

Surely, the sorcerers would disperse it before it grew too large.

“Have you ever been through a magic storm?” Marin asked.

“No,” Dax said. “That’s what they look like?”

“Yep.”

“What’s a magic storm?” Ree asked.

“Hopefully, you won’t find out,” Marin said. “They’re unpredictable. It could disperse or head in another direction. If we’re lucky at all, a helpful sorcerer will decide to tame it before it becomes a problem.”

They watched the purple undulate, as if it were eating itself. She shuddered. She guessed it was pretty in the same way a deadly jellyfish was pretty. The sea below it was wine-dark.

“Keep an eye on it,” Marin advised. “We don’t want to get caught in it.”

All of them stared at it some more.

Ree asked, “Should we sail faster?”

“Sure,” Marin said. “You want to blow on the sails?”

“Rude,” Ree said.

Marin winced. “Sorry. Magic storms make me nervous. They shouldn’t exist, and it always feels like they’re really mad about that fact and want everyone to know it.”

“I’d heard theories that they are naturally occurring,” Dax said.

“Sure, maybe, but if that were true, why did they get worse after the emperor decided to hoard magic?” Marin asked. “I guess it could be a coincidence. I’m not a sorcerer. Never went to the university. Never even read a book on magical theory. And anyway, the politics of why it’s here doesn’t matter. The fact that it’s here does matter.”

Quietly, Dax said, “You’re worried.”

She snorted. “Yes.”

Ree crept closer to her ankles. “Oh.”

“What do we do if it hits?” Dax asked.

“Hold on and hope as hard as you can that the universe still wants to be kind,” Marin said. “Until then … Ree’s right. We should try to outrun it.”

Try being the key word.



The storm hit hard and fast. It reached with purple tendrils like elongated fingers, stretching across the robin’s-egg-blue sky. The boiling mass howled after it, chomping up the sea as it crossed the miles in what felt like mere minutes.

There was no outrunning it.

Racing over the deck, Marin shouted instructions to Dax and Ree: seal the hatch and then secure themselves. “Give yourself enough slack to move,” Marin shouted.

Dax lashed Ree to the mast, and he tied a line around his waist.

She eyed the knot he’d used.

“No good. You have to be able to untie it fast if you need to swim.” She crossed to him and quickly tied a better knot. “You pull this to undo it.” She checked on Ree’s knots. “Only untie if we capsize, and it’s swim or drown!” She had to scream to be heard over the winds.

“Understood!” Ree shouted back.

Silver rocked hard in the furious waves, and water sloshed over the deck. Marin stumbled as she made her way back to the helm. With shaking hands, she secured her own knot, keeping enough slack in the line that she’d be able to steer freely.

“Dive deep, Perri!” she shouted with every bit of air in her lungs. She hoped he heard her and hoped extra hard he’d listen.

And then there was no more time for preparation. No more time for words.

The purple clouds enveloped them, and the sea turned black. She aimed toward a flat spot, tacking in the smoothest part of the water. She had to avoid sailing on a reach across the breaking waves—they’d roll the boat over. Gritting her teeth, she concentrated. Every movement mattered. Every choice …

Around them, lightning crackled and danced.

She heard Dax shout and Ree scream and knew why: overhead, the lightning had coalesced into the shape of a white-hot kraken. Its tentacles stretched above them, crackling with electricity, and its howl was the sound of thunder. It rattled her bones so hard that they hurt. But she kept her eyes on the water and the sails.

She thought of her family story and wished she knew how to summon a sea witch, but they were rare and never swam this close to the inner islands. No miracle was going to pop up to save them. I’ve used up all my miracles. She should have known the universe wasn’t going to let it be so easy. Maybe she wasn’t meant to swoop in and save her parents. Maybe she was doomed to keep making the wrong choices, endangering the people and beings she cared about the most.

I should have told Dax how I feel.

Wait, how do I feel?

I care about him. His sweet innocence. His endless joy. His kindness. His passion for music, for seeing new islands, for … her? I care about him a lot.

A wave slammed into her, and she choked as she inhaled seawater. It threw her hard against the helm, and she clung to it as the boat rocked. When it cleared, she spat out the water and spread her legs wide, bracing herself.

Out in the water, she saw Perri, trying to reach them.

“No!” she screamed at him. “Dive!”

He had to stay under the water, keep himself away from the excess magic in the air—he’d sicken. Magic creatures had been known to die from exposure to magic storms.

Another surge, and she lost sight of all three of them—Perri, Dax, Ree. No!

And then, out of the purple electricity-laced darkness, she heard singing, if it could be called that—a howl against the wind, wordless but with a clear melody. Dax, clinging to the mast, was singing as loud as he could.

It wasn’t a spell. There was no magic in his melody. There was nothing in the music that would turn back a storm. But he kept singing pure defiance. She heard wisps of it, between the howl of the wind, the scream of the lightning kraken, and the crash of the waves, and it kept her fighting.

She wasn’t going to let the storm win.

She wasn’t going to let Iovar win.

She was going to fight the whole universe if she had to.

No one and nothing was going to drown her or Dax or Ree. Or hurt Perri. Or break Silver. She was going to save her boat and save her crew. Hands gripping the helm, Marin steered them between the waves as the sails strained and collapsed and then strained again.

She positioned her boat and let out the sails, allowing them to fill with wind. They shot across the boiling sea as lightning skittered over the surface. Her skin tingled with its nearness. She could barely see—water streamed into her eyes, and she had to blink and squint to glimpse the water roiling around them.

As she fought to control her beloved boat, her muscles ached and shook. Her lungs burned. She felt as if they’d been within the storm for hours, days, forever. It was impossible to imagine anything before or after the storm. It encompassed her. It consumed her.

Ahead—was that a patch of pale blue?

Marin aimed for it.

And then the lightning kraken descended. Everything blared white. She felt the waves surge beneath them, and they were tossed into the air.

They didn’t fall.

A second later, the white faded, and all she saw was purple everywhere. Spinning, they soared higher within the lightning-choked purple clouds. Marin couldn’t see the sea. She couldn’t see half the boat—the mast was swallowed by clouds. “Dax! Ree!” Her shouts were instantly silenced by the howling winds and the crashes of thunder.

Her hands clutched the helm, but she couldn’t feel it. The sails were ripped. She saw the tatters of the sails streaming toward her, flapping uselessly, still anchored but torn into strips.

She heard a snap—the mast? Had it broken? “Dax! Ree! Answer me!”

The white lightning kraken was suddenly there, its maw open wide in front of her. She threw her hands up to block her face …

Everything went black and silent.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Marin woke to Dax leaning over her. She was lying on her back and coated in sand. She felt it clinging to her skin. Blinking, she saw Dax silhouetted against the brilliant blue sky, his crystal horns sparkling in the sunlight.

“Don’t move,” Dax said. “You might be hurt.”

She felt as if she were bruised from the top of her scalp to the end of her toes. On the plus side, that meant she could feel her arms and legs. Experimentally, she moved her feet and hands. No shooting pains. “I’m okay,” she tried to say. Her voice rasped out, and she turned her head to the side and spit out sand and salt water. She repeated, “I’m okay. Are you okay?”

“I’m in one piece.”

“Ree?” Marin tried to push herself up to sitting, and her arms wobbled. Supporting her, Dax helped her sit. She noticed that he hadn’t answered the question. “Is Ree okay?”

“I don’t know,” he said, and she heard the worry in his voice. “I haven’t found him yet.”

That stabbed Marin through the heart. Lurching forward, she struggled to get to her feet. He caught her as she fell backward. “I can do it,” she snapped. “I’m fine.”

“I know you can. Just give yourself a minute.” Arms around her, he held her steady.

“What…” She had a thousand questions, but she knew the answer to most of them: the storm. It had ripped them from the sea. “Perri?”

He shook his head. “I’m sure he’s all right.”

“But you haven’t seen him either,” Marin guessed.

“I haven’t been awake much longer than you,” Dax said. “Just long enough to know that I don’t know where we are, where Ree is, where Perri is, or where your sailboat is. But I know I’m alive and you’re alive, and yay for that?”

“Yay for that,” she repeated dully.

She should be grateful. They could all be dead. Should be dead. The storm had plucked them out of the sea and tossed them through the air like a dead leaf in the fall. By all rights, they should have been ripped to pieces, or shattered when they landed. “Why aren’t we dead?”

“The lightning kraken. It spat us out.”

Marin nodded as if that made sense. It didn’t.

“I don’t know if it was sentient, or if it just didn’t see us as prey, but when the storm tossed us into the air, the kraken … I thought it would swallow us, but instead it flung us out of the storm and across the sea. In a way, it saved us. Maybe it was trying to, or maybe we were just in its way and it was tossing the trash out of its path. Either way, it threw us out of the storm.”

If it hadn’t been a magic storm … The magic had both endangered and saved them. Yay.

Marin sucked in a jagged breath and leaned against Dax’s chest. His arms closed around her, gentle and warm. She felt him breathe as she breathed, and she closed her eyes, letting his aliveness sink into her.

They hadn’t died.

They’d survived, and they were out of the storm. All they had to do was find Ree, find Perri, find her boat, and sail away. But for now, she just breathed.

“When I woke … you were there, so still.” His voice hitched, and his arms tightened around her. “I didn’t know…” He broke off, unable to finish the sentence.

“I’m okay.”

He tried again. “I haven’t…” He swallowed so hard that his body shook. “I’ve been lucky. Sheltered. I know. There’s never been anyone who … I don’t even know if my parents are still alive. I don’t think they’d have told me—wouldn’t want to interrupt my genius.” His voice was bitter.

She didn’t ask who “they” were. It didn’t matter. The words were pouring out of him.

“I barely remember my parents anyway. And I’ve never…” Another swallow, so hard that it was like the last gulp of a drowning man. She hugged him tightly. He continued. “They don’t want you too close to anyone. It distracts. I had roommates to start with, but then they moved away. Or were moved. Yes, were moved. There was a girl once, nice girl, pretty voice, a laugh like sunshine—she liked me and I liked her. At the winter solstice, after the performance, we kissed, and then she was gone. Left the school, they told me. I never saw her again. Never heard her laugh again. Never said goodbye. They wouldn’t tell me how to reach her. It was better that way, they said. They were looking out for me, wanting what was best for me. But you don’t … You don’t stop caring for people just because … There was a teacher I had, a voice teacher, and he was like a father. Like I think a father would be. Should be. He went home for the holidays, and when I went to his classroom the next semester to begin lessons, the woman standing in his room, by his piano, breathing his air, said he’d died with his family, an illness, and would I demonstrate my breath control for her on Vivaric’s Fourth Adagio in D.”

Marin wound her fingers through his hair and around his horns, holding him as close as she could. His breath was jagged as he talked.

“All of my losses have been far away. Taken away. Shut behind doors. Away from the city. Across the ocean. But when I woke and saw you, lying there in the sand … I couldn’t…” His voice broke again, and he buried his face in her neck instead of finishing the sentence.

“You didn’t lose me,” Marin said.

He drew back so he could look in her eyes. He put his hands on her cheeks, cupping her face, and he stared into her eyes as if they held secrets. All words fled from her head. He was so close and so alive and was looking at her so intensely, as if she was all that mattered in the world. She’d never been looked at that way by anyone.

With zero thought to any consequences, Marin kissed him.

His lips tasted like seawater and, improbably, cinnamon and peaches. It started as a sweet and gentle kiss—a reassurance. A “we’re alive” kiss. And then it deepened. He pulled her closer until her wet clothes were mashed against his. His hands were on her back, then her neck, then in her hair. His tongue was tasting hers, and she was breathing him in. They kissed like they were each other’s last inhalation, or first.

And when they broke apart, Marin felt dizzy. Dax leaned his forehead against hers and closed his eyes. She stared at him, his features so close that they swam into one another, and then she closed her eyes too.

“Marin—”

She didn’t want to talk, not about this. It was too new, too real, too perfect, too terrifying, and she didn’t want to destroy it with words. She just wanted to soak in the heat of his body, feel the rhythm of his breath, and not think about what this meant or what would follow. So she cut him off. “Where are we?”

“I don’t know.”

They were on a beach. She’d guessed that much, due to the abundance of sand on her skin, but now she was seeing it and actually processing it. She wondered if the kraken had tossed them onto a beach like they were driftwood. Dax had said it had flung them across the sea—had it thrown them all the way here, wherever here was, or had they washed up on their own?

This wasn’t a shoreline she recognized. Not that she knew every shore, but she thought she’d probably remember this one. Just beyond the sand were trees with metallic silver trunks that curved toward the water. Willowlike branches curved from their tops, and each branch was dotted with crystal-like leaves that shimmered in the sun. The crystal leaves were tinted pale blue, pale pink, and pale yellow, and in their branches, mice-like creatures with bright green leaves instead of fur scampered, leaping from tree to tree. Above them, birds with scarlet red feathers flew, bright against the blue sky.

“We need to find Perri and Ree,” Marin said. She pushed off him to stand up. Instantly, she felt colder without his arms around her. Her knees wobbled, but she stayed upright, which felt like a minor miracle. She could have broken every bone in her body when they’d been tossed ashore. How had they been tossed ashore without Silver? She’d tied the knots attaching them to the boat herself. “The knots should have held.”

“I untied us,” Dax said, standing, “when we capsized. Like you said to do.”

“Capsized? We flew.” She remembered that, at least from before everything disappeared. She remembered the moment the storm scooped them up, though she’d blacked out before the kraken intervened—after which, according to Dax, there had been even more flying, when the kraken tossed them.

“We did,” Dax said grimly. “And then we didn’t.”

“If we were thrown here…”

“After the kraken flung us out of the storm, we landed in water. Upside down.”

She knew she’d lost consciousness. She touched her head. Her fingers found a tender bump within her hair on the side of her head. Unconscious underwater, she should have drowned. “You saved me.”

“The turtles saved us, like you said they would,” Dax said. “Silverbacked turtles. Once I got us on one, they swam us to shore, to here. I thought Ree was on one as well.” He scanned the beach around them—driftwood, clumps of seaweed, a scattering of shells.

She’d missed all of that: the kraken throwing them out of the storm, Dax saving them all from drowning by untying them, the turtles swimming them to the nearest shore …

“The turtles would have deposited him on land too.” She wasn’t certain of that even as she said it. She didn’t know if the turtles would recognize a ball of greenery as a being that needed saving. To them, he could have seemed like a bit of seaweed that didn’t need to be onshore.

Still shaky, she began to walk along the beach. “Ree? Ree, are you here? Ree, it’s Marin! It’s your captain! Answer me if you hear me! Ree!”

Beside her, Dax called to Ree as well. “Ree! Reeeee!”

The scarlet birds took up the cry. “Tu-reee! Tu-reeee! Ree-ree-ree-tu-ree!” Circling over the beach, one of them swooped low, just above the breaking waves. “Tu-reee!”

Marin tried to keep the what-ifs from creeping in: What if Ree didn’t make it? What if Perri had been struck by the magic-charged lightning? What if Silver had been destroyed? What if she’d failed to keep any of them safe? Ree, he’d trusted her. Perri—if he was hurt, it was only because he’d tried to help her. My fault. All of it. The guilt swarmed up into her throat. She halted and looked out to sea.

It was calm now, no trace of the storm. All the clouds were elongated wisps of white, and the blue sky was guileless and pure. The ocean surface undulated like it should, and the waves crashed in foamy white, then licked at the sand, shells, and pebbles before withdrawing. She knew magic storms were like that: roaring in and then erasing themselves without a trace.

Please don’t let Ree and Perri be erased with it.

She should have tied Ree to herself, kept a grip on him. She should have made Perri promise to stay beneath the waves, no matter what happened to the rest of them.

I’m their captain. It was on me to keep them safe.

She should have found a way around the storm, taken another route, or turned back when she first spotted the purple clouds—never mind that magic storms were unpredictable and impossible to outrun. Her parents hadn’t managed it, and they’d been twice the sailors she was. They’d taught her everything she knew.

Thinking of them, Marin had a sudden stabbing thought. She reached for her pocket. The ruby was a hard lump, still there, not lost. Relief spread through her and then a wave of guilt that she’d feel any relief over a jewel when Ree and Perri were—

Dax gripped her arm. “Marin.” He pointed out toward the water.

Across the water, she saw the flash of pearly iridescent scales. Perri was swimming through the waves. She was sure it was him, wasn’t she? It could be another serpent with similar scales. She didn’t know for certain that— Beside her, Dax filled his lungs and then sang, clear and loud, the exact cadence of Perri’s greeting call.

Perri raised his head out of the water and trumpeted back.

Marin’s knees caved, and she thudded down into the sand. He’s alive. Oh, thank the sea, he’s alive! He was swimming snakelike through the water, in curved undulations, not his usual dolphin leaps. It wasn’t until he was much closer to shore that she saw why:

On top of his head rode a snarl of branches and leaves.

“Ree!” She jumped to her feet and waded into the surf. The breaking waves slapped into her knees, and her boots sank into the sand, slowing her, but she waded forward. “Perri! Ree! We’re here!” She waved her arms over her head, even though she knew it was unnecessary. Perri was already swimming straight for them. Her cheeks felt wet, and she knew it wasn’t from the sea spray. Next to her, Dax put his hand on her shoulder. She covered it with hers.

Side by side, hip-deep in the ocean, just beyond the breaking waves, they waited for the sea serpent and the shrub to swim closer to shore.

“Marin!” Ree cried. “Dax!”

As soon as he was close, he leaped off Perri toward them.

Dax lunged forward and caught him. Ree wrapped his branches around Dax’s neck in a hug, and Marin waded deeper to reach Perri. Chest-deep, she stopped and examined the sea serpent, searching for signs of magic poisoning—the vestiges of the unnatural lightning that would be skittering over his skin and visible in his eyes … Stretching her arms wide, she put her hands on either side of Perri’s massive face and looked deep into his glorious sea-blue eyes. She saw no lightning. He was safe.

Wordless, Marin cried.

The sea serpent gently licked her cheek with the tip of his massive pink tongue, and she began to laugh. Crying and laughing, Marin hugged Perri as best she could with her tiny human arms around his vast serpent head.

“Oh, my captain,” Ree said behind her. “I’m so sorry.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” Marin said. “You lived.” She turned to look at him. He was perched on Dax’s shoulder. His soil ball was nearly gone, and half his leaves were missing, but he was still undeniably alive. Her eyes met Dax’s, and she felt as if a thousand words passed between them. She asked Ree, “Are you injured?”

“I thought I was a sailor,” Ree said. “But I had to be rescued.”

She waded to shore, bringing Dax and Ree with her. On the beach, she lifted Ree off Dax’s shoulder and set him down. She examined him, looking for broken branches or … She didn’t know exactly what. Reassurance that he’s okay, that we’re all okay. “You can be a sailor and need rescuing. Dax saved me.” And kissed me. Or I kissed him. Both.

“The turtles saved both of us,” Dax said.

“I had to be fished out of the water like a … like a … like a fish!” Ree wailed. “The turtles didn’t want me. I was sinking, when Perri came and he … he had to eat me to save me!”

Startled, Marin glanced out at Perri, who had retreated to deeper water but lingered, watching his crew reunited. “He what?”

“He put me in his mouth,” Ree said. “It was the only way to keep me safe. He put me in his mouth and dove down under the waves, away from the storm, until it passed. Only when it was safe did he open his mouth again and let me climb out. And then you were gone. No boat. No captain. No Dax.”

“How did you find us?” Dax asked.

“I didn’t,” Ree said. “Perri did. I guess he talked to the turtles? Can serpents talk to turtles? Or he could have just followed them. I don’t know. I … Captain, I’m not worthy to be a sailor.”

Marin knelt in the sand next to him. “Why do you say that?”

“I wasn’t brave,” he said miserably.

“It’s okay that you were scared,” Marin told him. “It was objectively terrifying. I was terrified the entire time.” She patted the tops of his branches and wondered if he’d want a hug. Or fresh soil.

“It’s not okay.”

“If you hadn’t been scared, then I’d say you aren’t a sailor. Sailors have to respect the sea and fear the storms. Fearless sailors drown.” Also unlucky ones. She’d been lucky—lucky that she’d had a crew. If Dax hadn’t untied her … If Perri hadn’t called the turtles … She was certain he’d done that. It’s not luck that saved us. We saved one another. She looked again at Dax. She couldn’t seem to stop looking at him.

“You kept sailing,” Ree said. “All I could do was scream.”

“And survive,” Marin said. “You did that too, and that’s not a small thing. Ree, sometimes things happen that are out of our control … Sometimes just surviving is heroic enough.” She stood up. “Let’s find you some new soil, okay?”

He was silent for a moment and then said in a small voice, “Okay.”

“Okay,” Marin said warmly. “Come on, sailor.” She headed away from shore toward the silver and crystal trees.

Hopping behind her, Ree said, “Thank you, Captain.”

All of them were soaked through, which was a problem—well, Perri’s fine, but Dax and I need a fire. And Ree needs fresh soil.

If she had her boat, she’d have access to the stove and blankets and fresh clothes. But she didn’t know where her beloved sailboat had been flung, or if it was even in one piece. For all she knew, it was at the bottom of the ocean. No, it can’t be. She refused to think like that. They’d survived, so her boat could have too. It was a lot more buoyant than two people and a plant.

“Perri, what about Silver?” Marin called across the water. “Do you know what happened to my sailboat?”

He didn’t. But he’d search—Perri slapped the water with his fins to show emphasis. He’d find Silver, wherever she was.

“Thank you!” She pressed her hands to her heart and hoped he understood how much it meant to her: that he’d saved Ree, that he’d found them, that he stayed with her when he could have abandoned her at any time to find his own kind. I don’t deserve such a friend.

She watched him swim toward deeper waters and then submerge. She didn’t know if it was an impossible task or not. Her boat, her future, could be lost forever, torn apart by the sea.

“At least it’s not cold,” Dax said beside her, so close that she could feel him even though they weren’t touching. She wondered if she was always going to be aware of how close he was now. She was conscious of the feel of his voice on her skin, the warmth of—

Wait, why wasn’t it cold? Given the season, it shouldn’t be this balmy, unless they’d been knocked off course by a tremendous amount. I can’t worry about that yet. First, avoiding hypothermia. She studied the trees and wondered if their crystalline branches would burn like wood or fail to burn like crystal. “The temperature could dip after the sun sets. We’ll need to be dry by then.”

Both of them looked at the sun, which was halfway between the horizon and the zenith. She wasn’t sure if that meant it was midmorning or midafternoon.

“Any idea if that’s east or west?” Marin asked.

“Nope,” Dax said. “Do you know how to start a fire?”

“Actually, yes, I have a few basic emergency supplies,” Marin said. She patted her emergency pocket, the one every supply runner had. It included a fire-starter (a piece of metal that you could hit with a rock to reliably create a spark), a strainer spelled to purify water (small but effective), a heavy-duty needle (for mending sails), and a knife (for whatever). She held her hand up to the horizon—the sun was four fingers width above it.

“What are you doing?” Ree asked.

“If I measure it again in an hour, we’ll know whether it’s rising or sinking. And then we’ll know whether that’s east or west.”

Ree lifted up a few branches, imitating her. “How will we know which way is home?”

Very good question. She had no idea which direction the kraken flung them, not to mention how far. “Once we figure out where we are … and once we have our boat back … and once she’s seaworthy again…” She remembered clearly the sound of the sails ripping as they were lifted out of the sea. She didn’t know what other damage Silver had sustained, but if she had capsized … She hoped the mast was intact. And the hull. Oh my sweet Silver. “Once we have a seaworthy craft, I can navigate by the stars.”

“Ooh, that’s amazing!” Ree said, completely missing all of the conditionals that she’d just listed. “Will you teach me how? You said you would.”

“I’d be happy to.”

“Yay!”

Marin put her hands on her hips and stared out at the water and tried not to crumple from the weight of all the unknowns and what-ifs. She was the captain; she had to appear strong. Just take it one problem at a time. There was no reason to assume the worst. For all she knew, the boat was beached around the bend, they were just a few miles from Alyssium, and everything would be fine. Simply because she didn’t recognize the flora or the fauna and the temperature was a bit too warm for this time of year in the central islands didn’t mean they were actually far away from anywhere she knew. “Let’s see if this island is inhabited. Maybe there’s a village, and we won’t need to start our own fire.”

The beach was empty, but it might not be a deserted island. For all she knew, there was a lovely inn with a tavern that had a roaring fire and lots of soup. And pie. Don’t forget pie. Also, there could be a friendly resident with a spare boat.

She still did have the ruby.

No, that’s for my parents.

She’d figure out an alternative. Offer to work. Make a delivery. Transport whomever or whatever wherever. At any rate, if there was a village, then there would be someone who knew where they were, which would be a start.

“Good idea,” Dax said.

Yes. Yes, it was. A sensible, non-panicky idea. Marin looked out at the water, wishing she could tell Perri that they were going to search around the island a bit but would be back—he was already gone. Hopefully he had an idea which way to swim. He could have seen which direction the storm had flung her boat. She could hope. “Ready?” she said to Dax and Ree.

“One minute,” Ree said. He waddled himself up to the tree line and sank his roots into the ground with a sigh. He then pulled himself out, bringing a nice wad of it with him to hold in his roots. “Okay, ready.”

Together, they ventured between the trees. The green leafy mice chittered above them. Marin thought about taking Dax’s hand. She wanted to. She eyed it, by his side, unheld. Focus on surviving, she told herself.

Every once in a while, she thought she caught him looking at her too.

The ground between the trees was soft as moss and covered in a blanket of pale green clover dotted with tiny white star-shaped flowers. It smelled sweet and sharp, like fresh earth and oranges. It didn’t help her narrow down where they were. The scent wasn’t familiar, and she’d never seen ground cover like this. She tried not to let that worry her.

They came out from the line of trees into a wide clearing, and they halted.

In the center of the clearing was a creature. It was … the word that popped into her head was round. Very round. As blubbery as a seal. And covered in white feathery fur. It reminded of her a chinchilla or a fat rabbit, except much, much larger, as tall as the trees and equally as wide, with antlers—massive elk-like antlers—on top of its head. She’d heard of a creature like this; she just hadn’t thought they actually existed.

“Whoa,” Dax breathed.

“What is it?” Ree asked.

“It’s called a marmoose,” Marin said in a hushed voice. “Because it’s like a marmot but with moose antlers. A really, really large marmot.” She had no idea they were this large. She’d never seen one in person before.

“There’s a song about them, a children’s song,” Dax said. He hummed a little tune.

Marin recognized the melody. “I know that as the winged cat song.” She sang lightly, “Fly to me, dear kitty, for you are oh so pretty…”

“One of those tunes that’s been repurposed across different cultures. It’s also an alphabet song. But the original version, at least as far back as the historical record goes on this particular piece, was a lullaby. A sorcerer had to leave her daughter—the song doesn’t say why—but she didn’t want to leave her daughter alone, so she created a marmoose to comfort her and take care of her. Honestly, I assumed they were mythical.”

The marmoose hadn’t noticed them yet. It lazily reached out a paw and scooped up a wad of grass and shoved it into its mouth. It chewed slowly, its wide cheeks puffed out with the grass, which only made it look more round and squishable.

“The song is said to have originated on an island called Picina,” Dax said.

She didn’t recognize the name, which wasn’t a great sign. “Which is where?”

“Northwest of Alyssium. Very far northwest.”

“The storm couldn’t have blown us ‘very far,’” Ree said stoutly.

It had been a magic storm. Marin wasn’t sure there were any rules about what it could and couldn’t do, especially since Dax had said the lightning kraken deliberately threw them. Such a being could have tremendous strength. She didn’t say any of that out loud, though. Perhaps this marmoose had migrated from its home to someplace more conveniently located?

Dax walked forward into the clearing.

Ree yelped softly, “Where are you going?”

“According to the song, they’re friendly.” Arms wide, palms up to show he meant no threat, he crooned the lullaby as he walked toward the creature.

It paused mid-chew and, unperturbed, watched him.

Marin wanted to dart out and pull him back into the relative safety of the trees, but she supposed Dax might know what he was doing? Because he knew a children’s lullaby? About a giant mythical rodential creature? No self-preservation instinct at all.

Rolling itself forward, the marmoose waddled toward the singer. It stopped and sniffed the air like a rabbit, and then it looked beyond Dax, straight at Marin and Ree, who were crouched between the trees.

Dax stopped walking but kept singing, still a soft, soothing croon.

With a huffing kind of snort, the marmoose stretched out one front paw, wrapped it around Dax, and pulled him close. With Dax, it rocked backward to sit on its hindquarters. Humming to itself, it smushed Dax against its belly, cradling him in its front paws.

Marin started to rush forward.

“It’s okay,” Dax said, still in a soft voice. “I’m okay. It’s being gentle.”

“That,” Ree said in a whisper, “is adorable.”

She looked down at him. “It is?”

“He’s cold and wet, so it’s hugging him,” Ree said.

Sure, that was one interpretation. Another was that it was just about to squeeze the life out of her far-too-trusting friend. Friend? Was that still what he was? Was that what she wanted him to be? Marin shook her head and focused on the marmoose.

She debated her options. She could run at the beast and make a loud noise, hoping it startled the marmoose into dropping Dax, but she really had no idea how the creature would react. For all she knew, it could squeeze harder.

Continuing to hold Dax in his arms, the marmoose began to waddle away. She and Ree hurried after. “Are you still okay?” she called to Dax.

He was still singing, so she thought that was a yes?

“Scream if it hurts you, and we’ll…” She didn’t know what they’d do, but she’d think of something. Jump on it. Throw rocks at it. Find a stick and bash it. She had no idea.

“I’m fine,” Dax said, singing the words as if they were part of the lullaby.

With wide waddling steps, the marmoose trooped into the forest, using a path it had undoubtedly mashed down during many trips through this area. She wondered if it was taking Dax back to its den. Maybe it wanted Dax to feed to its children?

Or maybe it just wants to cuddle him, like the song says.

That … would honestly not be the weirdest thing she’d ever encountered in the Crescent Islands. That cheesemonger in Dew with the herd of unicorns had been unexpected, and her own home island was considered unusual for the sheer quantity of winged cats. In fact, nearly every island was unique in some way. It was only the empire that tied them together. She supposed now they didn’t have that anymore.

The marmoose traveled for a bit of time, long enough that Marin had plenty of time to worry about Dax, Perri, her sailboat, her parents, Stowy, Rijes Velk, even Yarrow’s family. So far, she’d seen zero sign of any villages or human habitations, but then she also couldn’t tell how large the island was. Perhaps there were people outside of the marmoose’s forest? Or on another side of the island?

Around them, birds twittered and chirped, clearly not alarmed by the ambulatory antlered pillow or by the human and plant who followed it. Along with the red-feathered birds, she spotted bright yellow songbirds as tiny as walnuts and striking black-and-white birds with a crown of gold feathers on the tops of their heads. She also saw pale blue butterflies with sweeping tails that drifted between the tree trunks like jellyfish in the current.

At last, they reached the marmoose’s destination: the slope of a mountain. It paused by a pool at the base of the slope. Drawing closer, Marin noticed that the pool was steaming and edged with gold and teal-blue lichen. “A hot spring?”

The marmoose lowered Dax gently beside it.

Dax sat and held his hands out toward the steam. “It’s not a fire, but it’ll work.”

Eyeing the marmoose, Marin approached. She sat down next to Dax, and Ree scooted between them. The waves of heat coming off the hot spring were wonderful. She felt it soak into her wet skin. Steam began to rise off their wet clothes. She felt Dax looking at her and wondered if he was as relieved as she was that he wasn’t dead. Or maybe he was thinking about the kiss.

“Thank you,” Marin said to the marmoose.

It watched them with its wide, round eyes.

“So,” Dax said, “the good news is that it is a marmoose, and it has all the caretaking instincts that the lullaby claims it has.”

Ree asked, “The bad news?”

Marin knew it before he said it, but she let Dax answer.

“The bad news is that it’s very likely that this island is Picina, and we are far from where we want to be. Very far.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


At night, they slept curled up on the marmoose’s belly, which was the softest fur that Marin had ever encountered. They’d eaten by the hot springs—food that the marmoose had foraged for them while they dried: bright pink berries that tasted like cherries, nuts that tasted like walnuts soaked in wine, and leafy greens that were close enough to dandelions to make a reasonable salad. Happily, it was all edible, though Marin had counseled for caution, since what was good for a marmoose could be poisonous to a person. But it was all fine, and Marin slept heavily and dreamed of peach pie.

At dawn, the marmoose shifted beneath them, and Marin woke. She patted the gentle beast. “Thank you. Best sleep I’ve ever had.” It probably helped that she’d been exhausted, but still, it wasn’t every day you got to thank your mattress.

She slid off the round belly onto the ground. Her clothes had dried, but they were stiff with salt, and her hair felt like straw. Not much to be done about that.

Groggy, Dax raised his head. “You all right?”

For an instant, she wished she’d stayed asleep. She could have curled up against him and not thought about or worried about anything. But she was the captain. “I’m going to the beach to check if Perri found our boat.”

Ree perked up. “I’ll come too.”

“And me,” Dax said, alert now. He too patted the marmoose as he dismounted. “Thank you. You’ve been very kind.”

The marmoose chirped at them, a sweet furry sound that reminded Marin of a cat. She found herself missing home and wondered how her parents were doing and how Stowy was. Had he settled in? Had he made feline friends? Did he have a favorite patch of the roof?

She tried not to think about what would happen if she couldn’t find a way back in time to locate Rijes Velk before her parents’ debt came due. Of course we’re going to make it back in time. They still had time—it wasn’t the winter solstice yet. If Perri couldn’t find her boat and if the island didn’t have any islanders who owned one, then they’d find a way to signal passing supply runners. Just because they’d been shipwrecked didn’t mean they were stuck. This was the Crescent Islands, not the uncharted seas. Unless it is. Did she know for certain that Picina was in the Crescent Islands? There were unclaimed islands beyond the edges of the empire, beyond the outer islands … It could take weeks, and she’d already used up one week with finding and transporting the florists. That wouldn’t leave much time for finding Rijes and returning to Flicker. She couldn’t guarantee they’d reach the conservatory before Dax was due to perform his opus. It would all depend on the distance. And Silver. “Do you have any other insight into where exactly Picina is?” Marin asked Dax. “Any other clues in the song? You said it’s northwest and very far. Anything more specific than that?”

He spread his hands. “That’s all I know. But if we sail southeast for long enough…”

She tried not to over-worry about it. One problem at a time. Before they could sail anywhere, they needed a boat. She wondered if the marmoose could be persuaded to forage for a boat. She couldn’t tell how much it understood of what they were saying and how much it was merely acting on instinct, embedded by some long-ago sorcerer with maternal feelings.

Ree sighed. “I wish we could take the marmoose with us.”

“It would sink Silver,” Marin said. Or, for that matter, any boat smaller than a warship.

“And this is its home,” Dax added.

Ree sighed. “I know. It’s just so soft.”

The birds were chirping loudly and cheerfully this morning, and the breeze coming through the trees was soft and sweet. The crystal leaves tinkled like wind chimes.

They emerged out onto the beach. It was clear which way was east, which was nice. It was also clear that there wasn’t a boat in sight.

In her heart of hearts, she’d been hoping that she’d emerge to see Silver, shiny and ready to sail, just offshore, with Perri swimming proudly around it.

“Maybe we could ride turtles all the way home,” Dax said.

Marin paced along the edge of the water. She wasn’t sure if that was a serious suggestion or not, but it wasn’t a practical solution. “It’s a large ocean.” They could be days away from the next island and weeks away from Alyssium or Flicker or Belde.

“Perri could do it,” Ree said. “We could ride him.”

Okay, that wasn’t a terrible idea.

No, it is a terrible idea. But it might be a workable idea, if all they had to do was reach the closest island with a proper harbor. “We’d need a way to keep from falling off, and a way to carry fresh water and food.”

Dax didn’t look convinced. “What about sharks, krakens, or sea serpents who might want to eat us rather than befriend us?”

“Perri wouldn’t let anyone eat us,” Ree said confidently.

Marin agreed with Ree. “If he could take us to the next inhabited island … I mean, inhabited by people who have boats, not marmooses. Marmeese?”

“I think marmeese,” Dax said.

“Marmeese.” She rolled the word over her tongue. “If we’re talking about a long journey, I don’t think it’s practical, but if there’s someplace closer, that might be possible, and then we could book passage on a supply runner’s boat. Or buy our own boat.” She touched the ruby again.

Dax’s eyes flickered to her pocket. “You need that for your parents.”

“It won’t do my parents any good if we can’t get back to them.” Perhaps she could use a fraction of it. If they could find a jeweler who could properly appraise it, then there might still be enough left over to satisfy the debt. She felt a lump in her throat. It was their only asset. And it wasn’t even truly hers, since she hadn’t completed the job. If she failed to find Rijes Velk, she’d need to return it, and if she spent it without completing the job, she’d owe both Iovar and Terlu. I’d double the debt I have to repay. “Regardless, we’re getting ahead of ourselves. We don’t know if there’s a useful island anywhere in range of how far Perri can transport us. If he’s willing to transport us.”

She’d never heard of anyone traveling by sea serpent before. Then again, she didn’t know of anyone except her who was best friends with a sea serpent. I can ask. If Perri says no, then we’ll find another way. It was a lot to ask, especially since she didn’t really understand why he kept sticking around and helping her to begin with. Surely whatever debt he felt for her saving him had long been paid off.

Still, she hoped he didn’t say no.

Someday she might ask too much of him. She might expect too much. He could tire of his pet human and instead swim off and find other sea serpents, find a family or start a family …

Had that happened already?

No, he’ll come back. He’s still my crew.

My friend.

She trusted that. He was her friend. Like Ree. Like Dax.

None of them seemed to blame her for this mess, even though it was her fault they’d been on a boat in a storm in the first place. She supposed they were just relieved they weren’t dead. That was, of course, why she’d kissed Dax: simple relief at not being dead. It wasn’t anything more than that.

Of course it was more than that.

But she couldn’t let it be.

He was going to return to his life at the conservatory, and she was going to keep sailing the seas. She couldn’t allow it to be any more than one beautiful moment on the sands, regardless of how either of them felt about it.

Even if he had tasted like sunshine.

Marin spent the rest of the day on the beach deliberately not kissing Dax, not thinking about kissing Dax, and not imagining kissing Dax again. Instead, she planned the logistics of their hypothetical journey by sea serpent, while sneaking glances at him across the sand. Every once in a while, he’d glance back, and she knew he was thinking of her too.

It became an afternoon of unsaid words. She felt hyperaware of where he was at every single moment. Her eyes kept straying to his lips, his eyes, his hands, and then she’d force herself to pay attention to the task at hand. Getting off this island was far more important than whatever feelings she had—she knew that, felt it in her bones. Both of them needed to get back to Alyssium. They each had responsibilities that had nothing to do with how soft his lips were. And they had been so sweetly soft.

Midday, she started a fire with some dried clover as tinder and some branches from the crystal-leaf trees, which gave off glittery sparkles as it burned, and they cooked several blue crabs that they found in tidal pools, as well as fistfuls of mollusks. Marin couldn’t forage in the forest as well as the marmoose could, but she did know how to find food at the edge of the sea. Eating food that she could catch herself—or that Perri could fling up out of the sea for her—was always cheaper than buying in port; it was the reason she’d been able to pay off any of her family’s debt in the first place. She saved her precious profit for items like bread, fruit, and vegetables, as needed.

At Marin’s suggestion, Ree searched for bamboo or coconuts or anything that could be used or shaped into a vessel to hold water. Meanwhile, Dax found sturdy vines that would work as cordage, and he sat cross-legged on the shore braiding them to make them stronger while he watched for Perri. By evening, there was still no sign of the sea serpent, but Dax had woven several strong-looking vine ropes.

They slept again by the hot springs and the vents of hot air that seeped from the slope of the semidormant volcano. At dawn, they thanked the marmoose again, and ate a breakfast of crabmeat, berries, and nuts before continuing their vigil on the beach and their search for solutions.

She was proud of herself for not kissing him once.

Also, a bit disappointed that he didn’t kiss her.

It was a one-time aberration, she told herself. It won’t—can’t—happen again. He wasn’t going to be in her life long enough for her to allow it to happen again.

She tried not to dwell on how that thought made her feel.



On the third morning, Perri was back. He cavorted in the shallows with a friendly seal until the seal got tired and plopped onto a rock to bask in the sun.

Seeing him, Marin wanted to call out—to ask him if he’d found Silver, if her boat was okay, if they were saved—but she hesitated. He looked so happy and carefree. Watching the serpent and seal play, Marin felt as if a band around her chest had released. She could breathe deeply again. She hadn’t even realized how much she was worrying about him, but after the magic storm, it was hard to feel like any of them were safe.

“Hey, Perri!” Marin waved. “Missed you!”

He trumpeted back at her and splashed happily in the waves.

“Any luck?” She shielded her eyes from the sun with her hand. The sea serpent’s iridescent scales were sparkling in the morning light.

He executed a complicated twisting maneuver, breaching out of the water and then crashing down in the shallows before retreating to swim upside down farther offshore.

Beside her—he seemed to be always beside her, and she couldn’t bring herself to move away—Dax asked, “What did he say?”

“Um … He found … a problem?” Calling to the sea serpent, she said, “Perri, I don’t understand! Did you find the boat?”

He signaled yes.

Yes!

“Is it seaworthy?”

That was the complicated part. It was beached somewhere. Possibly damaged? Definitely damaged. He couldn’t determine how badly.

“Is it on this island?”

No, it was not.

“Is it far?”

It was … a distance. Not an impossible distance.

“Less than a day swim?” she asked.

Yes.

Okay, they could do that, even if Ree hadn’t yet found a reasonable container for water. All they’d really need was the vine cordage, which Dax had finished. And Perri’s cooperation. She hesitated, fully aware that she was asking something that most likely no human in history had ever asked a sea serpent. He might not want two people and a plant on his back. He might not like ropes wrapped around his body to secure them. He might not be able to swim with them strapped to his back without accidentally drowning them—actually, she was certain that last worry wasn’t an issue. He was an excellent swimmer, and she’d seen him swim at the water’s surface for days at a time when he chose to. “Perri…”

Before she could finish the question, he swam toward them, twisted to point his snout at his back, and then twisted again to look directly at them.

Dax laid his arm on Marin’s shoulder. “I think he’s offering to carry us.”

Marin thought so too. In fact, he was being quite emphatic about it. It was funny—when she’d taken to the sea on Silver, fresh from the pain and humiliation of Iovar’s betrayal, she’d sworn to never trust anyone again, least of all herself. But here she was, relying not only on herself but also completely trusting a sea serpent, a plant, and a musician who hadn’t even known how to swim when she’d met him. So much had changed, and she’d barely even noticed it happening. For the first time, she felt like a captain, despite the fact that she didn’t even have her ship. “Is that right, Perri? Will you swim us there?”

Yes, he would.

She laughed. “Okay, crew, let’s do this. Unless you need to rest, Perri?” He shook his fins to say no. “Do you want to take us now?” He did. Still smiling, she and Dax gathered up the rope he’d made. She knotted it around her waist and around Dax’s, and she wrapped it around Ree as well, though she planned to hold him on her lap for the journey.

At the edge of the forest, the marmoose watched them. It sat on the clover and nibbled on a crystal leaf. The leaf crackled as the marmoose munched.

“Thank you!” Ree called to it.

Marin and Dax waved.

The marmoose lifted its paw in a languid wave, and then it pushed itself onto all four paws and ambled back into the forest. Its massive antlers brushed against the crystal leaves, and the red-feathered birds sang as they circled above.

Carrying Dax’s rope, Marin waded into the surf. She kept her boots on—they’d fill with water, but that was preferable to leaving them behind. Her pants were instantly soaked.

Perri swam as close to shore as he could until his tender stomach brushed against the sand. Frothy waves crashed against him, but he planted himself firmly and stayed stationary while Marin wrapped the cordage around him.

Dax climbed on board, carrying Ree, and she secured them both, then she climbed up onto his back. His scales were as smooth as metal and cool to the touch. “Is that too tight?” she asked Perri.

He chirped that he was fine.

“Dax? Ree? Are you both secure?” Marin asked.

Perri made a noise as if to say he wouldn’t let any of them fall and was extremely offended that they ever thought he would.

“I know you wouldn’t.” Marin patted his neck. “Just being extra cautious.” She had a tiny bolt of inspiration: “I want Dax to feel safe.”

“I trust—” Dax began.

Marin elbowed him. “Don’t we want Dax to feel safe?”

Perri did want his favorite musician to feel safe. He settled down, and Ree climbed onto Marin’s lap. She arranged the rope so that it would keep him tight against her, then she leaned forward—arms on either side of Ree—and held on to the serpent’s muscular shoulders. Behind her, Dax wrapped his arms around her waist, and Marin was suddenly very aware of how close he was and how right it felt. Do not get used to this, she scolded herself, but she still noticed the way her body curved against his, the way his breath warmed her neck, and the way her heart beat faster knowing his beat alongside hers.

It was one kiss, and that was all it could ever be.

“Let’s go,” Marin said.

And Perri swam.

He started slow and gentle, gliding away from shore, as smooth as a breath. She felt the breeze on her face, and she thought maybe this would feel like sailing.

Away from the island, Perri increased speed. She felt his muscles clench and release beneath her, and he shot forward as the waves swelled around them.

She’d watched him swim before, but she’d never thought of what it would feel like to be skimming with him on the surface of the water, slicing through it, just above the dark depths. It was intoxicating, like sailing but intensified and without the control.

Dax’s arms tightened around her waist, and she felt the warmth of his body all along her back, the full length of her spine, comforting and wonderful. Ree huddled within her arms.

Perri swam faster.

It felt like riding a scream. The wind shrieked in her ears, but the waves were silent as they sliced through them, giving them no time to crash around Perri’s sinewy body. The scales beneath Marin’s hands shifted with each movement—he was swimming like a snake, a serpentine sidewinding motion to propel his body forward while staying on the surface.

There were no islands visible. In every direction, the horizon was an unbroken line. It was an unusual and unsettling sight. Closer to the heart of the Crescent Islands, you could always see an island in the distance, usually several. Even in most of the outer islands, there were still purple cloud-like smears on the horizon that were distant islands. On clear days, you could see their silhouettes. But not here.

They were farther out to sea than she’d ever sailed.

She gripped Perri’s scales harder.

As the day wore on, Perri didn’t slow, and the horizon didn’t change. Around them, the sea rose and fell with its rhythms. She saw a herd of merhorses once, in the distance. Another time, a whale breached, its white belly exposed to the sun before it crashed back to be subsumed by the water. She even once thought she saw the tentacle of a distant kraken, but it didn’t bother them and she could have imagined it.

Later, a seabird flew overhead, matching their pace for a while before peeling away, and it was only by watching the bird that Marin spotted the blur of land.

She watched the island grow as they swam closer and closer.

By late afternoon, it was visible: three mountains of gray stone, bare rock exposed to the wind and shaped like knives. Closer, she saw pine trees clumped around its base. Closer still, a ring of more gray rocks as its shore.

And then she spotted it, silver against the gray stone.

Her beloved sailboat.

Halfway up a mountain.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


The boat on the mountainside was a problem.

So was the dragon beside it.

Glittering in the sun, the dragon was gold, its metallic scales bright against the cold gray rock, and its tail was wrapped around the hull of her boat. Marin couldn’t see its head, but its ruby-colored wings were flattened on its back. From a distance, it looked as tiny as a toy, but it was twice the size of Silver.

She felt her heart rise up into her throat. My boat!

“Oh!” Dax said happily. “I know where we are!” She felt him sit up straight behind her, and she turned her head to see him pointing up at the sky, where a sapphire-colored dragon with onyx wings was circling. “This is Ilreka, island of the dragons.”

“They’re huuuuuge!” Ree said, clearly as thrilled as Dax.

Marin was less thrilled. Ilreka was a several-day sail from Alyssium and even farther from Flicker. And her sailboat was stuck on a mountain with a “huuuuuge” dragon curled around it like it was cuddling it.

As Perri approached the island, Marin sat up higher and craned her neck to see it all. The mountains towered above the sea. With sheer cliffs and jagged peaks, they looked painful, as if their sharp edges were capable of slicing open the sky. She also saw dark patches on nearly every ledge and every fold of the rock—dragon caves, far more than she would have ever imagined. There were, it seemed, a lot of dragons here.

“Um, Marin?” Dax said.

He’s finally noticed Silver.

“I see it,” she told him.

“See what?” Ree asked. And then: “Eeee. How did it get up there?”

“Magic storm,” Marin spat out. It didn’t require much more explanation. Frankly, they were lucky that the storm and its kraken hadn’t done anything worse than fling them ridiculously far off course. She’d heard stories of people who had emerged from storms transformed, the raw magic adding or removing limbs, changing their shapes, and stirring their minds. At least this was better than spending the rest of their lives convinced they were crawfish, wasn’t it? Staring up at her boat, she was having difficulty seeing herself as lucky. “Any ideas how to get it down?”

All of them were quiet as Perri swam closer.

“If this is Ilreka,” Dax said, “which it clearly is, because dragons, but if this is Ilreka, then according to the ‘Ballad of Ilreka,’ there should be a village—the home of the dragon-tenders. They might be able to help?”

“Perri, is there a village?” Marin asked. “Can you swim us there?”

He switched direction to circle the island.

Dax said, “Even trickier than getting the boat down from the mountain will be getting it away from the dragon, ideally before it’s crushed into a thousand pieces.”

Yes, she realized that. “I’m open to ideas.”

Ree began, “The dragons on Belde—

“You have dragons on Belde?” Marin asked. It wasn’t a large island. No mountains. No obvious lairs. Lots of buildings made of glass.

“Tiny ones,” Ree said, holding out branches to indicate size. “They’re pollinators in the sunflower maze. Anyway, they have a hoard, and if you trade them something, they’ll give up a piece of their hoard. Maybe this dragon will give up Silver in exchange for better treasure?”

Marin thought of the heartsinger ruby.

No. There has to be another way. She couldn’t sacrifice it, especially since she hadn’t yet even attempted to find Rijes Velk.

We’ll try talking to the dragon-tenders. Maybe they’ll have an idea.

Worst case, she could try talking to the dragon itself.

Somehow she didn’t think it would be nearly as friendly and cuddly as a marmoose. She hoped it didn’t like the taste of sailor.



The village of dragon-tenders was tucked into a cove framed by a thick forest of spruce and fir. Gray stone mountains rose up behind the trees, shadowing them. A few patches of blackened, burnt trees scarred the forest, but the rest was unbroken evergreen.

Various fishing boats were tied off to glass moorings, and a dock stretched out into the harbor. It had a sign at the end with the island standard word for “welcome” above a carving of a dragon. Marin wasn’t sure if it meant “welcome, we have dragons” as a threat or an enticement.

Close to the edge of the water, sandwiched between the sea and the forest, the houses themselves were packed together, each narrow and tall, made of gray stone as somber as the mountains, but the people between them, going about their business—they were as bright and bejeweled as the dragons themselves. Their clothes were rich gold and scarlet and sapphire, and they wore scarves wrapped around their heads and piles of jewelry.

Several who were closest to the cove halted in their tracks and stared as the iridescent sea serpent carrying two people and a plant swam into the harbor.

As Perri swam past the first mooring, a glass orb floating on the water, blue smoke swirled inside the orb, and the mooring called out, “Eh? You a boat? Want to tie off here?”

A nearby mooring, this one made of red glass with red smoke inside, shouted, “Are you trying to steal my turn, Mauris? It’s my turn to have a boat!”

“It’s not been my turn for ages, Flari!”

“Hardly my fault. Told you plenty of times—you’re too needy! You scare captains away,” the red mooring said to the blue. “Also, you need to clean your glass because that is not a boat.”

Perri trilled in agreement.

Dax whispered in Marin’s ear, “Are the moorings alive or enchanted?”

“Is there a difference?” she whispered back.

By the time Perri reached the dock, a tight crowd had gathered. Marin didn’t blame them—this had to be an unusual sight, even on an island packed with dragons.

Untying their ropes, she lifted Ree onto the dock first and then she balanced on Perri’s back and gripped the edge of the dock. She hoisted herself up and then reached a hand down to help Dax. “You’re amazing,” she told her serpent friend. “Please rest, play, eat, whatever you need to do.”

Ree and Dax echoed her, thanking Perri profusely, telling him how marvelous he was.

The serpent chirped at them, pleased with himself, before ducking beneath the water, leaving only a ripple that spread out, rocking all the moored boats. Marin coiled up the vine ropes and hefted them over her shoulder.

The three of them walked down the dock toward the waiting crowd of gawkers. Marin was aware her clothes were soaked, her boots were squishing as she stepped, and her hair was as knotted as a bird’s nest. Probably all of that paled beside the fact that they’d arrived on the back of a sea serpent. She wondered whether the villagers were impressed or appalled or a mix of both.

A woman stepped forward out of the crowd. She was clothed in gold fabric from neck to ankle. Her wrinkled cheeks were painted with swirls of gold, and her hair had been braided with so much gold thread that it was impossible to tell what color her hair actually was. She pressed the palms of her hands together and bowed. “You ride to us on a dragon of the sea. You are most welcome here, cousins! I am Surot, headwoman of Ilreka.”

Marin mimicked her gesture and bowed back at her. “Thank you, Headwoman Surot. We’re happy to be here and honored to meet you.” She had no idea if there were any ritual words she was expected to say, but she hoped that was polite enough to suffice. “I’m Marin. This is Dax and Ree. The sea serpent is Perri. You don’t have to worry—he won’t harm your boats.”

“We have long suspected that sea dragons are as noble and intelligent as our sky dragons,” Surot said. “It is wonderful to have confirmation of that. You and your beast will be added to our songs.”

Dax perked up at that. “Songs?”

“Boat first,” Marin murmured to him.

Surot asked, “Can we offer you food? Clothes? Supplies?”

“Yes, thank you. That would be amazing.” She wondered how to broach the subject of her boat and the golden dragon. She didn’t know these people’s culture, but it was abundantly clear that they venerated the dragons. I should tread carefully. She considered how to frame the question so it wouldn’t immediately put Surot on the defensive.

Ree hopped forward. “Hi! I’m a sailor.”

“Ahh,” Surot said, clearly not knowing what to do with that bit of information.

“Our boat is stuck on the mountain with a dragon,” Ree said. “Can you help us get it down? Can’t be a sailor without a sailboat, you know.”

Well, that solved the problem of how to ask.

Startled, Surot looked behind her, up the mountain, but the sailboat wasn’t visible from this angle—it was farther to the east on a ledge a mile or so up. Marin wondered if the hull had been damaged and what she was going to do if it had.

“There was a magic storm,” Marin explained before Surot asked. She launched into a description: “We were crossing the sea between the southern isles and Alyssium when the purple clouds gathered on the horizon.” She described how they’d tried to outrun it. “The swells grew around us, and the sky howled … and then we saw the lightning kraken.”

Gasps echoed through the audience.

Hopping up and down, Ree added, “It was enormous! Lightning everywhere!”

“It filled the sky,” Marin said.

“The captain tied us to the mast and herself to the helm,” Ree said, “but the seas—”

“When the winds tossed the boat into the sky, I lost consciousness.”

“I thought it would devour us,” Ree said. “But it threw us—its tentacles were whips of lightning, and it threw us as far as it could, out of the storm and into the sea.”

Dax took up the story, describing how he’d untied them all to keep them from drowning and how they were saved by the silverbacked turtles.

“Perri saved me,” Ree said. “He’s my hero.”

Surot asked, “Perri is your sea serpent? He brought you here?”

“To retrieve my sailboat, Silver,” Marin said.

“Ahh,” Surot said. “You mentioned it’s with a dragon?”

“A golden one,” Dax said, “with red wings. Very beautiful.”

“Yes, she is a beauty,” Surot said proudly. “Her name is Keva. She’s one of our queens.” A queen dragon. Marin wondered what that meant and whether this was going to be a problem, or more of a problem than it already was. “Come, you’re shivering. Let’s get you bathed and fed and then we’ll discuss your boat situation.”

Marin snorted at the phrase “boat situation.” It was accurate, she supposed. “That would be fantastic. Thank you so much.”

“No matter what you may have heard, we are a hospitable people,” Surot said. “There hasn’t been a visitor eaten by a dragon in at least three months.”

Ree let out a little “Eep!”

“Wow, that’s … um … great?” Dax said.

Marin saw the side of Surot’s mouth turn up and decided she was joking. Probably. She allowed herself a glimmer of hope.



After the best bath in the world (it wasn’t seawater! and it was hot!), Marin climbed out of the tub, dried, and dressed in the velvety clothes that the Ilrekans had left for her: a soft tunic and pants, both cobalt blue. They’d taken her original clothes and boots to be cleaned—after she’d transferred the contents of her pockets, of course, palming the heartsinger ruby so they wouldn’t notice it. Yes, they’d been friendly, but why tempt people unnecessarily?

She found a silver comb on the dresser beside the tub, and she brushed through her hair while looking out the window. She was on the second story of the Silver Dragon Inn in the loveliest room she’d ever been in, even nicer than the Kraken’s Nest. Warm and welcoming, it boasted a feather bed piled high with pillows, thick rugs that hugged her bare feet, and a crackling fire in the fireplace. It was cooler here on Ilreka than it had been on the marmoose island, closer to the weather it was supposed to be for this time of year, which was hopefully a sign that they were closer to home than she thought they were.

She was less hopeful about the state of her sailboat, but these people knew their island and their dragons, plus they seemed inclined to be helpful. It was impossible to despair while her hair felt so soft and clean. It even smelled nice. Like cloves and pine. She was fairly certain she usually smelled like seaweed, so this was at least a change.

Marin emerged from her room at the same time Dax came out of his. He halted and stared at her for a moment. “What?” she said. She was certain she’d put the tunic on correctly. The seams had been obvious.

He shook his head. “You look beautiful.”

“I’m clean.”

He didn’t say anything for a moment. Then: “Can I kiss you?”

“What? No.” She was so startled that she took a step backward. She bumped into the door behind her. She saw the hurt in his eyes, and she felt her heart twist. Given that she’d been thinking about that kiss nonstop while they were waiting for Perri to return, she hadn’t meant to react like that. Of course she wanted to kiss him. But if she did, then she’d want to kiss him again. And again. And then he’d leave and return to the conservatory, and … I can’t. It would be the height of stupid to begin a relationship with someone who was bound to leave.

Even if she’d already fallen for him.

She couldn’t afford to fall harder.

He held up his hands. “It’s okay. I’m sorry. I misinterpreted, and it won’t happen again. Please, forget I asked. It was a high-emotion moment.”

“It has to be just a moment,” Marin said.

“It … does? Does it?”

“Because you’re you, and I’m me.” He was Daxicend, the composer who was expected to present his grand opus at the winter solstice and become a grandmaster and be the future of music, and she was, as Iovar had so succinctly pointed out, not worth it. She was just a supply runner who’d sailed into his life when he was vulnerable.

“That’s exactly why I want…” He ran his hand through his hair as if the words had escaped him. “You, Marin. I want you. With me. Ever since I stepped onto your sailboat, I have felt more alive, more full of music…”

Why was he saying such things? “I don’t want a relationship,” she blurted out. “You make yourself vulnerable, and then suddenly someone has power over you.” He had to know they had no future. Was he trying to break her heart? It was barely taped back together. She didn’t think she could handle it shattering a second time. She knew herself well enough to know that. If she stopped this now, stayed just friends, stayed captain and crew, stayed only a little bit in love, then she could keep herself whole. She’d only just begun to feel whole again—she didn’t want to lose that.

“That’s not what a relationship is,” Dax said.

“Oh? Have you ever been in one?” She regretted asking that as soon as the words were out of her mouth. She wasn’t trying to hurt him. It wasn’t his fault that she didn’t want to shatter. “Never mind. It’s not my business.”

“I haven’t,” he said quietly.

He’d mentioned kissing someone and that then they’d disappeared from his life. He’d opened up to her about that, and she hadn’t thought through the implications. He hadn’t been allowed to be close to anyone. Ever. “It went badly. For me. Before. When I tried.” She winced. She wasn’t being at all articulate. “You can kiss me so long as you don’t want a relationship.”

There. That was what she’d meant to say.

It wasn’t kissing him that was the problem; it was all the expectations that came along with it and all the risk that she didn’t want to take. He’s not going to stay. I can’t begin a doomed relationship. It was better to be clear about it now, before they were too far in.

He stared at her for a moment, and she couldn’t read his expression. At last, he said, “Then I had better not kiss you.”

He turned and walked down the stairs.

And she felt an ache so sharp that for a minute she couldn’t move.



Outside, the sun had set. Within the Silver Dragon Inn’s tavern, all the candles were blazing from sconces on the walls, as well as from the wrought iron chandelier over the wide table in the center of the room. Huge platters of food had been piled up on the table: breads and meats and vegetables. Ree was in the middle of it all, not unlike a centerpiece. His branches looked neater, as if he’d been combed or pruned or whatever, and his roots were deep in a pot that was overflowing with chocolate-dark soil. He was chattering happily with a clump of people seated at the closest bench. Slowing at the bottom of the stairs, Marin listened to him.

“… I’m like an apprentice sailor. Marin—she’s my captain, Captain Mariner—she tells me what to do, and I do it, and then we go-go-go into the bluuuuue! She can read the wind like it’s talking to her. She’s amazing. There was this storm coming—a magic storm! Lightning all around! The seas as high as a house!” He stretched his branches up to demonstrate. “And she wasn’t scared at all. Me, I was so terrified I nearly dropped all my leaves, but she shouts, ‘Do your worst, storm! I am Captain Mariner of the Crescent Islands, and you won’t take my crew! Haha! I laugh at danger!’”

She was one hundred percent positive she hadn’t said any of that.

One of the listeners said, “Your loyalty to your captain is admirable, little shrub.”

“I love her and I want to be her when I grow up,” Ree said. “Except I don’t want legs. Legs are weird—you have two trunks that stick out under you. How do you not fall over all the time? You’d be a lot better off with roots and branches.” He added, “No offense meant.”

The man guffawed. “None taken. Would you want more water in your soil?”

“Yes, please.”

He signaled a boy with a pitcher, who came over and poured water into Ree’s pot. Ree sighed in satisfaction.

Surot appeared by Marin’s elbow. “Your crew is eating. Won’t you come eat too?”

“Sure, yes, thank you.” She scanned the tavern and noticed that Dax was by the fireplace, next to a young woman who had just handed him a guitar. She was lovely: bronze skin, magenta hair, curves on display in her formfitting outfit with a dragon pendant perched between her breasts. And Dax was completely ignoring her, his lips pursed in concentration as he studied the frets and the neck of the guitar, completely oblivious to whatever the young woman was saying to him, which wasn’t like him. He was usually polite and friendly with everyone.

Oh crap, this is my fault.

She should’ve found better words—kinder ones, clearer ones, smarter ones. She hadn’t meant to hurt him while she was protecting herself.

Watching Dax, Marin followed the headwoman to an empty seat at the end of the bench. There was a clean plate and utensils waiting for her, and Surot began to heap slabs of meat and spoonfuls of tubers onto Marin’s plate. “I should make sure he isn’t so distracted by the guitar that he forgets to eat.”

Surot placed a hand on her shoulder. “You have to care for yourself before you can effectively care for others. Eat, rest, and then tend to your crew.”

Mechanically, Marin picked up her fork and began to eat. To her surprise, the meat was sweetened with cranberries and had been cooked so long that it scarcely required any chewing. It was butter soft and even more delicious than it looked. Still, she kept watching Dax as he tuned the guitar. Surot sat beside her and helped herself to dinner as well, filling her plate with a heap of meat and tubers. “I had to learn that lesson when I became headwoman two hundred years ago.”

Tearing her eyes away from Dax and the guitar, Marin looked at her. “Two hundred?” She knew some sorcerers could be long-lived, but she hadn’t thought—

“Twenty-eight years,” Surot amended with a laugh. She had a deep laugh, and the lines on her golden face deepened as she smiled. “But some days it feels like two hundred.”

Well, that made more sense. “The meat is delicious,” Marin offered. She wasn’t certain what kind of meat it was, just that it wasn’t fish.

“We raise sheep for us and for the dragons,” Surot said. “They prefer theirs raw, but we’re pickier. This lot was cooked by my brother’s husband. I’ll let him know you approve.”

That was enough niceties, wasn’t it? Marin launched into the only topic she wanted to talk about. “Do you think there’s a way to save my boat?”

Surot hesitated. “Such a thing hasn’t been attempted before.”

“Probably not many boats get stuck up on the mountain.”

“Not many,” she agreed with another smile.

By the fireplace, Dax began to play the guitar. Beside him, the magenta-haired woman sang loudly, and conversation around the tavern paused for a moment to listen. She had a pleasant, furry kind of voice that filled the room.

Dax was smiling, but it was a plastered-on smile. I hurt him, Marin thought.

It was for the best, a little hurt now to stop a greater hurt later. He had to see that. What kind of a relationship could they build when he was due back at the conservatory in a few short weeks? She was just a supply runner. She wasn’t a permanent fixture in his life.

“It’s one of our island songs,” Surot said softly, “about when the dragons first came to Ilreka and learned to live with humans.” A few more voices joined in the singing. It wasn’t a language that Marin knew, probably the original language of the island. When the empire spread across the sea, it imposed a standard language on all the disparate cultures. It wasn’t always kind about it either. But some languages clung on stubbornly. Surot continued. “The first human to befriend a dragon was my ancestor, or at least that’s what my great-grandmother claimed. It was many generations ago. Supposedly, she walked up to his cave and offered to let him eat her in exchange for the safety of the village. See, the villagers had taken a look at the dragons’ teeth and decided that we must look like lunch to them. My ancestor was wearing a necklace like this one.” She touched the multiple-stranded necklace that spilled across her bodice.

Looking closer, Marin saw it was elaborately braided gold, studded with gemstones. In the center was a pendant that looked like a swirled snake. It had tear-shaped rubies for eyes. “It’s beautiful.”

“The dragon thought so too,” Surot said. “As it turned out, he had no interest in eating humans—we apparently look less delicious than we think we do—but he was interested in starting his own hoard. She gifted him the necklace, and he, in exchange, gifted her his friendship. Ever since, we wear necklaces until the day we choose to gift them to our own dragon friend. We receive them back when our dragon dies, as remembrances.”

Nearly everyone in the tavern was singing now, but Dax was only looking at Marin as he strummed the guitar along with them. He was gazing at her as if she was all that existed in the world. I shouldn’t have said no, Marin thought as she stared back at him.

He’d practically promised that his kisses came with complications, though. Everything was complicated enough with her boat in the possession of a dragon …

A dragon who liked treasure …

She touched the heartsinger ruby in her pocket through the velvet of her borrowed clothes. It was looking increasingly unlikely that she was going to make it home with the ruby, regardless of whether she had the chance to look for the head librarian. In fact, it felt a bit as if the universe were conspiring to take her treasure from her.

If she had to give it up, then Iovar would win.

But if she didn’t give it up, she might not get her boat back, and then he’d also win. And either way, her parents would lose, and she couldn’t allow that to happen. They deserved so much more than a daughter who kept making colossal mistakes and hurting people she cared about.

“You’ve stopped eating,” Surot noted. “Is everything still to your liking?”

“Sorry, yes,” Marin said. “I’m just worrying about my boat.” And my family. And Dax. And everything. She speared a chunk of potato and put it in her mouth before she could say more. The headwoman didn’t deserve to have all of Marin’s worries dumped onto her like an upturned basket of fish.

Surot sighed. “I dislike saying it, but I fear you are right to worry. Keva is an unusual dragon. She alone on the island does not have a hoard yet. We have not figured out what it is she wants, only that it isn’t the standard gold or jewels, nor is it works of art. We’ve tried sculpture, pottery, even paper crafts, but she’s uninterested. Your ship is the first item we’ve seen her interested in. If she has decided to make it part of her hoard…” She spread her hands as if to say there was nothing that could be done.

The potato felt like a lump in her throat. Marin swallowed it, along with all the worries that cycloned up from her stomach. “I have to try.”

“Of course,” Surot said. “Please know that if you can find what pleases Keva, we would be in your debt and happy to assist you in any way we can.”

Marin watched Dax as he handed the guitar back to its owner. The crowd burst into applause, and Dax clapped for them and their singing. He then crossed the tavern to Marin and Surot. His eyes were fixed on Marin.

“That was wonderful,” Surot told him.

He tore his eyes away and summoned a smile. “Thank you.”

A silence passed.

Belatedly, Marin realized Surot was expecting her to fill it. “Surot was telling me about the dragon who has Silver,” she offered. “She doesn’t have a hoard yet so we don’t know what we can give her to encourage her to surrender the boat. She’s apparently not interested in jewels or gold or works of art.”

“We’ve tried everything from paintings to pottery,” Surot said.

“Have you tried music?” Dax asked. He was addressing the headwoman, but Marin couldn’t help feeling that all his attention was still on her.

Surot smiled. “We have not.”

“It will work,” he said, his intense, sad eyes back on Marin. “You can trust me.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Dax had borrowed the guitar to serenade the dragon. When Marin came outside to find him after breakfast, he was perched on a stone wall, humming to himself as he tuned the strings. His crystal horns were glittering in the morning light, and she tried not to notice how achingly beautiful he was.

“Ready?” she asked. “It’s going to be a climb.”

He flashed her a grin. “I don’t think even Grandmaster Vorac has sung to a dragon before.”

She stared at his lips, wishing … She didn’t even know what she was wishing for. Everything to be different, she supposed.

His grin faded, and his expression grew more somber. “Marin, last night, I didn’t mean to push you. I know you’ve been hurt…”

“It’s not that.” She did not want to be talking about this. The way the light had faded in his eyes and the way he was looking at her now … it hurt to see. She’d never wanted to be the cause of his sadness. “It’s only that we have two very different lives. I still care about you.”

“I would hate to lose our friendship simply because I wanted more.”

She heard the past tense “wanted” and felt something inside twist. This is good, she told herself firmly. It meant they were moving past that awkwardness. “We’re friends. Whatever happened or didn’t happen—we’re still friends.”

“Good,” Dax said, and he smiled a real smile.

Marin felt a surge of relief as potent as a gulp of wine. At least I haven’t ruined anything.

Surot and Ree came outside, and Ree bounded over to Dax. “We’re going on an adventure!” the shrub caroled.

“We are indeed,” Dax said cheerfully.

Marin crossed to Surot. This morning, the headwoman was clothed in a beautiful jade wrap dress. She still wore the same elaborate necklace and looked as regal as any queen. In a low voice so Dax wouldn’t overhear, Marin said to her, “We need to make it clear that we’re offering music, not my musician, in exchange for the boat.” Friend or not, she was absolutely not losing him to any boat-stealing oversize lizard.

“They’re as intelligent as your sea dragon,” Surot said. “Speak, and she’ll understand.”

Intelligent, sure, but would she be as friendly as Perri?

“Please tell me this isn’t a terrible idea,” Marin said, eyes still on Dax. A few feet away, Dax had hopped off the stone wall and was showing the guitar to Ree. It came with a strap for carrying it up mountains.

“I make no promises,” Surot said. “But our dragons are noble creatures. She will not harm your musician.”

Not harm was not the same as not keep, but Marin supposed it was the best she was going to get. It was either try this or give up on Silver, and she wasn’t willing to do that. “Then I guess we’d better start climbing.”

A guide had volunteered to lead them up the mountain. Not Surot, who’d said her bones creaked too much to make the climb. Their guide was a thirteen-year-old boy with green freckles named Ferix who had just gifted his first dragon with a catch of fresh fish, he’d told them. He then proceeded to list out exactly what species of fish were in the catch, what the length and weight of each fish was, and in what order the dragon had consumed them. Marin only half listened as they started up the path through the spruce and fir trees toward the mountain. By the time they reached the base of the mountain beneath the boat, she was only a quarter listening.

Ree didn’t seem to mind maintaining the conversation with their guide, asking Ferix about the dragons, the mountains, the trees, the village, and anything else that popped into his mind.

Dax walked beside Marin. He had the guitar from the tavern strapped to his back and was wearing his own conservatory clothes, the ones he’d been wearing when the storm hit, freshly washed. She was back in her own clothes too, including her boots, with the ruby and her emergency supplies secured in their original pockets.

“Have you ever met a dragon?” Marin asked him, keeping her voice low so it wouldn’t interfere with the steady stream of questions from Ree and endless answers from Ferix.

“Never,” Dax said.

“Do you…” She hesitated, not sure how to articulate her worry without making him think she doubted him. “Music isn’t a material item. Keva won’t be able to hoard it like a mound of gold.”

“It’s valuable. As essential to the human soul as air is to the lung. You think she won’t appreciate it because she isn’t human?”

“It’s a language that speaks to everyone,” Marin said, quoting him back to him. “It’s a language of the heart.”

He smiled.

“Besides, Ree loves your music, and he’s even less human than a dragon.”

Ree called back, “Hey, I heard that! And you are correct.”

Up this high, the wind barely smelled like the sea. Instead, it smelled sharp, like rust and pine. She noticed there were no birds on Ilreka, not even the gulls that loved every island in every weather. She wondered if the dragons scared them away or simply ate them.

“What kind of music do you think she’ll like?” Dax asked anxiously and adorably. “I have ideas, but I don’t want to make a mistake. There’s Stuben’s ‘Allegriti,’ which is not commonly done on a guitar but has a unique melodic run that revolutionized how we perceive progressions in a minor key. Or I could go with Anciana’s famous opus. Not melodic per se but utterly unique in how it continues the conversation with syncopated rhythms.”

Marin had zero idea what he was talking about, but it was sweet how enthusiastic he was. Like Ree about sailing. She wondered if anyone in that great conservatory had ever compared him to a sentient shrub. It was a high compliment, in her opinion. More people should strive to be like passionate shrubbery. “Play something you like,” she suggested.

“I can’t just chose what I like,” Dax said. “This is too important.”

“It is important, and that’s why you should choose what you like. Is there a song or piece of music that made you fall in love with music?” Marin thought of the first time she fell in love with the sea—the earliest sail she could remember, when her parents brought her on their boat and she felt the wind and sea spray in her face and saw only blue stretched before her. That was all she remembered of that moment, but it was enough: the spray and the blue. She chased that same feeling every time she sailed.

“I … don’t know. I’ve always loved music.” He frowned, troubled, and then frowned harder as the path grew steeper. They were walking up a narrow path that switched back and forth up the barefaced mountain. The gravel crunched under their feet. “My first memory is of playing my dad’s flute for my parents. They were so happy, so proud of me. They had me play for everyone who came by.”

“What did you play?”

“That’s the thing,” Dax said. “I don’t remember. I think … I wasn’t in love with music then. I just loved that I could make them happy.” He fell silent.

And then they sent him away. Marin didn’t say that out loud. She was certain Dax was thinking it. She wanted to take his hand, but after the awkward conversation in the hallway the day before … “How about after that? At the conservatory? You fell in love with it at some point. I can see it in your eyes every time you play.”

Surprised, he glanced at her. “You can?”

It was so obviously true that she nearly rolled her eyes at him. He radiated joy when he played. “What do you think about when you play?”

“I don’t think. I just do. That’s when it’s the best, when I’m fully in the moment, in the music. I am the music, and the music is me.”

“Those are the best days on the sea too,” Marin said. “One with the wind and waves.”

He smiled. “You keep thinking we’re dissimilar, but we’re not.”

She didn’t reply to that. Iovar’s words echoed in her head again: You’ll give up dreams for her, and she won’t replace them. Instead of returning Dax’s smile, she glanced out at the water—the blue ocean stretching out, calling to her. There was so much variation in the blue of the sea from the white of the breaking waves and the pale blue as they pulled away from shore to the dark green that hid seaweed just below its surface to the blue that rivaled the sky and more. It was a patchwork of beauty that she never got tired of, with moods and promises and dangers and invitations. “Play the dragon something you love. Not something you think she’ll love. Not something that’s important or influential or unique or whatever. Just something that makes you feel.”

He’d stopped walking.

She turned and looked at him, wondering if she’d overstepped. He was the musician. It was his choice what to play. She barely knew the difference between a guitar and a lute. She opened her mouth to apologize, but something in his expression stopped her. He was looking at her with a kind of wonderment, like she’d said something brilliant.

“I can do that,” Dax said at last, and he resumed climbing up the trail.

Overhead, several dragons were soaring around the mountaintops, but none were the golden dragon with red wings. They walked in silence, both wrapped in their own thoughts. Or not actual silence, since their guide hadn’t stopped chattering, but Marin wasn’t bothering to listen to him and he was talking to Ree anyway.

As they rounded a corner of the trail, Marin saw her: the queen. She might have been one of many queen dragons on Ilreka, but Marin didn’t care about the rest. Right now and probably always in her mind, this was the queen.

Keva was appropriately massive, with the bulk of her dominating the mountainside, as vast as any boulder, but far more golden. Or gold. She wasn’t merely golden-colored; she looked as if she were cast out of gold by a master craftsman. Each scale gleamed with as pure a color as the sun, and her wings were as red as fresh-spilled blood.

She was, in a word, dramatic.

“Wow,” Ree said.

At the sound, the queen dragon swiveled her massive head to regard the humans and wax myrtle shrub who dared approach her, and Marin had never felt so small and insignificant, which was saying something since she spent most of her time with a massive sea serpent. Objectively, Perri was longer from snout to tip of tail than Keva, but he spent most days submerged in the sea. Keva was fully displayed on the mountainside, and she … she was a lot of dragon.

Marin very much hoped she liked music and not musicians, or this could be a very large mistake. She swallowed hard and clasped her hands behind her back to keep them from shaking.

Their guide, Marin noticed, had finally stopped talking.

The dragon was coiled around Marin’s sailboat. Glimpses of the hull and deck were visible around the bulk of the beast’s body. No holes that Marin could see, which was a relief, but the mast was snapped, and the sails were in tatters. I can fix it.

Hands still clasped hard, Marin stepped forward. Surot had told her the opening words to say. “Greetings, great and powerful one,” she said in the voice she’d trained for shouting across roaring wind. “We come to honor you—and to offer a trade.”

The key, Surot had said, was to be both respectful and direct. Dragons wanted to know what it was you wanted right from the start. Never waste a dragon’s time.

“That is my boat,” Marin said. She pointed to the dragon’s prized possession. “It was torn from us during a magic storm and flung up here. It belongs in the sea with me and my crew.”

The dragon coiled tighter. Smoke rose from her nostrils.

“I appreciate your taking care of Silver for me while she was here,” Marin said. “You’re a noble dragon who … is good to boats.” She hadn’t fully planned this out and regretted that now. “Um, okay, I know you don’t have a hoard yet, but I think it’s because you haven’t found what you truly love. So I … we … want to offer you something we think you might love: music.”

The smoke hadn’t become flame. Marin took that to be a good sign.

She pushed on. “This is Dax. He is the finest composer in the Crescent Islands, and he is going to play you some music.”

The dragon tilted her head, and she reminded Marin of Perri: I’m listening, she seemed to say.

“To be clear: he’s only visiting Ilreka. He’s not staying. You can’t hoard him. But you can keep his music. Inside you. You can keep how it makes you feel and how it changes you.” Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Dax was also staring at her with an expression that was very similar to the dragon’s. In a lower voice, she asked, “What?”

He smiled. “You understand.”

Yes, she did, but dragon? Sailboat? “Dax…”

“So you know, that kiss … I’m not pushing for more—I know you don’t think we have a future—but I need you to know that the reason I kissed you back wasn’t because it was a ‘high-emotion moment.’ It wasn’t even because you’re beautiful. You are. But that’s not why…” He took a deep breath as if he’d find the words he wanted in the oxygen. She felt Ree, the guide, and the dragon all staring at her. Dax positioned himself on one of the rocks and swung the guitar in front of him. “I kissed you—and I wanted to kiss you again—because you’re you. I keep trying to tell you: you are extraordinary, exactly as you are.”

She stared at him and felt as if a wave had slammed into her. She wasn’t certain she could breathe. Or think.

“Marin, you deserve the whole wild, beautiful sea. No man and no dragon should ever take that away from you. I am going to get your sailboat back.”

He didn’t wait for her to respond. Instead, he began to play.

At first it was a simple melody.

Inhaling shakily, Marin felt her cheeks heating up. She knew this song. She had a vague memory of it being one of the songs that the server had sung at the Kraken’s Nest, while Dax was playing for their supper. That felt like ages ago, but apparently Dax had memorized it.

It was a love song.

He added in a harmony, while still plucking the melody, and then he layered in a rhythm with his foot tapping on the rocks and the heel of his hand slapping into the body of the guitar. And then once he’d complicated the song, he closed his eyes and began to vary it.

Soon a sweet solo melody sang out above the swift notes—it was melancholy, and it made Marin think of just after sunset, when the last of the liquid gold had dissolved into the horizon. It was the gray before the stars, the deepening blue and the blurring of shadows.

He played the stars, the feel of them spreading across the sky. Under his fingers, the song transformed yet again, the notes singing of the silence of the night that isn’t a silence. It’s full of whispers and dreams and regrets and memories.

Somewhere in all of it, Marin realized she was crying. She didn’t know why. She touched her cheek and felt the dampness, and then she lowered her hand and just let herself cry.

The dragon had closed her eyes. Her head swayed with the still-beating rhythm of Dax’s music, and her tail swayed side to side.

Marin didn’t know how long he played, or how long they listened, captivated.

But when the music brightened like the dawn, Dax began to sing, softly, sweetly, the words of the love song:


“I see you, truly, deeply,

I see you, inside and out,

I see your fears, your doubts, your shame, your guilt,

I see your joy, your hope, your dreams,

And I love you.”



And then the chorus:


“You are my sunrise, my sunset,

I’m not the same since we met.

You are my future, all that I dream,

And I … I, I, I am the one who makes you seen.”



The guitar stopped.

It was only his voice.

And then silence.

The dragon opened her eyes. She stretched her bloodred wings, and she clenched her talons around the hull of Marin’s boat. With a mighty flap of her wings and push of her muscular hindquarters, she lifted into the air, carrying the sailboat upward.

Marin watched as the queen dragon flew with the boat away from the mountain, over the forest, and out above the sea. And then the dragon circled, spiraling lower, and she placed the damaged but still beautiful sailboat gently, very gently, onto the water.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


It took a week and a half to repair the mast and the sails.

But the beautiful part was that Marin didn’t have to pay for it, or even lift a finger. Surot was so pleased that they’d figured out what Keva wanted to hoard that she instructed the local shipwright to make Marin happy.

At first there was a bit of confusion, wherein the shipwright misinterpreted what Surot meant, and Marin had to calm a very irate shipwright’s husband, but once that was sorted out, construction began. A spruce tree was chopped down, branches sliced off, and bark stripped away. After that, the local metalsmith was roped into creating new winches, and undamaged lines were donated by a lobster fisher. A man who was lauded as deft with a needle was tasked with creating a patchwork sail out of the remnants of her sail and leftovers from other damaged sails.

While the villagers swarmed over the deck, Marin scrubbed and patched the hull. There was minimal structural damage, but a ton of scrapes and gashes. As she worked, the enchanted moorings called out advice:

“Eh, you should be using a softer cloth.”

“Don’t be daft—she’s got to sand it first.”

A third said, “You missed a spot.”

“Don’t bother her, Mauris. Can’t you see she’s busy?”

“You’re bothering her,” the mooring named Mauris said.

Loftily, the other mooring said, “I am giving expert advice.”

“Only thing you’re an expert on is seagull shit.”

“I heard that!”

“You were meant to!”

Ignoring them, Marin continued on.

Inside the cabin, everything had been tossed about wildly on the ship’s flight through the storm. Ree worked beside her to restore everything, and occasionally Dax joined them. Mostly, though, Dax stayed up on the mountain, composing music for the dragon Keva.

Marin missed him more than she wanted to think about. It was disconcerting: he hadn’t always been a part of her crew, and she shouldn’t have become accustomed to his presence so quickly. But every time she finished a task, she caught herself looking around from him, hoping to catch his smile. Every time she did it, she shook herself and reminded herself he was temporary. That was why they weren’t going to kiss again. She couldn’t help feeling, though, that she’d waited too long to be careful with her heart.

At last, it was finished, and the shipwright pronounced it perfect (and the shipwright’s husband pronounced the shipwright perfect, after which Surot had pointedly offered them both a room at the Silver Dragon Inn). Marin stood on the dock with her hands on her hips and surveyed it. Beside her, Ree said with a sigh, “It is perfect.”

She agreed. Her sails were still silver but they were a patchwork of different shades of silver, from pale near-white to a slate-gray silver. The mast had been stained a starless-sky black, and the hull was painted blue, darkest where there were once gashes. It was the same ship, but … it had scars now, and the scars were beautiful. All this beauty … it had to cost more than the knowledge that a particular dragon liked music. Specifically, Dax’s music.

A sudden thought occurred to her.

What if they weren’t satisfied with just knowing what Keva wanted to hoard?

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Surot come stand beside her. “Our artisans did a magnificent job, didn’t they?”

I’m just being paranoid.

The headwoman had been nothing but kind and helpful.

On the other hand, she’d also made it clear that the dragons were her priority.

“Just to be clear,” Marin said. “Are you going to try to force Dax to stay here? Make him keep playing for your dragon?”

Ree let out an “Eep!”

“I beg your pardon,” Surot said, shocked. “Of course not.”

She sounded sincere, as well as offended. Marin didn’t relent. If she was out of line, she’d apologize when they were underway, sails billowing and the island fading into the distance. “We’re not leaving him behind.”

“What kind of people do you think we are?” Surot asked.

Marin shrugged. There was no good way to answer that. She didn’t think Surot would believe her if she tried to explain it wasn’t personal.

Grumbling, Surot said, “Well, we are not assholes.”

“Good,” Marin said. “And yes, your artisans did a magnificent job.”

Surot wasn’t mollified. “You should try being more trusting.”

“The last time I trusted too much, people I love got hurt. I try not to repeat mistakes.” She tried to say it lightly, as if it were just her policy, but she heard the old hurt sneak into her voice.

“Ahh.” Surot’s voice changed completely, and Marin glanced at her. She looked as if she’d sipped sweetened chocolate. “I knew there was some reason that boy was not in your bed. I have seen the way he looks at you and the way you look at him, and I couldn’t make it make sense. Family didn’t approve, eh? Or is it an ex-lover causing problems? Been betrayed before and now you have difficulty trusting your instincts and everyone else’s intentions?”

Wait, that wasn’t what she’d meant, though Surot was right. Still … “Dax isn’t … We aren’t…” Firmly, she said, “I value him. And of course I admire his musical talent.” She might not have conservatory training, but she knew she liked to listen to his songs as much as the dragon did. He was special. More than that, he was earnest. And kind. Look how he treated Ree and Perri. And she liked the way his eyes lit up when he saw something new. So, yes, she felt … a lot for him, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be practical about their future.

Ree leaned against her ankle. “Marin likes him.”

It was clear both Surot and Ree were delighted with this idea.

“We often hear in songs and stories about two souls who are matched by the stars,” Surot said, as if imparting wisdom. “Their fire draws them to one another until they create an inferno together. You ask your lover boy about that, and I bet he’d sing you a litany of songs about fiery love and destiny. But that’s not the love that lasts. Oh, it’s fine, of course. You get one of those soul-consuming fire loves, and you don’t need wood for the winter. You’ll heat yourselves until you burn to a crisp. Better, though, is a quieter love. Like you two.”

Stepping backward, Marin held up her hands. “There’s no ‘us two.’ He’s my friend. My crew. My travel companion, until it’s safe for him to return home. He can’t be more. He has to return to Alyssium. He has a life there. This is, at best, a temporary friendship.” It was all it could be. Love wasn’t enough. There were practical considerations too. “I’m being sensible.”

Surot continued on as if Marin hadn’t protested. “Most of the time, love grows. You share experiences. Joys. Sorrows. But more importantly, the little moments. You begin to shape yourself around the other person. You may not even notice it at first, but over time, who you are stretches and shrinks and bends and twists until the two of you fit together. That’s the best kind of love: going through life side by side. Friends who become more but most importantly stay friends, through the more and the less and the everyday.”

Marin shook her head. They didn’t understand. It wasn’t about feelings. Maybe, yes, she did love him, but they both had responsibilities that were going to take them in opposite, incompatible directions. “We can’t…”

“It’s nice to not go through life alone,” Surot said. “Don’t deny yourself that joy. Share your sunrises and your sunsets.”

She had the sudden sense that Surot wasn’t talking about her and Dax anymore. Surot was looking up at the mountain beyond the village, and Marin was certain she was remembering someone. Quietly, she asked, “Who were they? Your love.”

“She was a dragon,” Surot said with a sigh as heavy as the north wind. “My dearest friend, to begin with and to end with. This village was her hoard. She collected us, or the ancestors of many of the people you see now. She knew we needed a home, a purpose, and she found us and brought us here. Like you and your musician, we could not have been more different in our lives before we met, but we grew together. Changed together. Built lives together.”

Marin tried not to look startled—this village wasn’t newly built, plus Dax had known of the dragon-tenders from an old ballad. She remembered Surot saying she was two hundred years old and then laughing it off. Maybe that hadn’t been a joke.

Ree hopped forward on the dock until he planted his roots in front of Surot. “Can we go back to the first part? Your love was a dragon? Is it rude to ask how that worked?”

“Yes,” Marin told him.

“Not all of us have the same needs, even among the same species,” Surot said. “You do not need to make love to have love.”

“Ah, I see,” Ree said.

Marin wasn’t sure he did, given that he was a plant, but whatever.

“Love is choosing to spend your day with someone, and then choosing to spend another and another, until at last you’ve spent a lifetime, and there are no more days left.” Surot let out a wistful sigh. “I don’t regret a single day I spent with her, only the days that I didn’t.”

Ree said stoutly, “I think your love would make a great song.”

Surot smiled. “Then someday you can be the one to sing about it. Her name was Nessa, and her scales were as blue as the sea, her eyes as gold as the sun, and her wings as black as shadow.”

“Ooh, I’ll do it. I’ll write your song and sing it everywhere we sail,” Ree promised. “Scales as bluuuue as the blue-blue sea, love as true as the honey bee…”

Marin kept herself from smiling. The little shrub was so earnest and sweet. She wouldn’t mind at all if he sang his songs at every port, though she wasn’t sure about the “honey bee” rhyme.

Ree cut himself off. “Dax will help me make it better.”

“I’ll go find him and let him know we’re ready to sail at dawn,” Marin said. She retreated down the dock, leaving Ree to muddle through his rhymes and Surot to bask in memories.



Marin knew where to find Dax: up the mountain, with the dragon. Long before she saw him, she heard him. He was singing today, no instrument, and his voice was deep and soft, carried by the wind and drifting over the rocks. She couldn’t pick out words and thought maybe there were no words to it, only melody.

She tried to push her conversation with Surot out of her mind. The fact that she was in love with Dax didn’t change the fact that he wasn’t going to be staying in her life, not on a daily basis anyway. As soon as it was safe again in Alyssium, he was going to return to the conservatory. He was supposed to be performing for vast concert halls filled with appreciative audiences, not singing for a solitary dragon on a bare mountainside, though it was nice the dragon was appreciative.

If anything, it was because she cared about him that she wasn’t going to stand in his way. Dax was destined for greatness, and she wasn’t going to be the one to yank him off that path. She didn’t have the right to do that—it was his life.

As Marin climbed up the path, she saw the great beast sprawled on her perch. Her eyes were half-closed, and her tongue poked out between her teeth. She reminded Marin of a very contented winged cat, the kind who’d just devoured a fish feast at the End-of-Harvest Festival.

She returned to worrying about whether the dragon would want to keep Dax. Surot had just said that dragons could collect people—Nessa had done so. What if, despite Marin’s little speech when this began, this dragon wanted the musician as well as the music? Marin had been very clear, but did a queen dragon care what a lowly sailor said?

Marin knew firsthand how difficult it could be to leave someone who didn’t want to let go, who wouldn’t respect what you wanted, who didn’t care about anything but what they wanted …

She forced herself to take a deep breath.

Maybe Keva won’t be like that at all. She wondered how long Iovar was going to poison the way she saw everyone and every situation. Softly, Marin called, “Dax, we’re ready to sail whenever you are.”

Meeting her eyes, he nodded, but he didn’t stop singing.

She sat on a nearby rock and listened.

There was a story in the song, even though it was wordless. She could hear a journey in his voice, the way the melody traveled. It reminded her of the sea, with the shimmering horizon in the distance. Closing her eyes, she listened as the waves rose around the traveler. He was singing of the storm, of the fear and the chaos, and then the quiet and the peace. She thought of the marmoose, the warmth and the softness and the kindness of that rare creature. It was all there, inside the melody, or maybe it wasn’t and that was just what she brought to it? She couldn’t tell, and she guessed it didn’t matter. She wondered what journey it made the dragon think of, if it conjured up memories for her. Maybe the dragon thought the song was about flying, not sailing, and maybe that was just as true.

He ended on a note that he held until it faded away with the last of his breath.

Marin sat in silence, unwilling to break the moment.

And then Dax stood and bowed to the dragon. “Thank you for listening to me, Great One. I won’t forget this, or you. If I ever sail this way again, I’ll visit.”

Keva opened her eyes.

Marin held her breath.

And the dragon closed her eyes, sighed, and let him go.

As if something momentous hadn’t just happened, Dax picked up his guitar and the bag that had held his lunch and started down the mountainside. Marin felt her rib cage loosen, and she could take a full breath again. Her heart was still racing. She hadn’t realized how much of her believed he wasn’t going to come, or be allowed to come. I’m not ready to lose him. Not to a dragon. Not to the conservatory. That was a terrible realization, given the inevitable end to their story, and exactly what she’d tried so hard to avoid. She had literally just sworn to herself that she wasn’t going to stand in his way. It’s not about what I want, she reminded herself. It’s about what’s best for him.

She was going to keep telling herself that until she believed it.

“I was singing about our journey,” Dax said.

“I know,” Marin said. She glanced over her shoulder, up at the reclining dragon, wondering if Keva was going to change her mind. Perhaps the dragon hadn’t realized yet that this was goodbye and the music, at least the music made by Dax, was leaving her life. Keva would, of course, have plenty of other music provided for her by the village of dragon-tenders, but none were world-class composers who’d been child prodigies.

Dax seemed delighted. “You could tell? I’d hoped that the key shift would indicate the swelling waves, the change from the peaceful sea to the dangerous one. You know, along with the tempo change—I’d thought about adding lyrics…”

“It doesn’t need them,” Marin said. “The sea is larger than words.”

“Yes! Yes, exactly that. How do you do that? Understand so perfectly.”

He continued to chatter about his musical choices as they made their way down the mountain. In the distance, the sun was sinking lower in the sky, and she saw Perri out in the waves, glittering with reflected gold. Seagulls were circling about him. She wanted to be out on that water, sailing again. It felt as if the waves were pulling her, her blood a part of its current.

She interrupted him. “How quickly can you be ready to sail? Can we go at dawn?”

He cut off his musings on what kind of percussion to add to the melody he’d created and said, “How about now? Can we navigate by the stars?”

She was startled. He’d seemed so content singing for the dragon and in the Silver Dragon Inn that Marin hadn’t thought he’d want to leave as quickly as she did. “We could. Yes, of course. If you’re ready.” She’d worried she’d have to persuade him to leave his adoring audience.

Dax sang one of Ree’s songs. “The sea calls, and we must sail—beyond the horizon, into the bluuue!” He then added, “Besides, we have to find Rijes Velk and then get that heartsinger ruby to your parents as soon as possible. We’ve lost too much time as it is.”

It was kind of him to think of her parents when he had a deadline too. “We also have to get you back for your opus at the winter solstice.” It hurt to say the words, like a paring knife carving away at her heart.

He didn’t respond to that. Pausing, he skirted around a boulder in the path. They were nearly at the village. Marin could smell the heavy scent of dinner wafting from the houses and the tavern—the scents of seasoned mutton and tubers, fresh-baked bread, and caramelized fruits.

“So I’ve been thinking,” Dax said. “It’ll be a long sail, right? We’ll need to stop for supplies along the way. But we’re short on money because we haven’t taken any jobs.”

She’d been considering it. “I thought we’d pick up a few delivery requests at the next island with a job board.”

“That will slow us down, right? If they aren’t on our path? Or even if they are—they’ll take time out of our journey, and we don’t know how long it’ll take for us to find Rijes once we reach Alyssium. We might need every bit of time we have. So here’s my idea: we sing our way across the sea! Remember when I sang in that tavern? I’ll compose some songs for the four of us—”

She smiled at his enthusiasm. “The four of us?”

“I’d imagine there are a lot of islanders who have never heard a sea serpent sing, especially with two humans and a sentient plant.”

“You want us all to perform together? For people?”

Dax grinned. “Think of it! A traveling troupe!”

She … loved it. All four of them, singing together, harmonizing, the way they did while they sailed. She wanted to say yes instantly. But then she thought of Surot and all her unsolicited musings on love and relationships. Forming a musical troupe … That was intertwining their daily lives even more, wasn’t it? It was going to make it hurt all the more when it was time for Dax to move on with his real life. He was playing at being a sailor, an adventurer, and now a traveling musician. And I’m the one who’s going to end up hurt at the end of it. She supposed it was already too late to worry about that. It was already inevitable. She might as well enjoy every second she had left, before her heart was hollowed out. Out loud, Marin said, “That’s not exactly the prestigious musical career you’ve been training for. You should be working on your opus. I can find jobs to take.”

His grin had faded. “Of course, if you don’t want to…”

Instantly she regretted squashing that smile. “No, I think it’s a great idea! I’m no professional singer, but if you think you can make all of us sound good together…”

The grin popped back. “I already have ideas for harmonies. The Crescent Islands won’t have heard anything like this.”

His smile was infectious. Unable to help herself, Marin smiled back at him, despite the alarm bells ringing in her heart. “I’m sure that will be true.”



They sailed at dusk, and no one (and no dragon) stopped them.

Marin guessed that meant Surot was right: they weren’t assholes. Yay, she thought. As she, Dax, Ree, and Perri waved goodbye to the villagers, she shouted thanks and praise and a promise to return someday, if they could. The enchanted moorings chimed in to join Surot and the villagers wishing them good wind and smooth seas.

Overhead, stars began to freckle the sky, and Perri frolicked beside the sailboat, happy that they were all together out in the ocean again. The silver patchwork sails caught the wind, and they picked up speed. There was a crispness to the air, brightened by the sea salt, that felt a little like snow, though there were no clouds in the sky. She’d pulled out her heavier coats from the storage in the cabin, gifting her largest one to Dax. He’d belted it with a sash that oddly looked as if it belonged together. He looked like a dashing pirate from a highly unrealistic ballad and not at all like the coiffed composer that she’d always seen by the docks of the conservatory. He also looked as if he belonged out here, on the sea, with her—part of her everyday. She couldn’t help stealing glances at him as she trimmed the sails, and she tried hard not to think about the future and just enjoy the present. Every time she thought about him leaving, it felt like sea salt in her eyes.

Ree was perched up on top of the mast, and he was eagerly calling out everything he saw: a herd of merhorses to port, whitecaps to starboard, a patch of seaweed that was sparkling like the stars straight aft. Breaking off his reporting, he asked, “How do you know which way to go? Are we not lost anymore?”

“Not lost at all,” Marin said. “We know where we were, and the stars tell us which way we’re going. On the island of Nyra, there’s a Temple of the Stars, where the acolytes believe if they place their sacred stones in certain positions, it will keep the stars in their fixed patterns, aiding sailors on their journeys. Regardless of whether that’s the cause or not, the stars are always there to guide us.” She pointed to the east. “In the summer, the Sun Cat is in the east, but closer to the winter solstice, the cat continues its flight across the sky, disappearing from view, and instead in winter, the Three Dancers rise. See them?”

Three stars shone in a line.

“You follow them—the line they make—as if they’re an arrow, and they point to the Night Queen. She’s always due south and always the brightest star in the southern sky.”

“The Night Queen’s a star?” Dax asked. “I know a song about her—she led an uprising against the day. Claimed it was hoarding all the light. Stole a piece of it and put it in the sky, then stayed up with it to guard it against the day ever stealing it back.”

“Sailors think it’s another sun, like ours, around another world,” Marin said.

“Ooh, wow,” Ree said. He strained his branches up toward the sky. “I don’t see another world. Wouldn’t it be huge?”

“It’s very far away,” Marin said. “Supposedly, a sailor once tried to reach it. She filled her sails with stardust and rode the fiery tail of a comet.”

“Did she find it?” Ree asked.

“The story is unsatisfyingly unclear.”

“We could write a song about it,” Ree suggested. “Finish the story.” He looked at Dax. “I told Surot I’d write a song about her and her dragon love too. Also, I want to sing about the sea and being a sailor—because I am a sailor.”

Marin smiled. “Yes, you are. Perri, what do you want to sing about?”

Out in the waves, the sea serpent trilled high notes.

Dax guessed, “Fish?”

A negative trill.

“The ocean bluuuue,” Ree guessed.

Another minor run of notes.

“Dragons?” Dax tried, as Ree shouted, “Sailing!” Then Dax: “How to weather the fundamental loneliness of existence.”

Marin stared at him, while Perri let out a concerned query.

“It’s just something I think about sometimes,” Dax said. “Don’t you?”

She shook her head. “Is that what they teach you to sing about in the conservatory?”

“We do have classes to train our minds to contemplate…” He narrowed his eyes and studied her. “You’re laughing at me.”

She was pressing her lips together and trying not to laugh. “Never.”

“‘It’s the function of art to examine the pain of life,’” Dax said in an affected accent. “That’s a direct quote from Grandmaster Olenco. He teaches Philosophy of Music.”

Ree rattled his branches. “I don’t get it. Music isn’t pain.”

“Olenco believes that the highest purpose of art is to remind us of our shared pain. He considers that the only important music—the rest he calls mere entertainment.”

“And what do you say?” Marin asked. “Do you agree? Do you think the only important music is about pain?” It bothered her in ways she couldn’t explain to think that he could consider Ree’s song about the sea, or that long tavern ballad, unimportant.

He looked at her, and his smile turned serious. “No, I don’t. All art—serious, frivolous, and everything in between—exists to say, ‘You are not alone.’ I think it’s equally, if not more important to share joy as it is to share pain.” Dax was still looking straight into her eyes, and she felt as if something had shifted—and it wasn’t just the wind. He then added, “But of course, Olenco’s class was the only one in the conservatory that I nearly failed.”

“Olenco was an idiot,” Ree declared.

Dax smiled. “I won’t tell him you said that.”

Marin focused her attention on the sails, which had begun to luff. She guided the bow so they were back on a broad reach. She checked their course once more against the Night Queen and then said, “Perri was saying that we should sing about the stars.”

There was an affirmative trill from off the port side of the sailboat.

“How did you know that?” Ree asked, awed.

She shrugged.

“Before we sing about them,” Dax said, “would you teach me how to navigate by them?” He glanced at Ree and corrected, “Teach us?”

“Yes, yes, yes!” Ree cheered.

Looking up, she explained which star was which. The Night Queen was the only one with a fixed position, but in different seasons, other constellations could be depended on to be in particular regions of the sky. You could measure their position against the horizon and calculate a near-exact latitude and longitude. Using the map, she explained how to navigate, pointed out a few particularly treacherous regions of the sea—an area known for whirlpools, another region rife with kraken, the kelp forest with its kelp creatures—and she pointed out the few islands that roved, including the floating islands of the cloud bears, which were unreliable for navigation. You wanted to use islands that didn’t move around, if you were navigating by earthly landmarks. The stars were a more reliable option.

They traded stories of the constellations back and forth. Ree had heard a few from the gardeners of Belde, and Dax knew a different set from the lyrics of collected songs. All of Marin’s were gleaned from her travels. As the moon shone down on them and the sea, they drifted from talking about the stars to singing about them.

Dax chose a simple melody to start with: derived from Ree’s tune about how much he loved the blue-blue sea. He refined it and taught it to Ree. “You’ll be the lead voice on this one. I’ll want you up on the mast, belting as loud as you can.”

Excited, Ree quivered. “I can do that!”

“Marin, after he sings the first verse, I want you to come in on the chorus and all subsequent verses. You’ll sing a third higher, and I’ll sing a third lower.”

“Sure,” Marin said.

“Great!”

“What’s a third?”

He taught her the notes, and she added them to Ree’s melody. He wove in his own voice, lower than Ree’s, and she heard the chords they made. “We can vary it a little too…” He saw Marin’s expression and changed to: “But let’s start with this.”

After they’d sung it through a few times, he instructed Perri to add his own vocals, rounding out the sound. It was still the simple song, led by Ree’s sweet tenor, but with all the harmonies and layers it was transformed into something more—something that felt as glorious and pure and profound as the stars above.

Olenco is an idiot. You can’t tell me this isn’t important. Meeting Dax’s eyes as they sang, she was certain that he felt the same.

That said … she still wasn’t certain anyone would pay to hear them sing.

At that moment, though, with the music and the waves swelling around them and the stars as their audience, she didn’t care.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Curled in their winter coats (and, in Ree’s case, leaves), they slept on the deck beneath the stars, with Perri nudging the sailboat every so often to stay on course. After the sun rose, Marin retrieved her maps from the cabin, thankful that the cabinet she stowed them in had been spelled to be watertight. She spread the map of the northern islands out on the deck, and she, Dax, and Ree crowded around it.

“I haven’t sailed in this region before—my runs are usually in the southern islands,” Marin said. “But we could stop here.” She tapped a tiny island labeled Suzu. “See if they want to trade some bread for a song or two.”

“Bread and coin,” Dax said. “Don’t undervalue music.”

“I don’t undervalue music. Just my contribution to it,” Marin said. “I’m not an actual musician with professional training like some people on this boat.” She still didn’t think anyone would pay to hear her sing. Dax, yes, but her? And a shrub? Okay, Perri was amazing and unusual, and Ree did have a pretty voice … but they were a far cry from professional musicians. She’d never stepped foot beyond the dock at the conservatory.

He huffed. “First, you don’t need professional training to be a musician. Anyone can make music. It’s for everyone who wants to put what’s inside them out into the world. And second, anyone who makes music is an ‘actual musician.’”

“I’m guessing Grandmaster Olenco would not agree.” She wondered if Dax fit into his conservatory at all. Maybe he was better off out here, with them … She shuttled that thought to the side. It wasn’t one she had the luxury to explore, not without raising her hopes unreasonably high. He had a destiny.

“A lot of the grandmasters wouldn’t agree,” Dax admitted. “But they have plenty of terrible opinions, like that you can’t have pie for breakfast.”

Marin mock-gasped, and Ree giggled.

By afternoon, they’d practiced two additional songs, with Dax as their composer and conductor. He brought out his tri-lute for the second one. For the third, Perri was the lead voice, and they created percussion using buckets that Marin had on the sailboat. Ree particularly liked smacking a bucket with his branches to create a timpani-like sound.

By afternoon the next day, they’d reached the island of Suzu. Marin sailed into port while scanning the shore of the town. She felt nervous in a way she never did when she sailed to an island as a supply runner. She tied off to a mooring not far from the main dock.

“Ree, do you want to announce us?” Dax suggested.

“Yes!” He scampered to the top of the mast. “Um, as what?”

Dax smiled at Marin. “Captain Marin and Her Musical Crew.”

Marin felt her face blush bright red. “You can’t…”

But Ree was already bellowing, “Come one, come all, for the first ever performance of Captain Marin’s Musical Crew Extravaganza! Hear the melodious sounds of the sea! All donations accepted!”

Dax met Marin’s eyes with a grin. “He’s a natural.”

“I’m never going to be able to show my face in this port again,” Marin muttered.

As a crowd began to gather at the edge of the harbor, Ree began to sing, belting out his melody about the blue-blue sea. Marin watched the faces—a few confused, a few amused, and a few tolerant, the way you’d look at a child who was proudly showing his artwork. Some of the dockworkers listened for a few seconds and then wandered away, but others drew closer until there was a clump of them.

The islanders of Suzu were all of various shades of pastel—pink, blue, teal, and lemon—and they all wore a brightly colored feather of some kind, woven into their hair or sewn into their jackets and pants. The houses were painted just as bright as the feathers, and she noticed that every house boasted an array of birdhouses nailed to their fronts, usually beneath the eaves of the roof or by the windows. Other birdhouses were on the tops of tall poles, and there were multiple fountains in the town square beyond the docks.

Birds were, apparently, a thing here.

She saw several birds with jewel-toned feathers flying in and out of the houses and splashing in the fountains. I’m thinking they don’t have many winged cats on Suzu …

And then there was no more time to think about birds or cats or anything else because it was her cue. She added her voice to Ree’s, and Dax joined in as well, turning the single melody into a rich harmony. More villagers drifted closer to listen.

After the chorus, Perri rose out of the water beside the sailboat and trumpeted multiple crystal clear notes at once, and Marin saw the audience collectively gasp.

By the time they left Suzu, they had a basket of fruit, several loaves of bread, and a pouch of coins that Marin tucked into her pocket with the heartsinger ruby.



The quartet sailed and sang, crafting new songs on the open water and performing them in the harbors of the villages that lay along the way. Some islanders were absolutely thrilled with the impromptu concert and showered them with gifts and offered accommodations for the night. Others didn’t particularly care but were pleasant about it, usually offering at least a hot beverage to Marin and Dax and a scoop of fresh water for Ree’s root ball.

The new mast was spectacularly solid and well-made, and the new winches operated fine, especially when Marin greased them with fish guts (which smelled a bit but worked). But as they traveled, the patched sail began to strain at the seams. It had taken the brunt of the winds in the magic storm, and there were spots that were fraying again, the fabric already weak.

“We’ll need to repair it at the next island,” Marin said.

“What’s the next island?” Dax asked. He was seated on the prow, scrubbing out the pot they’d used to make fish stew for last night’s dinner and today’s breakfast-lunch. It had been seasoned excellently with some kind of ground pepper mixed with other spices local to the last island.

“Ree?” Marin called.

“Yes, Captain!” Ree consulted the map. “It’s called Caltrey.”

“Hmm, I’ve never heard of it,” Dax said.

“A lot of the outer islands are too ordinary to make it into your ballads,” Marin said.

“There should be more songs about the ordinary,” Ree declared. “Like this. Right now. Us together. You, eating fish stew. Dax, scrubbing the pot.”

Marin laughed. “I’m not sure even Dax could come up with a good fish stew song.”

Dax held up the scrub brush. “That sounds like a challenge.” Deepening his voice, he sang, “You dip your spoon into the stew, and your heart, it follows—”

Sliding closer to the boat, Perri flicked his fin and splashed Dax.

Marin laughed harder. “Child prodigy, and that’s what you come up with?” She laughed so hard that she started to cough. She pounded on her chest until she caught her breath. Ahh, that was good. She couldn’t remember laughing so often or so hard before Dax and Ree came on her boat. “‘You dip your spoon into the stew’?”

“It’s a first draft!” Dax wiped the sea spray from his face.

“Just to be clear,” Marin said, “I’m not singing that.”

“But it’s nice!” Ree said. “It’s nice to celebrate doing things together.” He warbled, “You dip your spoon into the stew, and you know just what to do!”

Dax sang, “You dip your spoon into the stew—”

Ree finished, “And the sea comes into view!”

Both of them sang in harmony: “You dip your spoon into the stew, and your heart, it follows.” Then Dax: “If the stew is true—” Then Ree: “And the sea is blue!” And Dax: “You’ll know just what to do!”

Marin was laughing so hard that tears popped into her eyes, salt mingling with the sea spray. “There’s zero chance an audience wouldn’t think that’s a euphemism.”

“What’s a euphemism?” Ree asked.

“A euphemism,” Dax said, “is when you substitute one phrase for another that might not, um, be polite? Or, um, talked about publicly. And I did not mean it as a euphemism.”

“Mean what?” Ree asked. “I don’t understand.”

Marin and Dax glanced at each other, their eyes met, and both of them dissolved into laughter again. As they caught their breaths, they heard the sound of trumpeting across the waves. Perri rose up in the water and swiveled his head.

Out in the distance, a pod of sea serpents was leaping out of the water, one after another in a rainbowlike cascade of iridescent scales and feathery fins.

Perri let out a squawk and then a cascade of trumpeted glory. He plunged beneath the surface, and she saw his back fin slicing through the water, speeding toward the pod. He was swimming so fast that the sea roiled around him, creating a path of frothing water.

The pod switched directions to swim toward him, and she counted nearly a dozen serpents in the water, all of varied length and size and color, far more than she’d ever seen.

“Friends of yours?” Ree asked.

Marin shook her head. She couldn’t help feeling as if a hand were clenched around her heart. She and Perri had sailed between the islands together for two years and never encountered a pod of sea serpents. Occasionally, they’d sight one in the distance, but never this many.

And Perri had never acted like this before.

“Family?” was Ree’s second guess.

“I don’t know.” Marin tacked into the wind, following the trail of churning water.

“Are we following him?” Dax asked. “Are you sure that’s safe? We don’t know if the other serpents are friendly.”

He did have a point. She hadn’t heard of other sea serpents who were willing to befriend a human. Most stories of encounters with serpents ended in shipwrecks. Actually, most sightings were distant. Serpents were capable of swimming much faster than any wind-powered craft, and they typically avoided ships. Some people didn’t even believe sea serpents existed, at least until Marin and Perri rolled into their harbor. Releasing the sail, she let it luff in the wind, and the sailboat slowed.

Ahead, she saw Perri race into the midst of the pod. Sea serpents weaved together, rising out of the water and twisting together. The sea around them churned and foamed. Screeches and calls clattered together.

Dax winced. “I guess that answers the question of whether every sea serpent can sing or if Perri is just special.”

“Perri is special.” Marin’s eyes were glued to the tangle of serpent bodies out in the sea. She felt as tangled inside as their bodies in the water. He’d been alone, or alone with a human, for so long. They’d found ways to understand one another, but it couldn’t be the same as being with his species. Sticking with her meant that he wasn’t searching for a mate, wasn’t raising his own family, wasn’t with friends who could do what he could do, go where he could go.

Marin swallowed hard. There was a lump in her throat, and her eyes felt hot. She wondered if a part of him had been searching for this—missing this—the whole time he was with her. How had he ended up caught in that passageway alone? Had he become separated from others, or had he chosen to be alone? What had he given up by sticking with her?

Had he left a family to swim with her? Had he been lonely? How much did she really know about Perri? I know he’s my friend. That was all she’d needed to know. So long as it was true, it was all she ever needed to know. His life, his past, was his to share or not. She watched him frolic with the pod of sea serpents. He looks happy.

Watching the sea serpents dancing with one another, Marin didn’t even notice she was crying until Ree asked, “Are you all right, Captain?”

She wiped her tears with the back of her hand. “I’m happy for Perri.”

She supposed she’d never expected the sea serpent to stay with her forever. It had been an unusual pairing from the beginning. She should feel lucky for the time he’d chosen to spend with her, instead of feeling like a piece of her had been yanked out through her throat.

“It’s nice to see him play with others of his kind,” Dax said.

“Wait,” Ree said. “What’s he doing?” He scampered up the mast again.

Perri was in the middle of the sea serpents. They’d untangled themselves and were swimming side by side through the frothing waves.

Ree cried, “Marin, why’s he swimming away?”

Marin didn’t trust herself to speak. She felt Dax watching her.

From the top of the mast, Ree shouted, “Perri! Come back!”

His little voice was carried away by the wind.

Marin let the tears fall again and told herself that it was good that he had, at long last, found his true family. Perri deserved that. He was the kindest, gentlest creature. She thought of her parents and how much she loved them and would do anything for them. He should be with others like him. She just hoped they appreciated his sense of humor. And his musicality. And his joy. She pictured him tossing fish into the air for seagulls …

He’s not dead, she told herself sternly. He’s home, at last.

It was a nice story with a happy ending. She should be happy for him.

She didn’t realize that Dax had moved until she felt his arms around her. She leaned against him and pressed her face into his warm, swashbuckling coat. He stroked her hair. It had happened so quickly. Marin thought at least he’d say goodbye. She drew in a ragged breath.

“Aren’t we going to follow him?” Ree asked. “Get him back?”

Perri had left voluntarily. She’d never force him to stay with her. She wished she’d had the chance to say more, though. Did he know how much she’d loved sailing with him? Marin shook her head. In a thick voice, she said, “It’s his choice. Always his choice.”

Forlorn, Ree said, “I thought he liked singing with us.” He slid down the mast and waddled over to Marin and Dax.

“He did,” Dax said. “I could hear it.”

“He’s got his family now,” Marin said. Her voice broke midway through.

Ree flapped his branches. “He had a family already! Us!”

“Real family,” Marin clarified.

“Do I look imaginary to you?” Ree demanded. He then wrapped his branches tight around his root ball and rocked back and forth. “Marin…”

She pulled back from Dax and knelt beside the wax myrtle. “I know.” She opened her arms, and Ree scurried into them. Kneeling too, Dax wrapped his arms around both of them.

“He’s happy,” Marin repeated. “That’s what matters.” He’d come into her life suddenly and unexpectedly, and it made sense he’d leave it the same way. She tried to make herself okay with it. I’m not okay with it. But it was his choice, and she would never, ever take that from him. Everyone had the right to choose their own life.

“He’ll come back,” Ree said stoutly, but he pressed closer to her and Dax.

Eventually, they disentangled. Marin rose and looked across the sea. It was calm, with no smooth body of a sea serpent rising out of the waves. Overhead a seagull flew with the wind toward a distant speck of an island.

Wordless, tearless, Marin steered her sailboat toward Caltrey.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The island of Caltrey was completely adorable, with cobblestone streets, winged cats perched on the roofs, and a light layer of snow over everything, but Marin wasn’t in the mood to appreciate its adorableness. After tying off at the public dock, she paid the dockmaster and asked if she could hire someone to mend her sails. She could have told the story of how the sails came to need to be mended. It didn’t even need any embellishment. But without Perri … she just didn’t want to. She was instructed to go to the tailor two doors up from the bakery, near the fountain, which—the dockmaster proudly told her—was still running. Marin didn’t bother to ask why it wouldn’t be. Instead, she thanked her for the directions and beckoned to Dax and Ree.

Seeing Ree, the dockmaster brightened. “Oh my! You have one too?”

“One what too?” Marin asked.

“Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude,” the dockmaster said. “We thought our resident plant was one of a kind. He’s up at the jam shop, if you’d like to meet him.” To Ree and Dax, she said, “Welcome to Caltrey.”

“Is your plant from Belde?” Ree asked.

“Belde? Never heard of it. No, he’s from Alyssium, but he’s Caltreyan now.”

Marin thought again of the heartsinger ruby in her pocket, the one that would save her parents if she could complete the task she’d been hired to do: find Rijes Velk. “Has there been any news out of Alyssium since the … you know…” She wasn’t certain what word to use. Revolution was probably the right one, but her brain kept supplying words like chaos and destruction.

A revolution was lovely from a grand fix-the-world standpoint. Freedom from tyranny was a glorious goal, and the revolutionaries were heroes, sure, but she couldn’t stop picturing how much damage had been done to ordinary lives in the process. No one ever added them to the legends or included them in the history books. But Yarrow’s family had lost their home and their livelihood. And Rijes Velk … What had happened to her and the Great Library with all its history and treasures? Why can’t governments just … not be shitty in the first place? They were made up of people. Why couldn’t they just care about other people? Just a little bit? Was that so hard? If they did, then they’d make reasonable laws that helped everyone, and everyone could just go about their lives without ever knowing what a burning city smelled like, a floating corpse looked like, or what “defenestration” meant. As it was … We could make it all the way back to Alyssium with enough time and still not be able to complete the job. She could still fail the people she loved the most, just because a few people with power couldn’t manage to look beyond themselves and understand that the empire was not more important than its people. Gah! I shouldn’t have to think about any of this! She wasn’t a politician. She was just a sailor. A sailor who missed her sea serpent and had a terrible ex and just wanted to help her parents and make sure her librarian friend was okay, which she shouldn’t have to do in the first place, because what kind of monster would hurt a librarian?

Belatedly, Marin remembered she should listen to what the dockmaster was saying.

“We don’t get much traffic from the capital here,” the dockmaster said. “Last we heard was the provisional government was changing laws as fast as they could—you’ve heard the latest news that they lifted the law on magic use by non-sorcerers?”

She hadn’t heard that. That would be good news to bring back to Terlu, hopefully along with Rijes Velk. That was what she should be focusing on next. Except she couldn’t stop thinking about Perri and how much she missed him and how unfair it was that she had to worry about anything but missing her friend.

Should we have sailed after him?

No, he’d chosen to swim away. She had to respect his choice. She couldn’t have asked him to give up his chance to be with his own kind. No one I love should have to sacrifice for me. Not Perri. Not her parents. Not Dax.

“I hadn’t heard that,” Marin said. “Good to know.”

“It’ll help with the magic storms,” the dockmaster said, “which will be a blessing to us all.” She continued to chatter about how, without the emperor hoarding power and sending out his imperial investigators to harass ordinary people going about their ordinary lives, life was going to improve for everyone.

It would be nice not to experience another magic storm, but she couldn’t summon up the right amount of enthusiasm. Not with everything on her plate. Not with Iovar’s deadline and Perri’s absence weighing on her like an anchor inside her rib cage. She thanked the dockmaster again, and the three of them headed into town.

They smelled the bakery before they saw it—the heavy scent of cinnamon buns wafting down the windy street. “Oh, wow, that’s amazing,” Dax said.

“The village tailor is just beyond,” Marin said.

He headed directly for the bakery. “I’ll buy a few and meet you there?”

She didn’t have any reason to say no, except for a slight lurch in her stomach at the sight of another of her crew moving away from her. How much loss could she take? What if she just didn’t let Dax return to the conservatory? No, obviously no—he had the right to choose as much as Perri did. If he wanted to swim free, so be it.

Ree stuck by her side as they passed the bakery. Its window was open and a woman with tawny fur and a smudge of flour on her cheek was leaning out. A tabby cat with green wings sat beside her on the counter. She was chatting with a short, thin man with a crown of antlers as Dax approached and greeted them.

She kept going while Dax struck up a conversation.

The tailor’s shop was, as the dockmaster had said, beyond a fountain of a mermaid. Nestled in a curve of the street, the shop had an apple tree beside the front door, which, surprisingly, was still laden with apples, even though, by this time of year, the last harvest should have passed. Snow dusted the red fruit and the still-green leaves. Marin stared at it for a moment and then thought back to what the dockmaster had said about the change to the law against magic. She guessed people here really weren’t worried about being turned into statues, or whatever else used to be meted out as punishment for unauthorized magic.

It was the first positive proof she’d seen that the revolution might actually help ordinary people, instead of just burning down their homes and destroying their lives. She tried to allow that to make her feel better.

It didn’t.

She still had a serpent-size ache in her heart.

“How long do you think it’ll take to mend the sails?” Ree asked.

Marin opened the door and poked her head into the shop. She heard the whirr of a sewing machine and spotted a young man with curly hair seated behind it. He was focused on feeding fabric beneath it, as he pumped on a pedal that caused a wheel to spin and the needle to plunge down, then up. Softly, she called, “Hello?”

He paused and looked up.

“Do you fix sails?” she asked.



After everything was arranged with the tailor, Marin and Ree headed back to the bakery to meet Dax. Seated on a stool inside the bakery, he’d shoved a cinnamon bun into his mouth. Sugar dotted his cheeks.

“You could chew,” she told him.

“It’s delicious,” he said around the gob of pastry.

The baker beamed at him, then at her and Ree. “Free cinnamon bun to every new arrival. And can I offer you some fresh soil, my good shrub? I can have Tobin dig some up for you, if you’d like. I’m Bryn. Tobin’s my nephew.” She waved her hand toward the window, as if her nephew were lurking outside, ready to dig soil as needed. Perhaps he was.

“The sails won’t be ready until tomorrow,” Ree told Dax.

“I’m Marin,” Marin said to the baker. “You’ve met Dax, and this is Ree. They’re my crew.” And Perri. She felt the lump in her throat again, and she forced herself to smile anyway as she accepted the cinnamon bun.

The winged cat curled around her ankles, and Marin thought of her home island, suddenly missing it so much that she could barely breathe. She realized the baker was studying her, and she bit into the bun.

Sweetness filled her: light, flaky pastry, and cinnamony sugar. It was perfection in a pastry, and she felt like crying again, which wasn’t like her at all.

Gently, Bryn said, “Do you want to talk about it?”

Ree piped up. “We miss our friend.”

“Ahh. I’m so sorry.”

“He’s with his family, recently reunited,” Marin said quickly, so she wouldn’t think there had been a death. It didn’t require that kind of sympathy. “He’s fine. He’s happy.”

“But you miss him,” Bryn said. “Understandable.”

A woman with red hair stuck her head through the back door. Heat poured out along with her. She was sweating, and her hair stuck to her cheeks and forehead. “I hate your ovens, Bryn.”

“You’re supposed to bake the dough, not yourself, Radane,” Bryn said.

The woman she’d called Radane fixed her eyes on Marin, Dax, and Ree. “Oh, hello. You’re new. Pretend you didn’t see me. I’m not here.” She ducked back into the kitchen.

“She has family issues,” Bryn said to them. “Hoping for the opposite of a reunion.”

Dax nodded. “We didn’t see her.”

“See who?” Ree asked.

Marin thought he was being sweet until she realized he was on the floor behind Dax’s shoes and probably hadn’t been able to see the red-headed woman. At any rate, whatever the situation was with Radane, it wasn’t their problem. Their problem was how to spend the time until the sails were fixed without dwelling on Perri too much. “Any suggestions for what we can do in town until we’re ready to sail again?” Marin asked.

“You should visit Kiela and Caz’s Jam Shop,” Bryn said. “Caz would love to meet your chlorophyll-filled friend. Also, the jam is excellent, and I’m not just saying that because Kiela’s my best friend.” She gave them directions before going through the back door to help with the ovens.

Finishing off the cinnamon roll, Marin licked her fingers. So far, two people had told them to go to this jam shop. She didn’t see any reason why not to.

Dax shrugged. “I like jam.”



Marin climbed the picturesque stairs on the side of a cliff. At the top, the cliff was edged with beach roses, all past their peak. Their branches were dusted with snow, but red rose hips still clung to them like little jewels. She stood looking out at the sea while Dax and Ree climbed up after her.

She realized she was looking for a certain sea serpent and made herself turn away. He made his choice, and I’m happy for him. She was going to keep repeating that until she believed it.

The path led to a forest of firs and … birches? Other trees? Whatever. Marin wasn’t an expert on the names of trees, but it seemed like a very nice forest. She glimpsed an apple-red bird with a tail of white flower blossoms flying between the trees.

Eventually, they emerged in front of the most picturesque cottage that Marin had ever seen. It was absurdly cute, nestled beneath the pines. She could hear the ocean crashing, even though she couldn’t see it, and guessed that there was water access nearby.

There was also a chicken running out the front door, which was surprising.

It was chased by a small round cactus that rolled after it.

“Meep!” the cactus shouted.

All three of them stopped and stared as the chicken darted into the forest, and the cactus raced after it.

“Not from Belde,” Ree reported. “At least, I don’t know them.”

They proceeded toward the jam shop. Like the bakery, it had a window with a counter, but the window was closed. Marin knocked on the door. “Hello? Are you open?”

“One minute!” a voice called from inside.

She heard muffled voices, and then the same voice—a woman—said, “Larran, when you said you alphabetized … you didn’t treat ‘The’ as the first word, did you?”

A man’s voice said something back.

“It’s fine. Fine. You don’t have to redo it.” Then: “I mean, yes, someone has to redo it, but it doesn’t have to be you. You can check on Sian and the other mares.”

A third voice piped up, “I’ll get the door.”

A few seconds later, the door swung open, and Marin saw no one.

“Welcome to Kiela and Caz’s Jam Shop!” the third voice said. “How can I help you? Oh hey, hi, you’re a wax myrtle. Great to meet you! I’m Caz.”

Marin looked down to see a large spider plant, roughly the size of a dog, squatting in the doorway. He’d extended a tendril toward Ree as if to shake greenery.

“I’m Ree!” Ree said. He tapped the tendril with one of his leafier branches. “I’m a sailor and a wax myrtle. This is my captain and my conductor. Do you sing?”

“Nope,” Caz said. “I make jam. And magic.”

From inside the cottage, the woman’s voice called, “Remedies!”

Ignoring her, the spider plant said to Ree, “Apologies for the personal question, but do you know whether, if we’re divided, our babies will be sentient?”

“Um…” Ree said.

“Purely a theoretical inquiry at this point,” Caz said, “but my tendrils are becoming unruly, and I could re-pot them, but would that mean fatherhood? Because I’m not sure I’m ready for fatherhood. Meep and I have been discussing it, but to bring children into a world in flux … It’s just a lot to worry about, you know?”

Before poor Ree could figure out what to reply, a woman with blue skin and dark blue hair came around the corner of a set of shelves holding jars of jam. “Hello, I’m Kiela. Are you here for jam or remedies?” She addressed this to Ree, rather than the two humans.

“The law changed,” Caz reminded Kiela. “You can call them what they are.”

“Old habits,” Kiela said, unrepentant. “Most of our remedies help with plants. Accelerate growth and such.”

“Ooh, Yarrow would love that,” Ree said.

He would. And so would Terlu. “We know people who care for a lot of plants,” Marin explained.

“My family,” Ree put in.

“A lot of sentient plants?” the spider plant asked.

“I’m from the Greenhouse of Belde,” Ree said proudly. “The sorcerer Laiken made many of us, before he died.”

“Oh, I’ve read about him,” Kiela said, interested. “It was never confirmed that he’d created sentient plants, but it was whispered. You said he died? Of course, he must have. He’d be ancient by now, though I have read that some sorcerers do find ways to extend their lives…” She looked down at Caz. “Do you think they’d like…” She trailed off and raised her eyebrows.

“I think they absolutely would like,” Caz said.

“I was thinking of adding a few more entries,” Kiela said.

“There’s nothing that says we can’t do multiple editions,” Caz said. “If you keep fiddling with it, you’ll never release it, and I think a plant from Belde would know exactly what to do with it.”

Marin looked from the spider plant to the blue woman and back again. “What are we talking about?”

“Knowledge is meant to be shared,” Kiela said. “Books were never meant to be locked up. Hoarding them, keeping knowledge from people, is the same as hoarding magic. It’s wrong.”

“You sound like a revolutionary,” Dax commented.

Kiela shot him a look.

He held up his hands. “Which is great. They weren’t wrong. It’s true for music too—it’s not meant to be limited to concert halls only attended by the wealthy. It should be spread and shared.”

“Exactly,” Kiela said, mollified. “Larran, can you bring…”

A man poked his head around the corner, smiled at them, and handed Kiela a book. “Are there any other words that shouldn’t be included when I alphabetize?”

“Skip ‘A’ and ‘An’ also.”

“What about ‘Of’?”

“Just ‘A,’ ‘An,’ and ‘The.’ ‘Of’ is considered a significant enough word. You don’t have to—”

He smiled at her adoringly. “I want to.” He then disappeared back behind the jam shelves into the heart of the cottage. Wow, that man is smitten, Marin thought.

Kiela held the book out to Marin. “It’s designed for use by ordinary people, with an emphasis on remedies—spells, if we’re speaking plainly—that help with gardening. This is an early sample. As soon as we can figure out how to efficiently create multiple copies, we’re planning to circulate them to as many islands as possible, to help counter the damage that’s been done over the years by the empire.”

Marin studied it. This would be perfect for Terlu Perna. It would convince her like nothing else would that the law had truly changed, and she was safe from punishment. She dug into her pocket and pulled out several coins. “How much?”

“Also, a jar of raspberry jam,” Dax added.

“Good choice,” Caz said. To Ree, he said conspiratorially, “You probably won’t like it. It’s sticky. But humans seem to love it.”

“Humans are weird,” Ree agreed. “But I like mine.” Affectionately, he patted Marin’s ankle with a branch.

“Same,” Caz said.

The two plants chatted more as Marin completed her transaction with the jam-maker. They exchanged pleasantries, and Marin let her know about the chicken and the cactus. Kiela said it was nothing to worry about—they liked to play together.

With their purchases, Marin, Dax, and Ree headed back through the forest. Marin thought she heard the squawk of a chicken, but she wasn’t certain. She also thought she saw a wisp of cloud between the trees, but she was certain that was just her imagination. She’d heard of “cloud bears,” or forest spirits, but they were said to live near the flying islands, way to the west beyond where she’d ever sailed.

Marin held the spellbook in one hand and the railing with the other as she descended the cliff down to the beach. Dax and Ree followed her, and she heard the light plop of branches as Ree hopped from step to step. Offshore, she saw a herd of merhorses playing at the end of a stone jetty. She tried not to think too hard about the fact that they were merhorses, not a certain special sea serpent.

The spellbook was a nice find. She just hoped it wouldn’t turn out to be a consolation gift for failing to find Rijes Velk. It wasn’t worth the cost of the ruby. Still, she thought that Terlu would appreciate it. Hopefully, she’d be able to deliver both news of the head librarian and the spellbook to Belde.

As soon as the sail is mended, we’ll be on our way.

Marin tried to focus on that. It should make her happy—they were nearly to Alyssium. This was their final stop. Once the sail was fixed, they’d be able to make the last leg in just a couple days, if the weather cooperated.

They spent the rest of the afternoon in the tiny town, until it was time to check with the tailor on his progress with the sails. As they were heading for the shop, they heard shouting from the harbor. Marin glanced up as all the winged cats took off from their perches and flew toward the harbor.

“What’s going on?” Dax asked a villager who was hurrying past them.

“Most amazing thing,” the man said. “There’s a sea serpent in the harbor. And it’s tossing fish to the winged cats.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Out in the harbor, Perri was cavorting between the boats. Seagulls and winged cats were circling above him, catching the fish that he flung into the air.

“Perri!” Marin cried.

The sea serpent trumpeted at them.

“I thought you…” She couldn’t finish that sentence. Her throat felt clogged, and her cheeks were wet. Around her, villagers were staring at her, but she didn’t care. He’d come back! Why? He’d found his family. She didn’t see any other serpents in the harbor with him. He must have left them. For me? Shoving the spellbook at Dax, Marin ran to the end of the dock.

Perri swam up to the end and lifted his head out of the water. He touched his snout to her head. She reached her arms wide and wrapped them around his face. His sea-blue eyes swirled.

“What about your family?” she asked him.

He splashed her with a fin.

“Told you,” Ree said smugly behind her. “We’re his family.”

Marin didn’t know what to say, but she felt herself smiling so wide that her cheeks hurt. She didn’t even mind that the seawater was freezing and now dripping down her neck. She laughed out loud.

She heard Dax murmur, “He came back. I didn’t … I didn’t know anyone did that.” He then added, equally softly, “Except this crew. You came for me, when the city burned. And now Perri…” Louder, he said, “It’s good to see you again, my friend.”

Marin stroked the ridge over Perri’s swirling eye. He purred.

With a snort at Marin, Perri dove beneath the dock. He came up on the opposite side of her sailboat. He trilled a question and then began to sing the opening notes of Ree’s song.

“Yay!” Ree said. “Marin, can we?”

She laughed. “Sure.”

He tumbled onto the boat and scrambled up to the top of the mast. With no hesitation, no preamble, and no request for donations, Ree launched into his song about the blue-blue sea. She and Dax joined in on the chorus, adding the harmony. Cheerfully dancing in the waters around the dock, Perri waited until his moment and then caroled his notes so loudly that they traveled through the cobblestone streets, drawing out the islanders until the dock was packed.

Marin, though, didn’t look at any of them. Her eyes were only on Perri, Dax, and Ree. Her crew. When had she let all of them into her heart so deeply? And how badly was it going to hurt when one of them left her for good?

She tried not to dwell on it and instead sang as purely and proudly as she could.



With freshly mended sails and a basket full of cinnamon buns, they set off shortly after dawn. Marin knew the route. From Caltrey, if they sailed full speed and nonstop through two days and one night, they’d reach Alyssium by the next nightfall. But she didn’t plan to sail full speed. She didn’t love the idea of arriving in the city after sundown. She had no idea what to expect. Fire? Flood? Famine?

Or worse, everything would be fine, and then Dax would return to the conservatory.

She’d just gotten Perri back; she wasn’t ready to lose Dax.

She’d tried so hard not to get attached to anyone and had failed entirely. Hadn’t she learned anything? Apparently not. She snuck a glance at Dax, who was fiddling with his tri-lute while seated by the prow. He’d taken off his coat in the sunshine, and his arms were exposed. His purple hair was braided, a practical kind of braid to keep it from tangling in the wind. He looked as if he belonged here, on Silver, with her.

He doesn’t. She knew that, at least in her head. He was supposed to be in the conservatory, composing masterpieces that would live on for eternity, not entertaining villagers dockside with a ragtag chorus of untrained … whatever we are. He had a grand destiny, a purpose chosen for him, blah blah blah. Regardless of that, he deserved more than what she could offer him on her boat—days and days on the sea, magic storms that would toss them who-knows-where, and only her, a shrub, and a serpent for company.

She just wasn’t ready for him to leave yet. Nearly losing Perri had been enough of a blow.

Dax looked up at her and smiled.

I can’t keep him here.

This wasn’t supposed to be his life. It was hers. Her choice. Her dream. Her boat. She wondered if he realized that returning to Alyssium meant returning home. He hadn’t said a word about it, but of course he had to know that this was it: their last sail together.

“Ree, want to handle the sails?” Marin asked.

“Really? You think I’m ready?” Ree squeaked. He scurried across the deck and plopped next to her. Rocking back and forth, he murmured to himself, “I’m a sailor. I can do this. I’m a sailor. I can do this…”

She politely pretended she couldn’t hear the murmuring over the wind. “Sure, you’re ready. You’ve seen me do it. Just keep an eye on the wind.” She pointed to one of the lines. “What’s this?”

“Mainsail sheet,” he answered promptly.

She pointed at another line.

“Jib sheet.”

The wind was steady, and she’d be only a few feet away. “You’ll do great.”

Ree steadied himself, and she ducked into the cabin and returned with a crate for him to stand on. On the crate, if he extended his branches, he could reach the helm and the sheets, though not both simultaneously.

She crossed the deck to the bow and sat next to Dax. After taking off her boots, she dangled her feet off the front of the boat. Spray spattered her feet and ankles, dampening the hem of her pants, as they cut through the water. In the distance, she spotted the island of Faysa, which lay east of Caltrey, followed by Charik south of that—they were still well beyond the more populated islands, but at least these had familiar names, which meant they were at last truly on their way back to Alyssium. “What do you love most about the conservatory?”

“All the music,” he said immediately. “You wake, there’s music—the bells that welcome the dawn. You eat breakfast, there’s someone warming up their voice or their instrument. Then it’s classes, either teaching them or taking them. Practice, of course. This time of year, everyone should be preparing for the winter solstice concert … It’s one of the grandest of the year. You should see it! Or more accurately, hear it. Hundreds of voices! Hundreds of instruments! It begins with the oldest music known to us—drumbeats that mimic a heartbeat, and then it journeys through the history of music on the Crescent Islands. It’s a five-day celebration, and on the fifth day, that’s when the new pieces are debuted.”

“Your opus,” Marin said.

“It would have been this solstice.”

It still could be, if the conservatory stood, if Alyssium hadn’t fallen. They’d find out soon. She didn’t say that out loud. Instead, she said, “It sounds wonderful.”

“I used to think it was the best place in the universe,” Dax said. She noticed the past tense and tried not to read anything into it. “Until I was about twelve, I thought everyone felt the same way I did—that we were the lucky ones, to grow up with our gift encouraged, surrounded by music, taught by grandmasters, praised for our every success. I liked the clarity: Play well, you’re valued. Don’t play well, don’t work, don’t practice, don’t strive … There was another child prodigy, two years older than me. Keerik. He was an even better musician than me. He could look at an instrument and see how to turn its flaws into beauty. And his voice—it was like Perri’s but from a human throat. He had this incredible range…” Dax sighed, his eyes bright with memory. “When I was younger, I’d be paired with him for duets all the time, and then when I turned twelve, nothing. He’d never pop up on my schedule. Never saw him at practice or in classes.”

“Voice change?” she guessed.

“That’s what the professors said. What everyone said. We were told that he was embarrassed and not to ask him about it. So no one did, except for me, because I couldn’t imagine not singing, even if I sounded terrible. I went to his room one night—I brought him his dinner because he refused to come to the dining hall.”

Behind her, Ree let out a little squeak as the sail shimmied. She deliberately didn’t turn around. A few seconds later, the sail filled with air again. “What did he say? Keerik.”

“He laughed, and then he said there was nothing wrong with his voice. He just didn’t want to sing anymore. He’d had enough music. He wasn’t going to sing or play or practice or perform. He was done.” Absently, Dax strummed on the tri-lute, and then his fingers plucked out an errant melody, one that matched the lap of the waves on the hull as they sailed along. “I didn’t believe him, mainly because I couldn’t understand. How can you be done with something as fundamental as music? Obviously something was wrong. I begged him to tell me what. Truth is: I was terrified it would happen to me, that I’d suddenly lose everything that made me special, that made the professors fawn over me, that allowed me to call the conservatory home. But he proved it. He sang for me, just for me. One last song, he said. And his voice had changed, and it was even more extraordinary than it was before, with a depth to his register that was as deep as the sea.” He fell silent, looking out over the water.

“What happened to him?” Marin asked. She could imagine a slew of horrible things.

“That night, after he sang for me, he left the conservatory,” Dax said. “I didn’t know it was possible to leave, to want to leave, and it made me start to think about what was out there.”

“A lot of water,” Marin said.

He grinned. “Yes, a lot of water. But so much else too. I like to think that he found a place that made him want to sing again. A place—or a person—who showed him joy.” Dipping his head down, he played with another melody on the tri-lute. Out in the waves, Perri added harmony.

“How do you do it?” she asked Dax.

He didn’t look up. “Do what?”

“Keep your heart from breaking when you care too much.”

Now he looked at her. “I don’t.”

Ree shouted, “I see it! Alyssium! Yay! Ooh, Marin, I think we need to tack. We’re not, you know, heading toward the city, and I don’t know what to do.”

She returned to the helm, and together, with Marin coaching Ree, they tacked. It required several more tacks to aim for Alyssium, and she had Ree assist her with each one.

Ahead, the city looked fine.

Better than fine. It was sparkling so enthusiastically that it had to be magically enhanced. The spires looked as if they’d been drenched in jewels, and the north gate was gleaming like a torch, even though it was broad daylight. Clearly, the new government wanted to send a message that all was well. Whether it was or not … at least it was shiny.

“It’s not exactly subtle,” Dax said.

Marin agreed. “At least it’s an improvement over the flames.”

Ree said, “Maybe the Great Library will be okay, and we’ll find Rijes Velk, and we can all go back to Belde and celebrate the Winter Feast!”

That would be lovely. Unlikely, but lovely. If it did happen that way, she’d have plenty of time to deliver the ruby to her parents ahead of Iovar’s impossible deadline. The look on his face if she succeeded … That’s still a very big “if.”

She supposed the revolutionaries winning had been a very big “if” as well. She hadn’t thought it was possible, but the city was shining. She felt a flutter in her stomach that felt like hope—or like she’d swallowed a kaleidoscope of butterflies.

They sailed to the north gate. Marin lowered the sail and got out the pole as they approached. “Perri, stay below the surface,” she warned. Until they knew what to expect, she didn’t want him visible.

There were guards at the gate. “Resident or visitor?” one called down.

“Supply runner,” Marin called back. “Here for pickup.”

“Job are posted in Ceruli Square if you’ve room for more in your hold. Can’t guarantee the quality of pay, but there sure is quantity. Everyone’s rebuilding, if they can.”

“Appreciate the tip.”

They were allowed through with no further questions. She navigated the canals, choosing the most direct route to the Great Library. Inside the city, the sparkles weren’t visible, but it did look less under siege than prior visits. Fewer windows were boarded up, and there was traffic in the canals and on the bridges overhead. The city felt alive again.

It still bore scars, though.

She saw the scorch marks as they drew closer to the Great Library, as well as walls that had yet to be rebuilt, bridges that were under construction, and homes that looked too damaged to be safe for people to live in. It smelled, though, more like it used to: a mix of fresh bread and rotten seafood.

“Everything okay, Perri?” Marin asked.

He blew bubbles then ducked under.

She rounded a corner and saw the Great Library. It still stood, mostly. One spire was dark, scorch marks on the stone, windows shrouded in black fabric, but the bulk of the building still stood. She wondered if any of the books inside had survived or if the structure had been hollowed out. She was afraid to ask.

As they entered the tunnel, there were a few boats, the kind of scows used by librarians for transporting books, already ferrying to and from the library dock. Ahead of them was a blue sailboat tied to the dock, and men and women in librarian tunics were unloading crates of food and jugs of olive oil. Another good sign—there were librarians here, and they were bringing in supplies. Perhaps things were back to normal?

A man in a librarian tunic bustled over to them as Marin tied off. “Delivery or pickup?”

“We’ve a message to deliver to the head of the Great Library, Rijes Velk,” Marin said. “It’s of a sensitive nature. Our instructions are to deliver it directly to her.” She said it with as much authority as she could. Until she knew the situation, she wasn’t about to reveal Terlu Perna’s name or location.

The librarian hesitated.

Marin felt her muscles tense. It was the kind of hesitation that heralded bad news. She’d gotten her hopes up when she saw the shimmer of the city and the usual, un-panicked traffic in the canals. She tried not to imagine the worst.

“Rijes Velk is no longer with the Great Library,” the librarian said.

Oh.

Oh no.

She pictured the head librarian the last time she’d seen her—on these docks, sending Terlu to safety while she stayed behind. She’d been a brave woman. It shouldn’t have come to this. Why did change have to come with so much pain? “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“You misunderstand,” the librarian said quickly. “I misspoke. She’s not dead.”

Marin felt her rib cage loosen. “Glad to hear it. You said she’s not here…?”

“She’s being held for questioning by the provisional government.”

That didn’t sound good. What did he mean by “held”? Marin opened her mouth to ask why she was being held, where she was, and when she would be released. The head librarian had done nothing wrong. Or probably hadn’t. Actually, Marin had no idea what Rijes had done or hadn’t done, outside of the one slightly illegal act that she personally knew of.

Dax stepped forward. “Who, specifically, is holding her and where?”

The librarian looked at each of them. “You’re friends of the head librarian?”

Could she say yes? Should she? “We’ve met multiple times,” Marin said, which was the truth. “She always struck me as a good person. She cared deeply about her librarians and the library. Why would she be arrested?”

“Not arrested,” the librarian said. “Not yet at least, so we’ve been told. I don’t know. None of us have seen her or talked to her in weeks. It’s all a mess. We’ve tried several routes and keep being shuffled around to different departments for answers. So far, our every attempt has met a dead end.” He raked his fingers through his hair, and she noticed he had dark shadows under his eyes from lack of sleep. “As I understand it, she’s stuck in a bureaucratic limbo, where no one will take responsibility for either arresting or releasing her.”

“Where is she being held?” Dax asked.

“That’s part of the problem.” He wrung his hands, twisting them anxiously. “It’s classified. Information is our business, yet no one will tell us. It’s highly upsetting.”

“Thanks for telling us what you could,” Marin said. She meant it, but … what did she do from here? Classified? She couldn’t go back to Belde and say that Rijes Velk was missing, no one knew where she was, but everyone assumed she was fine. That wasn’t an answer worthy of a heartsinger ruby. And it wasn’t an answer worthy of Rijes.

Marin began to untie from the dock.

But how was she supposed to find Rijes Velk now? This, as he said, was a dead end.

I failed.

The thought hit her like a fist. This is it. All the effort to reach Alyssium … All the worrying if I’d be on time … And the answer is “classified.”

She couldn’t return to Terlu and say Rijes was being held somewhere by someone for a reason Marin didn’t know. She’d have to return the ruby, find another miracle to save her parents, except now, with all the time eaten by the storm and their lengthy return, there wasn’t enough time left. Only three weeks until his deadline. It’s not possible. This was my only chance. She’d never be able to complete enough supply runs in time.

“If you don’t have another job after this,” the librarian asked hopefully, “would you be willing to take on passengers? My sister’s family is looking to leave Alyssium. I haven’t been able to find a runner that wasn’t already occupied.”

Shaking her head, she began, “I’m sorry, but I—”

“Please, could you at least bring it to the job board for supply runners?” He pulled a piece of paper out of one of the pockets of his tunic. “Can’t pay much, but they’re willing to go anywhere. All they want is a fresh start. Anywhere a runner is going will do. I haven’t been able to leave the library to get this to Ceruli Square, and they’re desperate.”

He sounded so worried that she relented. She couldn’t ferry his family anywhere, but she could take his note to the job board. She had to visit the board anyway. Without Rijes and the ruby, it was now her only hope. A slim hope. Only three weeks. “I can post it for you. Can’t promise anything more than that.” She accepted the piece of paper and tucked it into her pocket.

“Thank you. I appreciate it.” With a grateful and still-worried smile, he scurried back to the crates to help the others haul them up into the library.

Marin picked up the pole. She hesitated before she stuck it into the water again.

“Classified,” Ree muttered. “What does that mean?”

“It means I don’t know how to find her,” Marin said.

“Oh,” Ree said in a small voice.

She stared straight ahead and tried to ignore how her chest felt tight and her eyes felt hot. Even though she’d known it was possible she’d fail, she’d pinned so much on being able to locate at least news of Rijes Velk. This, though … This isn’t anything. It’s less than news.

“I might be able to find out more,” Dax volunteered. “If I ask the right people at the conservatory. The grandmasters have connections. Or had, at least.”

“You think they’d be willing to help?” She hated the idea of it, but she tried not to let it show. It wasn’t, technically, a terrible idea. The grandmasters could have useful contacts.

He shrugged. “It’s worth asking.”

Is it? Marin tried to think if she had any other option than bringing Dax back to that place. What price would the grandmasters demand for the favor? Once Dax entered, would he ever leave? Would this be it? She’d known this day was coming, but she still wasn’t ready for it to be so soon. On the other hand, there was so little time before Iovar’s deadline, and Rijes Velk didn’t deserve to be held where even the librarians couldn’t find her. Marin couldn’t just sail away from this.

Even if it means losing Dax? she asked herself.

I’m going to lose him anyway, she answered silently.

After a moment, Marin nodded. “All right then. To the conservatory.” She tried to sound cheerful, failed, and began poling out of the tunnel, with Perri trailing in their wake.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


“Come on,” Dax said, holding out his hand. “I want to show you … well, everything. The Great Hall. The practice rooms. Oh, and the fountain! You’ll love the fountain.”

“Rijes Velk,” Marin reminded him.

He waved his other hand airily. “Yes, absolutely, I’m going to ask, as soon as I find one of the grandmasters. Until then, let me show you my world. Ree? Do you want to come?”

Marin gazed at the stairs beyond the dock. Half of her wanted to see where Dax came from; the other half didn’t want to see the place she was going to lose him to. She felt an ache, right under her breastbone—it could get worse if she went up those stairs. “I should stay. Far more people want transport out of Alyssium than can afford it. Can’t leave a boat unattended.”

“Surely, Silver will be safe at the conservatory.”

She shrugged. It felt safe, but was it? They had no real idea what was happening inside the building, if peace was actually restored, if the provisional government had any clue what they were doing. The librarian hadn’t filled her with a whole lot of confidence in the competence of the new administration. Likely, they were overwhelmed and would be uninterested in the theft of a sailboat from a random supply runner.

Ree wrapped his branches around the mast. “I’ll stay and guard Silver.”

That was adorable, but—

The sea serpent flipped his tail out of the water, spraying the dock and the tunnel walls. A clear message: Stop being ridiculous and go.

He was right. She was making excuses. It was just … that stairwell looked like the kind of deep, dark cave you shouldn’t venture into.

His hand still extended, Dax said, “Perri and Ree will protect the boat.”

Marin raised her eyebrows. “You’ve gotten better at understanding him.”

“I’ve always been a quick learner. Are you coming?”

She saw the hope in his eyes. She couldn’t crush that, especially when she couldn’t even articulate why she felt so much foreboding. Coming here was a very sensible next step. The grandmasters could help. It didn’t necessarily mean goodbye just yet.

Without another word, Marin took Dax’s hand. His face lit up into a smile, and he tugged her toward the stairs with all the enthusiasm of a kid about to show off his collection of favorite toys, and then took the steps two at a time. A laugh burst out of her. It was sweet how excited he was to show her. Or how excited he is to be home. Her laugh faded as she realized that was the more probable truth. He’d been away from home for the first time. Of course he was happy to be back. He’d missed it.

This is where he belongs.

She’d known it, but now seeing it … Of course it was true. This was his home, and he wanted to be here. Her heart twisted at the thought. This was what the ache under her breastbone was trying to tell her.

He pulled her down a hallway with marble floors, stained glass windows, and walls covered in silver-and-gold mosaics. Everything gleamed, but she barely had a chance to look.

“The fountain is my favorite spot in the conservatory,” Dax said. “It was carved by … oh I don’t remember her name, a famous sculptor from a couple centuries ago. Gifted by the emperor on the summer solstice and enchanted by a trio of sorcerers. If you toss in a scroll of music, it will play it, regardless of what it is.”

“That must make for a lot of soggy paper,” Marin said.

“Well, yes, there’s a man whose job it is to dredge the dissolved paper out of the fountain every other day. During exam times, students use the fountain to help them study, and it gets clogged with paper. I don’t think the sorcerers thought it through entirely, but the music!” He led her through a doorway and then halted. “Oh. That’s … Oh no.”

Vast and opulent, the atrium looked like what Marin imagined a palace throne room would be like: vaulted stained glass ceilings, ornate golden pillars, pristine marble floor. In the center was a larger-than-life sculpture shaped into musicians: men and women playing a variety of instruments. Their faces were streaked with rust-colored stains, as well as blue and green. Water stains, she realized. This was Dax’s favorite fountain—or it had been.

“It’s beautiful,” she offered.

“It’s dry,” he said, distressed. “It’s never been dry.”

A voice called from across the atrium, echoing in the vastness. “Daxicend? Is that you?” An older man appeared in an archway—he wore a long blue robe and had a braided beard and a bald head that was tattooed with a circlet of musical notes. “Oh thank the sea! We didn’t know what happened to you!” His footsteps rang out on the marble as he hurried toward them.

Dax bowed slightly. “Grandmaster Harvo. The conservatory—is everyone all right?”

Panting, the grandmaster reached them. “Where have you been?” he scolded. “Searches went out for you. We’ve been monitoring the lists of the dead. You’re on the list of the missing!” He looked as if he wanted to shake Dax, but he didn’t touch him. Instead, he flapped his hands as impotently as a flightless bird.

“I didn’t mean to worry anyone,” Dax said. “Shiare must have told—”

“Yes, yes, she said you went off with some sailor.” His eyes fixed on Marin. He raised both his eyebrows expectantly and disapprovingly.

Marin tried not to scowl. Some sailor. Not the sailor who’d rescued all of them and transported them for free. She’d been reduced to just “some sailor.” How fun.

Dax laid his hand on Marin’s arm. “Grandmaster Harvo, may I introduce Captain Mariner of Flicker. She saved my life, as well as the lives of my colleagues, transporting us to safety during the chaos of the revolution.”

“All the others returned,” Grandmaster Harvo fussed. “You did not.” Belatedly, he added to Marin, “I thank you for your service. I will see you are granted a season pass to any and all concerts you desire.” He then looped his arm around Dax’s and began to lead him across the atrium. “You must be checked by our healers, and we must inform Grandmaster Vorac. He has been most concerned with your absence, especially with the winter solstice concert only days away! Your opus must be performed, and he has no idea of your progress.”

Unsure of what she was supposed to do, Marin followed. She wished she’d stayed on Silver with Ree and Perri. She’d never felt so much like she didn’t belong. She wanted to grab Dax and flee as far as she could. The magnificent Music Conservatory of Alyssium felt so … opulent yet empty …

This place is like a venomous jellyfish, luring you in. Or warding you off.

Grandmaster Harvo was speaking to Dax in a low voice. When they reached an arched doorway beyond the former fountain, Dax extracted his arm from Harvo’s and said, “One moment, please, Grandmaster.” He bowed and then crossed quickly to Marin.

Reaching her, he glanced over his shoulder at Harvo, then said softly, “I think I’ll have more luck if I speak to them solo. Apparently they were … upset … at my absence. I’ll have to smooth things over first, and…” He paused, searching for the right words.

“And that will be easier if the random sailor who stole you away isn’t nearby,” Marin finished for him. I don’t belong in this overly shiny world.

He gripped her arms. “That’s not … Look, right now, if we want to find Rijes, this is our best option. I promise I will do everything I can to locate her. I do have sway with these people.” He added, “I think. Anyway, I’ll have more luck if I talk to them alone.”

“Yes, sure, I understand.” She did. Of course she did. From their point of view … Whatever. She was the random sailor who’d taken him away from his great work. She swallowed hard and told herself it was fine. This wasn’t goodbye. He was just going to ask about Rijes Velk and then … what? Did she think he would just return to her and they’d sail away, happily ever after? She couldn’t help feeling as if the tide was receding, and there was no way to pull it back. “While you talk with the grandmasters, I’ll take care of that librarian’s request for transport.”

“Or you could stay here,” Dax said, his hands still on her arms. “I’ll arrange a guest pass. You can explore, listen to whatever music is being created—”

She shook her head. “You do what you need to do. I’ll make sure I’m back in…”

“An hour?” he guessed.

“An hour,” she agreed.

He glanced at Grandmaster Harvo, who was scowling, his bald head wrinkled. Dax released her but didn’t move away. “Can you find your way back to the dock?” he asked. “I’d take you myself, but grandmasters aren’t known for their patience. Once word spreads I’m here, they’ll descend en masse.”

Marin had the urge to kiss his cheek. With Grandmaster Harvo watching, she didn’t. She didn’t want to make things more difficult for Dax. “If you need a rescue…”

He grinned at her, the same grin that she’d seen daily on the sailboat. She wondered if he showed it often here. “I’ll be fine. You be careful.”

“Don’t worry about me. I have Perri.”

“And Ree,” Dax said.

“Bravest shrub ever.” Marin suddenly didn’t want to leave. She couldn’t shake the feeling that if she left him alone here, he wouldn’t step foot outside again. It wasn’t so much that he was in any physical danger. She didn’t think these people meant him harm. In fact, they clearly valued him. Or they value what he can do, which isn’t quite the same thing. She wondered if they even knew who he was, if they knew what made him smile, if they knew how he watched the sunrise and sunset every day over the sea as if it were new and miraculous.

Grandmaster Harvo cleared his throat.

Dax stepped back.

She thought for an instant that Dax wanted to leave with her right now, instead of following Grandmaster Harvo. No, I’m being ridiculous. Before she could do or say anything rash, Marin made herself turn and walk past the dry fountain toward the way she’d come. She listened for his footsteps as he left the atrium, and she didn’t turn around.



It didn’t take long to find Ceruli Square. As soon as Marin spotted the array of supply-runner boats clogging the canal, it was clear that this was the location of the job posting board. “Perri, Ree, watch Silver,” Marin instructed.

Just the top of Perri’s head was visible beside the boat, but he ducked beneath, and she felt his sinewy body supporting the sailboat, guiding it to where she could tie off. It was too busy to tie off at the dock, but she was able to loop a line around a lantern. A sidewalk—it barely qualified for that name; it was more of a ledge—ran along the side of the buildings, but it was wide enough that she could sidle along it to reach the steps to the plaza.

In the square, the job posting board was far larger and grander than the one on Dew. It required a ladder to reach the upper postings. Supply runners were clustered around, arguing over which posting to claim, and various residents were adding requests to the board. It was tempting to peruse the postings and take a few … You could make quite a bit of money this way, if you had the time.

She lurked on the outside of the clump, trying to decide where to pin the librarian’s request. Behind her, she heard a voice she recognized and turned to see Tavo, the supply runner, elbowing his way toward the board.

Marin waved to him. “Hey, Tavo! Good sailing!”

“Marin! Good seas!” He bustled over to her. “Glad you haven’t drowned.”

“You too. Hey, I’ve a job to add to the board, and I don’t—”

Tavo laughed. “You got it backward. Our kind are supposed to take jobs from the board, not put them up. But out of curiosity, what have you got and what does it pay?”

She showed him the piece of paper with the request from the librarian’s family. “Minimal pay, but they’re willing to be taken anywhere that isn’t here.”

He shook his head. “No runner will take on cargo for charity. Are you seeing this board? It’s a runner’s market. We can pick and choose. Everyone’s filling up their holds with as many jobs as they can take—the lucrative jobs only. You should too.”

Marin scanned the board again. It was cluttered with job after job, many ordinary but some from nobles who should have had their own fleet of runners to draw on but didn’t anymore. She could try to cobble together enough high-paying jobs to pay back her parents’ debt. If she gave up on Dax locating Rijes Velk, left immediately, and just executed as many as she could …

She frowned at the piece of paper in her hand. It listed an address and said they were willing to travel anywhere they could start a new life, but payment was a pitiful five bronze coins and a promise to work on the ship. That wasn’t even enough to cover the food they’d consume on any kind of journey longer than half a day. If Tavo was right, which she could plainly see he was, no one was going to go for that kind of deal.

As far as Marin knew, nobody else was looking for Rijes Velk either.

Dax will find out where she is.

After that … after the job was complete and her family’s debt was repaid … she could take as many of these jobs as she wanted. In fact, she could make Alyssium her main source of income—then she’d have a ready excuse to visit Dax at the conservatory regularly. It was a reasonable plan. So, why didn’t that thought make her happy?

“You still working runs between the southern islands?” Tavo asked.

Marin fixed him with a glare. “Yes, I’m keeping my route.”

He held out both hands. “I don’t want it. I’m northeast now. Easier sailing and pleasanter winds. It’s cold in those islands of yours this time of year. But I did happen to find myself in your region a while back…”

She kept glaring at him. “And?”

“I took a letter that needed to be delivered—you hadn’t picked it up. Fair game.”

She wanted to snap at him, but it was true that she’d been away from her route. If one of her usuals had raised a flag and she hadn’t responded, it was fair game for any passing supply runner—that was how it worked. “Fine. And?”

“As requested, delivered it to Eano, which by the way, has amazing weather. Also you should try the sweet-berry juice. It’s sold on nearly every corner—”

“Tavo, I don’t have all day.”

He pulled out a letter from one of his pouches. “Since Belde is on your usual route, I was hoping you could take it?” He widened his eyes as if he were a winged cat begging for a piece of fish.

She raised her eyebrows. She did plan to go back there to (hopefully) deliver news of Rijes Velk, as well as the spellbook and the gardener’s regular supplies, but he didn’t know that. “You want me to make a delivery for free after that whole speech about how no runner would do charity trips?”

“I’ll give you half the payment for delivery,” Tavo said.

“Half?”

“I took it from Eano to here.”

“And you’re unwilling to complete the job.”

He shushed her. “Not so loud. Got a reputation to protect.”

Marin snorted. Sure, whatever. “Half for me taking it the rest of the way to Belde, and half for my silence.”

“It’s not unethical to hand off a job,” Tavo objected. “Three-quarters.”

She considered bargaining harder, just because this was Tavo, but she’d already spent more time here than she’d planned to, and besides, a letter wouldn’t take up really any room in Silver. “Three-quarters,” she agreed.

He handed her payment in a pouch, and she slid it into a pocket near her belt, securing it against any pickpockets. She accepted the letter and that went into another waterproof pocket—it was addressed to Terlu Perna. She wondered who the former statue was exchanging letters with and if it was wise, but she didn’t let any sign of recognition show on her face. “Good sailing,” she told Tavo.

“Good sailing.”

She returned to the sailboat and rejoined Ree and Perri.

“Did you do it?” Ree asked. “Did you post the job for the librarian?”

“No,” Marin said. “I kept it.”

“But why?”

“Because no one else is going to do it,” Marin said.

And because she wanted to believe Dax was going to succeed.



Dax was waiting for them when they poled into the tunnel under the conservatory. He’d been sitting on a crate but he jumped up when he saw them. He was wearing a fresh tunic trimmed with braided gold on the hems, and his purple hair was washed and plaited, no longer windswept. In other words, he looked like he did before he’d joined her crew.

But he was smiling his familiar smile.

Marin felt a lurch of relief. She didn’t know why, but there was a piece of her that kept whispering that she wasn’t ever going to see him again, which was ridiculous since he’d always been the one to come to the dock for her deliveries in the past. Even if he stayed at the conservatory, there was no reason why that wouldn’t continue.

I don’t want to just see him for deliveries. I want him sailing with me.

She knew that was a selfish thought. He belonged here in the conservatory, surrounded by the music that he loved all the time. This was where his future was. But his future doesn’t have to start yet. We still have a job to complete. He’d said he wanted to help her locate Rijes Velk. After that … She wasn’t going to think about after, not yet.

“I found out where she is,” Dax said with no preamble, as they pulled up alongside the dock. “She’s being held in a government facility nearby.”

Ree gasped. “A prison?”

“Not a prison, but she is essentially a prisoner, since she has not been allowed to leave.” Dax’s tone was grim. “The address is three canals over. Grandmaster Vorac has given me an introduction letter—it should be enough to get us in to speak with her.”

“That’s amazing,” Marin said.

Ree said, “You’re amazing, Dax.”

Ree’s right. He’s amazing. And it wasn’t just because he was a good musician. Everything about him was amazing: his optimism, his great heart, his smile that made you feel like you were the sun and the moon. She wondered if anyone had ever told him that—that he was amazing for more than just his music. She wondered if she should, or would that just be awkward? Maybe it was enough that the plant had said it.

“Thanks, buddy.” Dax hopped onto the boat. She noted he did that so easily now, his feet sure on the deck, knowing exactly where to step, where to put his hands. As soon as he was on board, she began to pole out of the tunnel. Perri swam beneath them, adding extra speed.

Ree hopped around Dax’s feet. “Was everything okay? Your friends?”

“Yes, I saw Shiare briefly, and she said the others have returned, safe and sound,” Dax said. “Unlike the imperial palace, which I’m told was reduced to rubble, the conservatory weathered the revolution. No structural damage. A few of the cosmetic spells, like the fountain, haven’t been renewed—the sorcerers have other priorities right now, much more important ones—but the conservatory is back to how it’s always been, at least so far as its music and its musicians. I wasn’t there long enough to learn how the new politics will affect it. Truthfully, I didn’t ask.” He directed them through the canals to a narrow unmarked building squeezed between two towers. “That’s it. That’s where she’s said to be held.”

The government facility was made of black stone that was caked with algae near the water level but smooth black matte the higher up it went. Its windows were slits shaped like diamonds, and the door at the dock was painted red. Even without a sign, it was clear this was an Official Building that had no sense of humor, joy, or fun.

“Subtle,” Marin said.

“Yeah, the empire wasn’t known for that.”

She noted the past tense. She still needed to get used to that.

Dax stepped onto the dock as Marin and Ree tied off. “Ree…” Marin began.

“I’ll guard the boat,” Ree said stoutly.

She glanced at Perri, who rolled his round eyes at her. Of course he’d guard it too.

“We’ll be back soon,” Marin promised. Hopefully with the news they wanted: that Rijes Velk was safe and well and would be back at the Great Library soon, with her beloved books.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Dax was already knocking on the door. He presented his letter to the man in all gray who answered it. After a brief discussion, they were allowed inside, as simple as that.

Over his shoulder, Dax flashed her a smile. His letter had worked. He’d gotten them in. She had the sense this place was easy to enter, harder to leave. She followed Dax in and wished she were on the open sea.

The entry room was sparse and gray, with no decorations on the wall, only a desk and a row of uncomfortable-looking chairs lining the side. Yep, no humor or joy allowed here.

Standing in front of the desk with his hands clasped behind his back, Dax explained they were here to speak with Rijes Velk, head of the Great Library of Alyssium, on behalf of the Music Conservatory of Alyssium, blah, blah, blah.

It was jarring to watch. He didn’t seem like the Dax she knew. As he talked, Marin studied him and tried to figure out why he seemed so different here than he did when he was on board Silver out on the waves.

It was his posture, she decided—he held himself stiff and straight, his head angled up so that his horns caught the gleam of the light from the sconces. He looked official. Regal, even. Not at all like the relaxed Dax who played his tri-lute on the bow of her sailboat. He’s a different person here in Alyssium.

She wondered which was the real him, Dax or Daxicend.

Or maybe they were both him. She felt a smile tug at her lips and suppressed it. Usually, he was so open and joyful that he came across as guileless. But here he was, full of so much smooth confidence. She liked seeing it—he’d spent so much of his life pleasing his parents, his mentors, and his classmates; it was nice to see him be forceful. I didn’t know he had it in him.

As soon as Dax finished his speech, the official explained that it might not be possible to see Rijes Velk immediately. There were approvals that needed to be sought, schedules that needed to be consulted, et cetera. He literally said “et cetera,” which Marin didn’t think anyone ever did.

“We’ll wait,” Dax told the man, as if he had all the time in the world. He didn’t move toward the chairs, and so neither did Marin. She pressed her lips together hard so that the official wouldn’t guess how surprised and proud she was of Dax’s strength.

If only he’d stand up for himself with this much determination …

She didn’t move or change expression.

Unsettled, the man in gray darted his eyes to Marin then back to Dax—apparently, that wasn’t the response he’d expected. At last, he ducked out of the room through the sole door. It closed behind him with a heavy thud, louder than an ordinary door.

“Chances are they’ll make us wait awhile,” Dax told Marin in a soft voice. “It’s a common power play. Don’t show any irritation.”

How fun. “The sea doesn’t play games like this. If she wants you to go away, she just drowns you.” She stood next to him and first clasped her hands behind her like Dax, then decided it looked as if she were mocking him and let her arms dangle by her side, then felt self-conscious and crossed her arms.

“You look irritated,” Dax told her.

“I am irritated, but not at you—you’re great. You were great, just now,” Marin said. “Why won’t anyone tell us why they’re holding Rijes Velk?” Sure, she didn’t know what the head librarian may or may not have done to land here in this austere building, but the way the whole city felt on edge … She didn’t like any of it, and she wished again that they were out on the water, with the waves beneath them and the wind in their sails. She’d rather face another magic storm than whatever political or legal snarl lay on the other side of that door. “It feels less like justice and more like someone is trying to get rid of a mess by sweeping it belowdecks.”

“I think,” Dax said unhappily, looking at the closed door, “that may be exactly what they’re trying to do.”



Marin paced.

Dax whistled, stopped whistling, then whistled again.

Objectively not that long, but subjectively hours later, the door opened again, and a new and very harried-looking man scurried through. Like the other official, he wore gray, but she could tell that his was a finer fabric. It was embroidered with symbols that she assumed had official meaning, and he wore a stiff box-shaped hat on top of slicked-down hair. “I am Senira Erson, overseer of the Fourth Judicial Committee of Internal Affairs, at your service.”

Dax bowed his head. “Daxicend of the Music Conservatory of Alyssium at yours, and my colleague Mariner of Flicker. You read my letter of introduction from Grandmaster Vorac? It is imperative we be allowed to speak with Head Librarian Rijes Velk.”

Marin bowed her head like Dax had and said nothing.

“The letter was vague as to the reasoning,” Senira pried.

“The conservatory has an interest in her well-being, as well as the status of her case,” Dax said easily. “It’s my duty to ascertain that she is not in any distress or being treated unfairly.”

“Ah,” Senira said. “I assure you she is not.” He didn’t move.

Marin resisted the urge to shake him. Crossing her arms, she glared at him. It occurred to her that this was a good dynamic: Dax being the nice one, and her looking as if she were a few seconds away from pummeling whomever was irritating her.

Patiently, Dax said, “I am under instruction to determine this for myself, with Captain Mariner as an impartial witness, on behalf of the conservatory.” He smiled as if to say this was all routine, he wasn’t concerned, and this request should, of course, be accommodated.

“I did not know the conservatory had ties to the Great Library.” Clearly uncomfortable, Senira glanced at Marin. She obligingly glowered harder. She was aware that crossing her arms showed off her muscles. If she’d thought it would help to growl, she would have.

“The arts have always had a singularity of purpose,” Dax said. He did not elaborate, and Marin had to press her lips together hard to keep from laughing. There was so much pompous arrogance in the air exuded by both men that she could nearly smell it like a perfume.

Senira Erson, overseer of the Fourth Judicial Committee of Internal Affairs, studied them for a very long moment, and Dax kept his gaze steady and mild. Marin maintained her glare.

At last, Senira said, “Honored to receive you. If you’ll come this way, please.”

He led them through the door and down a windowless gray hallway. Marin thought this whole place could be improved with some cheerful paint, but she guessed they wanted it stark and intimidating. It didn’t quite feel like a prison—it was too clean and too quiet for that—but it didn’t feel like a place where anyone could relax and not watch every single word they said. She was glad they’d left Ree with the boat. She didn’t think this place would understand or appreciate a shrub who loved sea shanties and asked questions with all the charming innocence of … well, an innocent.

They were led up stairs and then another set of stairs and then another, all windowless, spiraled stairwells designed to leave you dizzy and disoriented. Senira waited at the top, watching them, as if he expected them to be overwhelmed and panting. Marin didn’t give him the satisfaction, and she was proud to see neither did Dax. Another power play? Probably, but at least we didn’t lose.

He pulled out a ring of keys and opened the fourth door down another featureless gray hall. Inside, a woman in a simple burgundy robe stood. Rijes Velk.

“Visitors for you,” Senira said.

“Delightful,” Rijes said dryly. “More questions that I will not answer?”

“That’s up to you,” Senira said. “But these visitors come from the conservatory, not the provisional government.”

“Oh?”

Marin stepped forward into the light, and she saw Rijes’s eyes widen slightly as she recognized her, but she said nothing. Rijes studied Dax more carefully.

“I will give you privacy,” Senira said.

Rijes clarified, “He means he will be listening through the hole in the wall rather than staring at us while we speak.”

Senira sighed.

“If I am such a trial to you, you could allow me to leave,” Rijes said.

Again Marin had to struggle not to smile. She’d always liked Rijes Velk. It was good to see whatever had happened hadn’t broken her spirit.

“Not without the approval of my supervisors,” Senira said stiffly. “They would dock my pay for insubordination, and I have a family to support. My deepest apologies.” He then stepped backward out the door and shut it behind him. His footsteps retreated but only for about half a minute. Marin heard another door open and didn’t doubt that Rijes was correct—he’d gone into the room next door to eavesdrop. She smirked.

“So polite and yet so unhelpful,” Rijes murmured.

Dax bowed to Rijes. “I am Dax.” He used his shortened name, Marin noticed. She wondered if he preferred it, if he thought of Dax and Daxicend as two different people in two different kinds of settings. She wondered which he considered the real him. She knew which one she thought was, and she knew both Perri and Ree would agree. It was fascinating that he had that other self within him. “And this is Captain Mariner.”

Stepping closer, Marin asked, “Are you okay?” She didn’t see any visible bruises, and Rijes stood without any sign of pain, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t hiding it.

“I’m locked in a room,” Rijes said crisply, “but I have not been mistreated.”

“Why are you in here?” Marin asked. “All we were told was that your location was ‘classified.’ Are you a prisoner?”

Rijes snorted. “I am an inconvenience, a stray bit of business that has slipped between the cracks of our new bureaucracy.” She then let out a heavy sigh, revealing a tiredness that Marin hadn’t seen in the grand woman before. Her voice held a bitter note. “They have no legal grounds to hold me. I have violated no laws. I simply refuse to cooperate with their demands, and that has left them flummoxed.” She lowered herself to sit on the sole chair in the room. Marin noted it was not unlike a prison cell: a single flat bed with a thin blanket, a sink in one corner, and a single chair. She didn’t see any books, which felt like a cruelty for a librarian.

“May we ask what those demands are?” Dax asked.

“In the initial days of the uprising, I secured as many tomes as I could in protected vaults within the Great Library, but the vaults aren’t vast enough to protect all the many hundreds of thousands of volumes in our care, and so I permitted my librarians to take as many books and scrolls as they could and flee Alyssium, to protect the knowledge and the stories within from destruction. The provisional government would like those books back.” She folded her hands on her lap, looking as if she were in her office in the magnificent library, not in an unlabeled cell in a random government building. “It is perhaps my own fault. I know how quickly a revolution can turn to chaos, no matter how justified the violence or how well-intentioned its instigators, and so I acted to secure the Crescent Islands’ greatest treasure: its past and its future.”

“It sounds like you were doing your job,” Marin said. “I don’t understand why they’re holding you for that. Or why here, in a ‘classified’ location.” It would be easy for someone to disappear from a place like this. She tried not to shudder visibly.

“I was indeed doing my job,” Rijes said, “and they agree I was.” She leveled a look at the blank wall. “Where we disagree is that they claim it’s also my job to recall those books that were taken for their protection. I believe that until the new government has proven its stability, the books are safer in the hands of my librarians, wherever they may be.”

“But you haven’t violated any laws?” Dax pressed.

“I have not,” Rijes agreed. A faint smile touched her lips. “But I have been uncooperative.” She raised her voice. “Haven’t I, Senira?” She lowered her voice again to a normal volume. “It frustrates them. They believe it undermines them, though it does not. I have no issue with their control of the government. In fact, I fully support it. But my loyalty remains with the safety of the books.”

“But … they agreed that’s your job,” Marin said. “To protect the books.”

“I have argued this,” Rijes said placidly. “I have also argued that I am no longer the head of the Great Library, and it is not my responsibility to recall the librarians. I have served my term, and I have chosen to retire and pursue other interests. Let my successor handle the aftermath of the changes to our world.” It was amazing how regal she managed to be while held against her will and stripped of all the trappings of her rank. She exuded confidence from her pores.

Dax shook his head. “I truly don’t understand what right they have to imprison you here.”

Rijes shot another look at the wall. “They argue it’s not a prison. I am simply here for questioning. However, because the government is so busy, they have not had time to devote to questioning me. And so I mostly wait.”

“If you aren’t actually under arrest, why can’t you leave?” Marin asked. Surely, the new government wasn’t in favor of holding innocent people against their will. That was the kind of thing the revolutionaries had fought against.

“If I left without permission, then they would have grounds to arrest me, for not cooperating with official business.”

Rijes really had fallen into a bureaucratic limbo, as the librarian on the dock had said. “How long have you been here?” Marin asked, appalled.

“Ten days and eight hours,” Rijes said. “I would track the minutes as well, but as you can see, there is no timepiece in the room. I am forced to track the days’ time through the progression of sunlight through the window. This has proven tedious.”

“They can’t just keep you here forever,” Marin objected. “It’s absurd.”

“Government is full of absurdity,” Rijes said. “It’s its defining feature, regardless of whose government it is.”

Dax shifted closer to Marin, as if to show his support. Or seek it. “Can’t we appeal to someone? If the appropriate people knew, surely they wouldn’t allow this to be happening.”

“If you know the appropriate people to speak to, I would be grateful. However, there is so much not yet settled that it’s unclear who is even in charge. That is the essence of my problem—there seems to be no one with the authority to release me, or perhaps no one who wants the responsibility of deciding to release me. It is, as you said, absurd.”

Marin was certain Dax didn’t know anyone outside the conservatory, much less anyone in the new government. She certainly didn’t. It was a long shot to think they’d be able to reach anyone who could help Rijes. Maybe if they went back to the library, one of the librarians could help? Except they hadn’t done so yet, and the librarian they’d spoken to said they kept hitting dead ends. We’ve already gotten further than they have.

“I am not a priority,” Rijes Velk said. “That is the issue. I am not important enough to catch the attention of anyone with a high enough level of authority to either decide to detain or release me. Under the empire, it would have fallen to the imperial investigators, but they have been disbanded. So here I wait. Pointlessly.” The last word was aimed at the wall again.

Imperial investigators, gone? That was an extraordinary change. She tried to wrap her mind around that and failed. “Why not just give them what they want?” Marin asked.

“Because I can’t,” Rijes said placidly. “I don’t know where the librarians went. Furthermore, I don’t care. The books will be well cared for, and they will be out with the people, instead of hidden and hoarded within the library. They will be read and used. I love the idea of little libraries throughout the Crescent Islands, accessible to the people, not only the elite … which is the opinion that led to my confinement here. The official who initially questioned me did not believe that I didn’t know the locations of my librarians, given my views.”

“So you’re stuck,” Marin said.

“The empire was unjust, but it was effective,” Rijes said. “Now, with the government being reshaped and laws rewritten…” She smiled wryly. “I am paperwork that no one wants to do. It is, in a way, impressive in its implacable inefficiency.”

She could languish here forever, caught in limbo.

Marin studied the wall where the official was presumably listening in. She couldn’t go back to Terlu Perna and tell her that she’d found Rijes but she was imprisoned indefinitely. But what could she do about it? She had no contacts in Alyssium who would have any sway in a situation like this. She wasn’t even a resident. She was just a supply runner, and this was beyond anything she was equipped to deal with. “How likely do you think it is that your grandmasters would be able to help?” she asked Dax.

“I … I don’t believe they would,” Dax said. “They don’t involve themselves in politics. It’s how they protect the conservatory. When Grandmaster Vorac gave me the letter, he was clear that this was the limit of their involvement.”

Marin did have one idea.

It wasn’t an idea she liked.

She tried to think of any other option. She couldn’t just leave Rijes here. How could I return to Ree and Perri and tell them that? How could I face Terlu? How could I face myself? She admired Rijes Velk. Liked her even. She couldn’t walk away. That left her one terrible idea. Marin knocked on the wall. “Senira? I have a question for you. Could you return, please?”

There was a shuffling from the other side of the wall. If the situation hadn’t been so serious, she would have laughed. As it was, she felt her stomach churning. There was no good outcome here for her. But there was, at least, the chance to do good.

“Marin?” Dax asked.

She ignored him. He wasn’t going to approve of this. Frankly, she didn’t approve of it either. But … she rather thought her parents might. And her own conscience, which was pretty much the same thing.

A half minute later, the door opened, and the official entered.

“You said that they’d dock your pay if you let her go,” Marin said to Senira. “Can you be…” She wanted to use the word “bribed.” “… compensated for your loss?” She pulled out the pouch with every bit they’d earned from singing at the docks. She knew as it opened that it wouldn’t be nearly enough. “Will this cover the penalty?”

He snorted. “Not nearly.”

She didn’t think it would, but she noted that he did not say he wouldn’t accept compensation. Marin dug the heartsinger ruby out of her pocket—

“Marin, no,” Dax whispered.

She held it up to Senira, flat on her palm, catching the light, and said to Dax, “Either I use it to free Rijes, or I return it to Terlu and admit I failed. Either way, I can’t keep it.” She’d have to find another way to save her parents from Iovar’s petty vengeance. She’d take as many jobs from the Alyssium job board as she could, and maybe if she paid enough of the debt … I’ll find a solution. Somehow.

She couldn’t just leave Rijes here. That was a fact.

Senira was gawking at the ruby. “Is that—”

“It is.”

“You can’t,” Dax said to her. He spun toward Senira. “I am Daxicend the composer, and I offer you full distribution rights to my opus, which will be presented at the solstice.”

The official blinked at him. “I don’t have a need for an ‘opus.’”

“It is of high value, and once I have achieved grandmaster status, I will have full access to the results of the sale of performance rights, as well as—”

“I’ll take the ruby,” Senira cut in. “I’ll tell my superiors there was a mix-up with the paperwork. They’ll dock my pay, but that will cover my loss.”

Dax objected. “But—”

Marin told him, “It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine.”

“It’s fine.” She shoved the heartsinger ruby at Senira.

Tucking it into the depths of his pocket, Senira glanced at Rijes Velk. “I am sorry for what you’ve gone through. Please know that if it had been my choice…”

“I would say it’s been a pleasure, but it has not been,” Rijes Velk said. She glided past him and out of the room. Marin was impressed she had the self-restraint not to break into a run.

Not looking back at Senira’s pocket, Marin hurried after the librarian. Dax joined her, and they headed down the multiple sets of stairs. Rijes was breathing heavily by the bottom, but she didn’t say a word beyond, “Your boat is here?”

“Yes, with Perri. We have one stop to make, to pick up more passengers, and then I can take you wherever you want to go,” Marin said.

“I have nowhere to go,” Rijes said simply. “But away from here would be a start.”

She wondered how Terlu would react if she showed up with Rijes Velk. That would be worth the ruby. She felt a pang thinking about it, but she didn’t regret it. Maybe she would regret it the next time she went home and had to face Iovar. I couldn’t have kept it and left Rijes.

“Marin…” Dax began.

“It’s done,” Marin said. “I don’t want to talk about it.” What was there to say? She’d given away her parents’ chance at a secure future. I’ll just have to find another way.

She led them all out to the boat, where Ree and Perri waited for them.

Ree waved his branches in the air as a cheer. “You found her!”

Rijes raised her eyebrows at the shrub. “You have assembled a crew, I see. A pleasure to meet you, my dear wax myrtle. A halophyte is well-suited to the sea.”

The shrub looked pleased.

Dax stepped onto the deck as Marin untied from the cleat. She shoved away from the dock with her foot and stabbed the pole into the bottom of the canal. “Perri, if you wouldn’t mind … I’d like to be away from here before that official changes his mind.”

With the sea serpent propelling them, they shot through the canals, away from the prison-that-wasn’t-a-prison and away from the ruby that should have saved Marin’s family.



It wasn’t over.

She’d given up the ruby and her parents’ future. But there was still another blow to land. She knew it was coming and had anticipated it for weeks, yet she wasn’t anywhere near ready.

It didn’t happen, though, until Rijes Velk was below with their new passengers—the librarian’s family—helping them settle in for the voyage. She’d also taken two bags of what felt like books from what Rijes had called a “secure location.” Marin didn’t ask if she had permission to keep the books. In her opinion, the head librarian didn’t need permission.

“Can we leave now?” Ree asked. “I’ve had enough of the city.”

Beside them, Perri fluttered a fin—he agreed.

And then Dax said the words that she knew were coming, that she’d known from the very beginning had to come: “I can’t sail with you to Belde this time. I have to return to the conservatory.”

Of course. He had to return. They’d found Rijes Velk. He’d done what he’d said he’d do. She knew that and had known that. She’d reminded herself continuously. She’d refused his kiss because of it.

The words still felt like a stab.

We succeeded, but it feels like we failed. How fun.

She couldn’t repay the debt, and Dax had to return to the conservatory. None of this was turning out like she wanted it to. You knew you could never keep him, she scolded herself. And that ruby … it was too much of a miracle. She wasn’t that lucky. Not in love and not in life.

Marin was steering the boat around a tight corner of the canal. She concentrated on not scraping the side of the hull on a sharp edge of marble. Said marble was already streaked with the paint of a dozen boats that had failed to make the turn before her. She didn’t have any interest in adding to the streaks so she focused on that instead of the way her heart felt as if it were drowning. “Of course,” she said as neutrally as she could.

“I do,” he said. “Marin…”

“It’s okay. You don’t need to explain.”

“Yes, he does!” Ree said. “I thought you wanted to come to Belde. And beyond—you wanted to see the singing waterfalls!”

She concentrated on ignoring the lump in her throat and the tightness in her chest. Poor Ree. He didn’t know this was coming. She’d known, and it still hurt all the way through her skin down to her bones.

“I have to perform my opus at the solstice celebration,” Dax told Ree. He knelt down to be closer to the shrub’s level. “It’s what I’ve been preparing for my entire life.”

“Like I’ve been preparing for the sea?”

“Exactly like that,” Dax said gravely. “After that, though, yes, I do want to see the singing waterfalls … if all goes as planned. I can’t guarantee it will, but I hope it will. This isn’t a permanent goodbye.”

Stubbornly, Marin didn’t look at either of them. It was goodbye, whether he realized that yet or not. He couldn’t come with them to the singing waterfalls or anywhere. He belonged in the conservatory. He’d see that, soon enough, and she had to accept it. She felt Perri nudging the boat through the canal and knew she didn’t have to pole, but she continued to jab the pole into the silty muck at the bottom of the canal as if it were her singular purpose in life.

“But I thought you weren’t ready,” Ree said. “You haven’t written your opus.”

“I have time,” Dax said. “Specifically, I have until the fifth day after the solstice. The celebration is a multiday affair at the conservatory. The first day has performances by the youngest students…” He continued to describe the multiday event to Ree, with descriptions of the decorations, and the increasingly complex music played as they led up to the final performance by those seeking grandmaster status.

“Ooh,” Ree said. If he’d had eyes, they would have been wide. “How many musicians will be trying to become grandmasters?”

“This year? Me.”

“Just you?”

“Yes,” Dax said.

Emerging from belowdecks, Rijes Velk said, “What he’s not telling you is that there is only a new grandmaster once every ten years. It’s an exceedingly rare honor only granted to the best musicians of their time.” She nodded at Dax. “You must perform. If I were still head of the Great Library, I would come witness it.”

Wait, Rijes wasn’t considering attending, was she? Marin broke in. “With all due respect, you can’t stay in Alyssium.” That would be a terrible idea. There was no guarantee that the new government wouldn’t change their mind and arrest her again. The only way to keep her safe—and make Marin’s sacrifice not a waste—was to get Rijes as far away from here, ideally to Belde, which was essentially the south end of nowhere.

“I have no intention of staying in Alyssium a moment longer than necessary,” Rijes said. “In fact, it would be prudent of me to remain belowdecks until we are out of the city. I only came to tell you that the family is pleased with the idea of living on the island of Belde. They too have had enough of this city life. If the greenhouse residents will allow them to stay, they would be happy to do so.”

“I can’t speak for the gardener of Belde, but we can ask,” Marin said. “I’m due for a delivery there anyway, supplies for their Winter Feast.” She’d promised that what felt like ages ago. And it would get her far from here and from the temptation to scoop Dax up and sail with him out through the gate and never give him up.

“Marin?” Ree bounced excitedly. “Can we go to the feast on Belde and then make it back to Alyssium in time for Dax’s concert?”

“Depends on the wind. Winter sailing can be unpredictable. There could be storms.” Also, she didn’t want to. It would hurt too much, to see Dax where he belonged, to know he had to stay there. She wanted to picture him as he was now, part of her crew.

Part of my life.

When had she let him become entwined in her daily life? She’d always known he’d have to return to the conservatory. He didn’t belong on the wild, open sea. She’d been told over and over that he had a grand future. This wasn’t a shock. It shouldn’t hurt so damn much.

“You need to come,” Dax said, alarm in his voice. “Please. It’s important.”

It was also important that she weathered this with her heart and soul intact.

She steered the boat through the canals toward the conservatory and tried to imagine her heart was wrapped in sailcloth, safe and protected. She’d adjusted to his presence; she’d adjust to his absence.

It wouldn’t have worked out anyway, she told herself. She was the captain, and he was her crew. The captain shouldn’t have feelings for any member of her crew that were more intense than for any other member of her crew. The power dynamic made it inherently unfair. Relationships needed to be between equals, or one of them would begin to resent the other—it was inevitable. At some point, the relationship would fail. We were always doomed. There was never meant to be a “we.” It was a dream as ephemeral as a song.

She felt a hand on her shoulder. His hand. “Marin.”

A lump clogged her throat, and she couldn’t make herself speak.

“Mariner.”

“Mmm?”

“It’s not goodbye.”

He was fooling himself if he thought that. Yes, she could go back to making deliveries to the conservatory, and she’d see him then, but it wouldn’t be the same. Nothing would be. Not for her and Dax. Not for her parents. Not for the empire. At least with regard to Dax and with regard to the Crescent Islands, that was for the best. She just said, “Sure.”

“You need to come back and watch my opus,” Dax said. “When it’s over, if I succeed, when I succeed … we’ll talk about the future, and everything will be all right. But you must come back.”

We have no future. The last thing she wanted to do was see him finally accept that. They didn’t need some big, dramatic conversation. It was better to treasure the memories she had than poison them with painful ones. “Good luck,” was all she could bring herself to say.

Before it could become awkward, Marin barked orders at Ree, Perri, and Dax to help with steering the boat into the tunnel beneath the conservatory. She kept them moving, securing the boat to the dock, packing up Dax’s belongings, and hurrying him off the deck. They couldn’t linger, she said—it wasn’t safe for Rijes to stay in the city. The sooner they were underway, the better.

Perri trumpeted a cascade of minor notes.

“Five days after solstice!” Dax called to them. “Come back to Alyssium! Promise me you’ll come! Marin! Come, and everything will be okay!”

As she poled away, Marin made no promises.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


It was a quiet sunrise.

Marin trimmed the sails and wondered what kind of song Dax would have greeted the day with. He’d always varied it. Sometimes it was just his voice. Sometimes he’d play his tri-lute, or he’d encourage Perri to warble harmony with him.

His music was supposed to be shared with the world—he was a soon-to-be grandmaster, the greatest in a generation, as people kept telling her. She was selfish to think she could have kept all that gloriousness to herself. He belonged in that concert hall. It’s what’s best for him.

Standing by the bow, Rijes asked, “Do you believe I will be welcome on Belde?”

Marin had been so deep in wallowing in her thoughts that the sound of another voice made her jerk. The sail billowed, and she quickly adjusted it. From his perch on the mast, Ree called down, “Of course! Everyone is welcome on Belde!”

That wasn’t entirely true, at least in Marin’s experience. The gardener had never been the most welcoming sort of person, and Terlu had to be skittish about new people, given her situation. As she recalled, they’d both looked a bit overwhelmed when Yarrow’s family arrived, and that was family. But then again, Marin had no idea what the current situation was on the island. Everything had changed everywhere with the revolution. “If you’re not, we’ll find another island where you’ll be comfortable.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she regretted them. She wasn’t a ferry service, and she had money to earn—a lot of it, very quickly—but she couldn’t turn away Rijes Velk. Even standing without her robes or the vestments of her office, she exuded so much gravitas. You didn’t just abandon a woman like that. Marin still couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea that anyone had dared imprison her.

“Or you could sail around with us!” Ree said. “Join our crew!”

We do have an opening.

She hated that she had that thought.

Rijes laughed. “I’m hardly a sailor. But I thank you for the invitation.”

Ree scurried down the mast. “Look at me. Do I look like a sailor to you? But I am a sailor, in my heart.” He thumped his root ball with a few branches, and they all looked at his roots. “It’s not … I don’t literally have … Never mind. The point is that I chose my home. You can too.”

Rijes smiled at him. “You are a very wise plant.”

Out in the waves, Perri whistled as if in agreement.

The myrtle ruffled his leaves as if embarrassed.

“I’m sure the people of Belde will welcome you,” Marin said with more conviction. “Terlu in particular will be happy to see you.”

“She seemed well?” Rijes said.

“Yes.” Marin hesitated, not sure what she wanted to hear. “Less wooden than before.”

“Ahh.” Rijes smiled. “The gardener cast the spell. I thought he might. Even with the imperial laws in effect, it was unlikely that anyone would notice illegal spellwork out on such a remote island. And now that it’s no longer illegal … I am well pleased. Terlu Perna cast a spell that harmed no one and, in fact, created a charming spider plant who was a quite competent library assistant. If it hadn’t been for politics and fear of the rising unrest, her punishment never would have been so severe. She has served her sentence.”

Marin was certain that it would be a relief to Terlu to learn she was no longer a criminal. She looked forward to relaying that news, if Terlu didn’t already know. She might—word had spread as far as tiny Caltrey, so news was clearly disseminating fast. Everyone agreed that law had been a mistake. Just consider the magic storms—if magic use became balanced again, then they’d diminish.

Rijes lowered herself onto the deck carefully, and Marin wondered how old she was. Did she remember life before the magic storms, before the magic ban? Or had she been too sequestered in the spires of her library? No, she’d had access to all the knowledge of the empire. It must have been difficult to know history and to watch the empire deliberately choose cruelty again and again.

Patting the side of the boat beside her, Rijes looked at Ree. “Come, little myrtle. Tell me about the moment you fell in love with the sea.”

With no additional prompting needed, Ree launched into a story of the first time he’d seen the ocean. Laiken, the late sorcerer of Belde, had brought him to life with a spell, and he and his sibling plants had taken to following the sorcerer around. “I think we all just wanted a purpose, you know? We wanted to know why. Why had he made us? And what were we supposed to do next?”

Rijes nodded. “People think pleasure is the source of happiness. I have found that it is not. It is purpose. Purpose and passion.”

“Yes!” Ree said.

Marin smiled at the passion in his voice. She tried to remember the first moment she’d seen the sea—she couldn’t. It had always been there. She couldn’t remember a day where the sea hadn’t been just outside her window, just a few steps away. She did remember climbing up to the roof with the winged cats to watch the waves. Pa had worried about her up that high when she’d been so little. Ma had simply found her a ladder.

Purpose and passion—yes, that’s exactly it.

“A few days after we were awakened, we followed Laiken. He was going to his tower—the workshop where he lived and where he developed his spells—and we walked outside the greenhouse for the first time. It was spring so it was just as green outside the greenhouse as within it and I wasn’t impressed. Until we came out of the trees and saw the blue.” He sighed. “I’d never seen anything limitless before, and that’s what I saw. Potential. Out there … I just knew there were adventures. A chance for me to find … me, I guess. Inside the greenhouse, I was one of many. But that blueness, it called to me.”

They watched Perri play in the waves while they all were silent, lost in their own thoughts. The sea serpent had found a herd of merhorses and was merrily swimming around them as they cantered through the waves. Their jeweled scales glistened in the sunlight, and their manes tossed rainbow sprays of water into the air. Perri mimicked their whinnies and neighs, sounding as if they were having an in-depth conversation. It was possible they were.

“I tried to explain to Laiken and to the others,” Ree continued. “They didn’t understand. I’m a plant. I’m supposed to be where the soil is. I’m not supposed to wander. I’m certainly not supposed to want to be on the sea … And I couldn’t explain it, especially since I hadn’t even seen a boat yet. I didn’t know it was possible to venture out on the blue as far as I wanted. To the horizon and beyond.”

“But you eventually saw a boat,” Rijes prompted.

“It was this boat,” Ree said shyly. “You, Marin.”

He hadn’t called her “Captain.” It was a first. She rather liked it.

“I didn’t know it at the time. I just saw the silver sails, and I saw you, moving around the deck, and I knew … but I thought it was an impossible dream, even before we all fell into the deep sleep.” To Rijes, he said, “Laiken forced us all into an unwaking sleep. He thought he was protecting us from the world, when all I really wanted was to be out in the world.”

Rijes nodded. “I may not have yearned for the sea, but I do know a bit about caging things out of fear, thinking you’re protecting them.” Her gaze shifted to the horizon, northward. “The Great Library of Alyssium was built to protect the knowledge and the stories of the Crescent Islands. It wasn’t ever supposed to keep those spells and dreams and memories from the people. Its purpose was to preserve it all for the people.”

Marin had never thought of the Great Library as a place for the people. She’d only ever been allowed at the docks, like the conservatory. Its treasures weren’t for the likes of her. Had they once been? That must have been a marvelous time. “What changed?”

“Fear is a jailer,” Rijes said. “People who have power are often afraid to lose it, and books are the greatest power—they are the culmination of many lifetimes. They grant access to worlds, dreams, thoughts, and wisdom beyond what a person can possibly experience in the span of their own years. Whoever has books has the power to be greater than themselves, to connect themselves to all who have come before and draw strength from them.”

“Like the sea,” Ree said. “It connects me to something greater than myself.”

Marin hadn’t thought of the sea that way, but he was right—she did feel that way. When she was on the ocean, she wasn’t trapped in the limits of her own body and experiences. She was connected to something larger, something eternal. She was connected to all the other sailors who had come before her. To her parents. To their parents. To every islander who’d left their home in search of a place they felt truly home.

For some, like her, like Ree, that home was the sea itself, as unpredictable and dangerous as it could be. Also as beautiful and wondrous. She watched Perri play with the merhorses and smiled.

“Books are like the sea,” Rijes agreed, “with depths and secrets and currents and moods.”

“They’re just not wet,” Ree said.

Rijes laughed. “I said you were wise, and I stand by it.”

The shrub scooted closer to the librarian. “What happened at the library?” he asked. “Why don’t you want it to be your home anymore?”

It was a good question. Not one that Marin would have felt comfortable asking—it was a very personal question. She’d seen how passionate Rijes Velk was about the library and about protecting both her books and her librarians. She thought of Terlu, the former statue, and the lengths to which Rijes had gone to save her.

“The latest emperor was afraid,” Rijes said, “and his fear spread to and was stoked by the people he surrounded himself with. They saw themselves as separate from the people of the Crescent Islands, better than. Over time, this false perception of difference grew, and they began to see the people as the enemy. So they tightened their grip. You can see it in the laws they passed. At their core, their actions stem from a very human belief that if you can control everything, you can keep death at bay—a belief that you can control your destiny by controlling all around you.”

Marin snorted.

With a nod to her, Rijes said, “Sailors know this is nonsense better than anyone.”

“The wind, the waves, the world—you can’t control them,” Marin said. “We sail on only by the grace of luck.” She glanced at Ree. “Skill helps. Knowledge too. But in the end, the sea decides whether we live or die.”

Looking out at the waves, Rijes said, “Emperors don’t sail, and so they forget that. They think they can control the currents of time and the hearts of people, and they cannot. The imperial government passed law after law to tighten their grip. Access to spellbooks, history books, folktales became more and more restricted. Only the right sort of people were allowed within the walls, and that…” She sighed heavily. “I blame myself for not fighting it harder.”

“If you had, you wouldn’t have lasted as head librarian,” Marin pointed out. She knew about people who grasped for power, for control. On a far smaller scale than an emperor, Iovar had tried to tear her down the second he felt she was slipping from his grasp.

“Indeed,” Rijes said. “That was what I told myself.”

“So, what changed?” Ree asked. “Why don’t you want to continue being a librarian?”

Marin reminded him, “It’s not safe for her to go back.”

Rijes held up her hand. “It is not only that. My time there … It’s done. Now it will be up to new librarians to carry the work forward, to hopefully reshape the Great Library into what it was supposed to be: a resource for the world.”

He asked again, “But what changed?”

“I grew older,” Rijes said. “I’m tired.”

Ree snorted.

It sounded like a reasonable answer to Marin. Her parents loved the sea, but they couldn’t sail as widely or wildly as they used to. “Ree,” she said warningly.

Rijes waved her hand to show she wasn’t offended. “The revolution. That was what changed everything for me, as well as for the empire. You know that at the height of the chaos, the Great Library burned, yes? It is widely believed that this was simply the result of violence spun out of control. Rage surged through the populace, and they attacked everything that was a symbol of what they’d been denied, a symbol of the power of the empire.”

That was exactly what Marin had assumed. She’d imagined they saw the opulence of the library, decided it was a symbol of what they were denied, and attacked.

“The truth is that it wasn’t the revolutionaries who set fire to the Great Library either by accident or through overzealous enthusiasm,” Rijes said. “No. It was the imperial forces, acting deliberately. The emperor with his advisors and generals had seen unrest brewing, and they made a plan, preparing for the worst. Part of this plan included removing anything that would give power to the revolutionaries. If the worst happened and the emperor fell, the imperials wanted the revolutionaries to fail. And so the Great Library was their target.”

Marin stared at her instead of the sails.

“Books are power,” Rijes said, “and they didn’t want the people to have that power.”

Ree breathed, “So they were willing to destroy it?”

“They were,” Rijes said. “In that moment, I knew my time at the Great Library was over. This would be my last act: to protect as many books as I could.”

“Did you succeed?” Ree asked.

“I saved many,” Rijes said, “and I watched many more sail away, saved by my librarians.” A sad smile crossed her lips. “Some didn’t even know they sailed with my approval—they took it on themselves to save what they could, and they didn’t know that I watched and rejoiced for their escape. In the end, all of us together saved more than we lost, and the fire was stopped before the entire library could be consumed. It was, I suppose, a victory.”

“You suppose?” Marin asked. It sounded like a victory to her. Heroic, far beyond what she should ever have been expected to do. Rijes could have simply fled to safety, but she’d stayed for what she believed in. That sounded like something to be proud of.

Rijes stared out at the waves, at the sea serpent who frolicked in the sun. The merhorses had galloped on, but Perri continued to dance through the swells. “Before that moment, before I learned of the imperial plan, it had never occurred to me that anyone could want to destroy books. Hide them, yes. Hoard them even. But destroy them? Gaining that knowledge, that people can be so fearful that they would choose to destroy our legacy, and knowing that this was a planned attack, not one that sprang up in the heat of passions … I cannot remain in the library with that knowledge and still believe in the goodness of people. It is time for me to leave.”

“Do you really just want to rest?” Ree asked.

Her smile was wry. “I have not yet found another alternative.”

“You will,” the bush said. “Give it time. You’ll see your new ocean.”

“Perhaps,” Rijes said.

They fell silent after that.

As the sun rose higher in the sky, it blanketed the sea in sparkles. In the distance, Marin watched the herd of merhorses. They were swimming through the waves in great arching leaps, their jeweled scales reflecting the sunlight. Above, seabirds were circling the boat and Perri, hoping for fish.

It was the perfect day for a sail, and Marin couldn’t help wishing Dax were with them. He’d have enjoyed the sunlight and the smooth waters. Perfect wind too. Just enough to keep them at a brisk pace. Steady, so she didn’t have to fight it. It was almost as if the world wanted her to have a beautiful day.

She needed to stop thinking about him. He didn’t belong on her boat or in her thoughts. He had a future, and it was separate from hers.

“When Dax is back on board, we should try to find those singing waterfalls,” Ree said, as if sensing her thoughts. She startled at the mention of his name. “We didn’t get a chance before, with the whole magic storm and stuff.”

He won’t be coming with us on more adventures. Marin didn’t know how to tell Ree that. When they saw Dax next, it would be in Alyssium and only briefly. It wouldn’t be the same. That part of their lives was over, like being at the Great Library was over for Rijes Velk. Marin gentled her voice. “Ree, he has his music to make now. That’s his ocean.”

“But he can make his music on the boat,” Ree said. “With us. He already has.”

She shook her head. She wasn’t sure how to explain concert halls and all of that—she wasn’t sure she understood it herself. But she knew his music was special, and the other musicians certainly believed he belonged with them.

Did he believe that? she wondered.

Of course he did. He’d asked to return to the conservatory.

“He just has to perform his opus,” Ree said confidently, “and then he’ll come with us.”

No, then he’d be a grandmaster, and he’d have all sorts of important people demanding his time and his talents. It was the future he’d been training for, aiming for, believing in. It was what his parents had wanted for him and what all his teachers had prepared him for. And she knew he loved it, loved the music. You could see it in his face and hear it in his voice. He loved music with every fiber of his being. He needed it.

I could never take that from him.

“You’ll see, Marin,” Ree said. “After the opus.”

He sounded so confident that for an instant, Marin believed him. “Ree … I don’t know that we’ll be returning to Alyssium. At least not for a while.”

“But … We have to! Dax wants us to!”

Dax had said that. In fact, he’d been emphatic. Why had he cared so much? And what had he meant when he’d promised everything would be all right? How could it be? “He might want us to come—he might even think he wants to sail away with us—but what he needs is to stay.” He belonged to his music like she belonged to the sea. She had been lucky the two had intersected for a time, but it wasn’t meant to be forever. Just because she loved him didn’t mean they could be together.

Ree rattled his branches at her. “Shouldn’t that be his choice? You fought for his right to choose whether he sailed or stayed before. Why aren’t you doing that now? You thought his friends were wrong to decide for him back then.”

Marin shook her head. “It’s not the same.”

“It is,” Ree insisted.

He didn’t understand.

“It’s exactly the same. Perri, tell her.”

With zero hesitation, Perri flipped his fin and splashed her with seawater. Marin flinched but didn’t reply to either of them. She knew she was doing the right thing.

She kept sailing.



Snow fell lightly on the sea as the serpent swam ahead of the sailboat. Marin squinted as flakes fell on her eyelashes and she peered at the island of Belde. The cupolas of the greenhouse poked above the pine forest. She wondered what kind of greeting they’d receive. On her last visit, she’d arrived with a boatful of uninvited new residents, and here she was doing it again without knowing whether they’d be welcomed happily or not.

I hope I haven’t overpromised. She didn’t know if this was going to be her refugees’ new home or not. “We should be in plenty of time for the Winter Feast.”

“We are uninvited,” one of her extra passengers said. She believed his name was Flick, like her island. He’d been quiet—all of them had—for most of the journey, mourning their past and worrying about their future. “They may not welcome extra mouths at their feast.”

“My family will welcome us,” Ree said confidently.

Marin hoped that was true.

Flick disappeared belowdecks, presumably to prepare his family for their arrival. They hadn’t brought many possessions, but they were carrying a lot of hopes and fears.

Watching the shore, Marin asked Ree, “Are you excited to see your family?” He never seemed homesick, but he must have missed his family. He was clearly fond of them.

“Oh yes!” He danced on his roots and then scurried up the rigging for a better view as they sailed closer to the island. Marin spotted the dock, with the squat tower behind it.

A figure in a red coat emerged from the workshop and waved.

Overexcited, Ree scurried up and down the rigging.

As Marin steered the boat closer to the dock, Terlu shouted, “Welcome back to Belde!”

“See,” Ree said smugly. “We’re welcome. She literally said so.”

It was a nicely warm welcome. Marin allowed herself to hope that this would work out, at least for her passengers if not for her. She tossed a line around one of the dock pilings, then hopped off to secure the knot. Smiling widely—and almost feeling the smile—she waved to Terlu as the former statue trotted down the dock to greet her.

Marin expected her to ask about Rijes Velk and was prepared to do a grand reveal, but instead, the first words out of Terlu’s mouth were, “Any letters?”

It took her only half a second to remember she was carrying one, courtesy of Tavo. “As a matter of fact, yes, one,” Marin said as she pulled the letter out of her bag, “though it wounds me that you aren’t happy just to see me.”

“And me!” Ree shouted.

“Of course I am,” Terlu said. “It’s great to see you both.” But her eyes were fixed on the letter. Marin had guessed that Terlu had written to her family. She wondered if she’d known it was safe to do so, or if she’d just taken the risk because she missed them. She wondered how badly Dax had missed his fellow musicians. They were like his family. Ree missed his but was willing to be apart from them. Why can’t that be Dax?

Taking the letter, Terlu clutched it to her chest. “Thank you.”

“Not a problem. I was coming here anyway.”

“You were?”

Should she reveal Rijes Velk now? Perhaps Rijes wanted to reveal herself in her own time. She wouldn’t be surprised if the former head librarian had a flair for the dramatic. It couldn’t be nerves, could it? She supposed it could be. “Told you I’d be back in time for Winter Feast, remember? I keep my promises. Especially when they’re paid for with rubies.”

That would have been a nice moment for Rijes to appear, but she didn’t.

Marin continued. “I’ve got your gardener’s usual supplies, as well as a few special additions.” She stepped aside as Ree shooed up her passengers: the couple and child, as well as the elderly woman with silvery scales. “Refugees from Alyssium. You’ve got room here, right?” She tried to ask casually, as if the answer was of course yes. Please let it be yes. She couldn’t afford to spend any more time not repaying her parents’ debt, and she also couldn’t abandon these people without a home.

“Yes, of course,” Terlu said without any hesitation. “Third cottage on the right. You’ll find some people who should be able to help you find a place to stay.”

That was one problem solved. She smiled for real. At least I helped this family, if not my own. She hadn’t realized quite how much she’d cared.

As the refugees left the dock, Terlu lowered her voice. “Only thing is whether they’ll be comfortable living near an enchanted greenhouse. There’s a lot of spellwork here…”

Interesting phrasing. She wondered what the former statue had been up to. Still, that was one worry she could happily alleviate. “Can’t see that being a problem,” Marin said with a shake of her head. “Laws are changing right and left, and no one is going to flinch at a little spellwork on a sparsely populated island, so long as it doesn’t do any harm. Causing harm is still illegal. But the law that got you statue-ified—”

Terlu stepped backward. “You know about that? About … me?”

“Who do you think brought you here?” She grinned at her. It was nice to be able to finally tell her and see the surprise on her face. At least I did something right, saving her.

“I … You knew all along?”

“Sure.” Marin shrugged. “I don’t blindly agree to transport criminals without knowing what they did.” That was loosely the truth. She’d trusted Rijes, and she’d said Terlu had made a friend. Marin thought about Perri. And Ree. “I knew, and I sympathized. Anyway, the law that got you turned into a statue has been struck. Thought you might like to know.”

Emotions played over Terlu’s face. She didn’t try to hide a single one: shock, relief, joy, doubt. “The imperial investigators…”

“Disbanded,” Marin said.

“And who … How…”

Marin flapped a hand in the general direction of Alyssium and repeated what she’d been told by Rijes, paraphrasing a bit, and what she’d observed. “Laws are being rewritten. The provisional government is still figuring out which foot to put which shoe on, but yeah, the empire fell, which means a lot of changes, for better or worse, but this is one change for the better that I think will stick. You’ve heard about the magic storms plaguing the outer islands, haven’t you?” Had she? Or had she missed them all? “Or have you? You’ve been pretty sheltered, first in the library, then on Belde.” Marin had thought of the storm that had swept them so far off course. It had been a gift in disguise, all that extra time with Dax. Or maybe it hadn’t been. If she hadn’t spent so much time with him, maybe she wouldn’t have fallen so hard and maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much now that he was gone. “Well, anyway, as it turns out, one of the side effects of the emperor’s hoarding magic has been an increase in terrible storms. So everyone’s happy to not return to the old ways. Less death and mayhem, you know?”

Terlu looked as if she were chewing her way through a gristly bit of beef. “You were willing to risk…? For me?”

She was trying not to think about how many risks she’d been taking—and what it might cost her, especially the loss of the ruby. She didn’t regret it, though. Not yet anyway. She couldn’t have left Rijes Velk where she was and then come here and looked into Terlu’s earnest, innocent eyes. It was amazing she’d stayed this open and sunny even after having been turned into a statue. You’d think that would have made her bitter, but no. “Yeah, well, what’s the point of sailing free, choosing your own horizon, if you won’t choose what’s right over what’s easy?”

It was easy to sound nonchalant, but she glanced across the water, thinking about Dax, thinking about her parents, thinking about Iovar and his anger and vengeance. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do about any of it. It all hurt.

Ree swung on a line, holding on with his branches, and then released, soaring in an arch off the boat and landing on the dock with a thump as his root ball impacted on the boards. “Hey, Marin, did you see that? I did it!”

Marin cheered. “Flawless. Like always.” Lowering her voice, she said to Terlu, “First dozen times he tried that, he overshot.” She mimed a bush sailing over the dock and splashing into the water.

“Luckily, I’m—”

“—a halophyte,” Marin finished with him, grinning fondly. “Yes, we know.”

“Welcome back, Ree,” Terlu said to him. Then to Marin: “Where’s the other sailor who was with you?”

For an instant, Marin couldn’t breathe. She hadn’t expected Terlu to mention him. Somehow, she made herself shrug. “He’s back on land, where he belongs. Not everyone’s made for the sea like Ree here.” She smiled at the shrubbery and hoped no one could tell how she was howling inside.

Why did his absence hurt so much? He was where he was supposed to be, doing what he was supposed to do. She didn’t know why knowing that didn’t help.

Ree fluttered his leaves like a bird preening.

“Your friends will be happy to see you,” Terlu told him. “Glad you made it back for Winter Feast.”

Good. Yes, change the subject. “Ooh, speaking of…” Marin dug into the bag at her side and pulled out the spellbook from Caltrey. This should derail any talk of Dax. “I brought you a feast present. Happy solstice!”

Terlu looked alarmed. She really did wear every emotion on her chipmunk-cheeked face. “I didn’t get you anything.”

“You gave me a very big ruby, remember?” She didn’t mention what she’d done with it as she handed the book to Terlu. “It’s a new spellbook that’s circulating, written for ordinary people. Supposed to have a lot to do with plants and gardens and such, and since, you know, the whole greenhouse thing … I thought it could be useful. Found it in an adorable jam shop, and I couldn’t say no.”

“The laws have changed that much?” Terlu gawked at the book.

“Yep,” Marin said. This was proof, physical proof, that the laws had changed and that Terlu was safe. She should be happy about that—and also distracted from talking about Dax. “Brand-new world out there. A second chance for a whole lot of people, not just you.”

“Oh.” Terlu hugged the spellbook to her chest, along with her letter. “This is an excellent solstice present.”

“My pleasure. Now am I invited to the feast?”

“Absolutely.”

From the ship, Rijes Velk asked, “Am I invited as well?” She climbed out of the hold. Marin thought she’d been right: Rijes, for all her gravitas and life experience and everything, was nervous about how Terlu would react, whether she’d be welcomed, whether she’d be home.

“Rijes Velk!” Terlu chirped, then bowed, then blushed. “I … oh … Oh, wow.”

Marin smiled. She’d done well. She watched the two greet one another, and she knew she’d done the right thing. Her parents wouldn’t have wanted her to do anything else. They’d never want to buy their future with someone else’s unhappiness. She wondered if her parents would be willing to sail with her. Maybe they could find another home. Get another second chance. Other people were doing it. Maybe that was a solution: sell the house on Flicker … She knew even as she had the thought that they’d be miserable. As much as they loved the sea in their youth, they’d always thought of Flicker as their forever home.

As Terlu offered them dinner and invited them to stay in the late sorcerer’s tower, Marin ducked into the hold of her ship and emerged with two bags that she tossed onto the dock. “I’d rather sleep on my boat, but thanks.” She couldn’t leave Perri out in the water by himself.

“Same,” Ree said.

She smiled at him. He had turned out to be quite the little sailor. That said, she would absolutely be taking Terlu up on her offer of food.

“How long can you stay?” Terlu asked.

She should leave right now, find other jobs from Ceruli Square, but she couldn’t bear the thought of returning to Alyssium right away. Maybe she could find jobs outside the capital, far from the conservatory. It wouldn’t be enough for Iovar. She’d tossed that aside when she’d decided to transport her passengers to Belde. Why oh why did the right thing to do hurt so much? “Only until the wind changes,” Marin said, intentionally cryptic.

“Ahh,” Terlu said, as if that nonsense made any sense.

She followed them into the sorcerer’s tower, which she was happy to see was free of any feral gryphons and was instead cozy and clean. She studied the workroom while Rijes and Terlu talked books and codes and whatnot.

“I can show you the translation—” Terlu was saying.

“Yes, that would be excellent!”

Marin said, before they could get too distracted, “After food?”

Terlu laughed. “Yes, after food. Why don’t you settle in, and I’ll be by with some dinner? And the codebook. Ree, I know your friends will be happy to see you’re well.”

“That would be perfect,” Rijes said.

Marin agreed. Food would be just the thing to distract her from thoughts of Dax.

“Terlu?” Rijes said. “Sending you here … I wish I could have done more, and now I am here to impose on you.”

“It’s not an imposition,” Terlu said immediately. “It’s an honor.”

“Alyssium was my home for decades. I expected to die, gladly, between the stacks of the Great Library, a servant to the knowledge and wisdom collected by an empire.” She sighed heavily. “There isn’t a place for me there anymore.”

“You have a place here,” Terlu said firmly. “For as long as you want. Forever, if you like.”

Grinning, Marin elbowed Rijes. “Told you so.”

At least she’d been instrumental in several happy endings. That was going to have to be enough. She wondered if that could be her new purpose. Maybe she shouldn’t be a supply runner. Maybe she could help people who needed a new home.

But that didn’t feel right either. Not without Dax.

Nothing felt right without him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


It was the singing plants that decided her.

Marin walked into the rose greenhouse for the Winter Feast, and the plants were crooning in harmony and she thought, Dax would love this.

He should be here.

It didn’t take any longer than that. It wasn’t anything more profound or climactic. There was no grand screaming-crying-heartfelt conversation or any near-death experience to cause an epiphany. It was just this: Dax had never heard a chorus of singing plants, and he would have loved it.

Ree was right.

Perri was right.

Dax did love music. He loved the conservatory, full of centuries of song. But he also loved the sea, full of wonders and its own kind of music. He deserved to make his own choice with the full knowledge that it was a choice.

Wrapped in the music of the singing plants, it felt so clear. Perri’s splash hadn’t snapped her out of it. Ree’s lecture hadn’t done it. But a wordless song cracked her open. While she was feeling as if she’d been turned upside down and shaken, everyone else was feasting. Rijes was chatting with one of Marin’s refugees, the elderly lady with faded tattoos of flowers on her cheeks, and the refugee child was running around happily with one of the gardener’s relatives. Terlu was beside her reclusive gardener, who looked torn between being incandescently happy and wanting to flee. Above, a winged cat with gray fur and emerald wings perched on the rafters, and tiny dragons swooped between draped ribbons. Over it all, the music swelled and soared with joyfully discordant enthusiasm.

Marin picked her way across the greenhouse, ducking under fat roses with a scent as fragrant and rich as any of the meals being carried out and laid on the table. She found Ree, surrounded by his family. He was regaling them with tales of the giant dragons of Ilreka and how one dragon in particular loved music.

“Ree,” Marin said. “The wind has shifted.”

He broke off his story. “It has?”

“If you want to stay with your family and finish the solstice, I’ll understand.”

He hopped toward her. “Are we going back to Alyssium?”

“Yes, the winds have shifted that way.” Now that she’d decided to go, she didn’t want to delay even another minute. She knew exactly where Dax would be five days from now. She needed to be there too.

But her loyal myrtle only said, “Then let’s go, Captain.” He didn’t ask why the change of heart or say I told you so. She was grateful for that. She felt as if she was vibrating with the need to go right now with no further words and no further delay.

“Ree, you just got home,” one of the other plants complained.

With gusto, Ree sang, “The sea calls to meeeee, for she, she is my home—” He hopped out of the greenhouse, and she followed as he sang, “The blue-blue sea, she calls to meeee…”

Perri was swimming by the dock with a flock of seabirds circling overhead, as well as a few tiny dragons. He was tossing tiny minnows to the dragons, but he stopped as Marin and Ree made their way down the dock.

Belatedly, she wondered if she should have said goodbye to Rijes, but no, she was certain that Rijes would understand. She thought there might be quite a lot that the former head librarian understood. She also doubted that Terlu would mind, given the way she and the gardener were staring at each other. She probably wouldn’t even notice that Marin and Ree had left.

Marin asked Ree, “Are you sure you’re all right with leaving so soon?”

“Family should spend the solstice together,” Ree said.

“Exactly. I could pick you up when I return for the next delivery—”

Ree laid a branch on her ankle to cut her off. “I don’t mean my birth family. I mean our family. Minus the cat, but he’s with his other family.”

It could be that their time together—as a family—was over, and if it was … She’d mourn it, but not until then. Dax deserved to have the choice of whether to stay or sail, and she needed to tell him … oh, all the things she hadn’t said out loud! At the very least, he should know that he was welcome to sail with them, if he wanted. She wasn’t sure she’d ever told him that specifically. He’d bargained to sail with her for a while, until it was safe to return to the conservatory, but he might not know she wanted him to keep sailing with them. He deserved to know that before he decided. He didn’t have to continue in the life that other people had planned for him. He could choose the sea, if he wanted. “Dax wanted us to come back and hear his opus. And then it’s up to him what he wants to do.” He’d said he wanted to talk about the future; he deserved to have that conversation. So did she.

“He’s still part of our crew, though, isn’t he?”

“Always,” Marin said.

In the waves, Perri tossed more fish into the air and caroled as the birds swooped for the flashes of silver. Together, Marin and Ree raised the sails, and they caught the wind away from Belde. She imagined she could still hear the plants singing.



The sail back to Alyssium was the fastest she’d ever done yet felt the slowest.

Marin used every trick she knew to coax wind into the sails. She aimed for dark patches of water, a sure indication of more wind. She sailed the long tack and kept a close eye on the telltales. And when the wind slowed, she called to Perri, and he sped the boat forward until the wind picked up. She slept minimal hours, alternating with Ree. In the end, she shaved half a day off the usual trip, arriving two days early for Dax’s performance.

And it didn’t matter. They weren’t allowed into the conservatory to speak to him.

“We’re his friends,” Marin told the guard at the stairwell. There had never been a guard by the dock beneath the conservatory before, but apparently rules changed for the solstice celebration. The guard was clothed entirely in silver, with a silver mask over her face and a black baton belted to her waist, as well as a brace of knives.

“His family,” Ree corrected.

Legs spread wide and arms crossed, the guard blocked the stairs. “No entry for non-conservatory residents. You will have to enter the concert hall with your ticket like everyone else.”

Ree whispered, “Do we have tickets?”

Taking Ree with her and leaving Perri to watch Silver, Marin circled the conservatory to check at the ticket booth. She’d never seen the place from the front plaza, and she had to admit it was impressive: all marble and covered in statues of famous musicians she’d never heard of. It had multiple pillars carved with musical notes and the entrance was shaped like a golden harp.

“Fancy,” Ree said beside her.

She spotted a few scorch marks on the stone that had yet to be sanded away, and she noted a few of the statue alcoves were empty—the only trace of the recent violence. She wondered if the events had already been immortalized in song and if they’d be accurate or whether details would be sanded away too.

She thought of Rijes Velk: No one knew the empire tried to burn the library.

Maybe they should.

She wondered if Dax would ever consider writing a song about that. I could ask him. If I’m ever allowed near him. Spotting the ticket booth, Marin approached and confirmed that yes, there were three tickets reserved under the name Captain Mariner.

“Three?”

“Yes, Captain,” the ticket seller said and then frowned down at a piece of paper. “There’s a note that the third ticket is for a window view? On the … canal side?”

Marin smiled. Dax wouldn’t have wanted to leave out Perri. She loved that. “That’s right. Someone will need to open the window so the sea serpent can see.”

The ticket seller swallowed hard. “Of course. It will be done.”

She could tell he had questions. She decided not to answer them. Let him invent his own stories. “We’re family,” she said.

Another gulp. “Wonderful!”

The tickets were good for all the solstice performances, but Marin was only interested in one. She spent the time until Dax’s concert in the plaza with the job postings, scanning all of them, not taking any of them. It didn’t feel right, until she knew what her crew would be.

Would he come with them?

Why should he? What did she have to offer? Only the sea and all the wonders of the Crescent Islands. And a sea serpent, a shrub, and a sailor.

She didn’t know if that would be enough.

Marin had plenty of time for second thoughts and third thoughts, but she didn’t let herself think them. Whenever she wasn’t pointlessly perusing the job listings, she was on the boat with Ree and Perri. She wasn’t willing to leave it for long—she didn’t trust the people in the city. There were plenty who were desperate enough to try to steal a way to a new life.

No one tried, though. She didn’t know if it was because it was the winter solstice and everyone was celebrating or because no one wanted to mess with an enormous sea serpent. Now that he knew he had a ticket and was officially invited, Perri had no interest in hiding. But it could have been the former.

Despite the upheaval and despite the changes and despite the fear that still lingered in corners where lives had yet to settle into new shapes … throughout the city, people were celebrating as they had every solstice for centuries, before the rise of the empire and now after its fall. From the deck of Silver, she heard voices drift down from windows, bridges, and plazas. Laughter. Singing. Warm voices of friends and family. Ribbons shaped into flowers were being sold from carts, and the city smelled of warm pretzels and cakes.

On one of her strolls through the plaza, she lingered near one cart selling traditional sun cookies that smelled sugary and lemony. She bought two and stored them away in a pocket, wrapped in a napkin, to share with Dax after his concert—if she was able to get close enough to him to talk. It didn’t occur to her until later that he probably had access to far better sweets within the conservatory.

At last, it was the fifth day of the solstice celebration. Marin and Ree were at the conservatory doors well before they opened, with Perri already in position in the canal. She’d seen him situated before she’d left Silver—the stagehand who had opened the window had been so surprised that he’d summoned over all the ushers and the lighting director to gawk at the sea serpent, before the stage manager shooed them all back to their posts. Perri had been pleased with the fuss.

As the crowd filtered into the concert hall, Ree hopped on his root ball. “If I can’t see from my seat, do you think they’ll let me climb up on the rafters?”

She had no idea, but probably not, given how fancy it was. “If you can’t see, I’ll hold you up,” she promised. “Or you can sit with Perri in his window.”

Reaching the front, Marin showed the tickets to the usher, the same as everyone else was doing, though she didn’t know why she required help finding a seat. Then again, she’d never been to a formal concert before, not like this. She was acutely aware she wasn’t dressed like the rest of the audience, who were wrapped in silks and satin.

Everyone else seemed to have known exactly what to wear: yards of rich fabric wrapped around their bodies. Some of the men and a few of the women left their chests bare, except for necklaces. A few of the older attendees were in robes that swept the floor in feathery trains. Most had painted their faces with gold, silver, and bronze in swirls and floral designs, and jewels dripped from their hair, necks, and arms. All of it would have been extremely impractical on a sailboat. Marin tried not to care that she and Ree stood out as badly as a pig at sea.

The usher led them inside through archways of black stone into the concert hall. Given the opulence of the conservatory itself, Marin had thought she was prepared for the grandeur of the concert hall. Nothing, she thought, could have prepared her.

It was a sea of chairs laid on a carpet of fresh grass, growing improbably inside, beneath a ceiling enchanted to look like the night sky. White birds made of paper circled above the attendees as they claimed their seats. Once a person was settled, a bird flew into their lap and unfolded. Marin spotted Perri in one of the windows, and he, oddly, did not look out of place in the ornate window frame. He could have been one of the statues that decorated the walls.

She expected the usher to lead them to any one of the many, many seats, but instead he kept walking at a clip down the grass aisleway.

“Marin, there’s no soil here,” Ree whispered.

“Well, we’re inside.”

“But the grass…”

It had to be a spell, of course. It was stunning that they’d waste magic on all the effects, especially after the revolution that had just raged outside these walls. One of the primary motivations for all that violence and upheaval was the misuse of magic, hoarding it for the rich while the poor suffered. It seemed that no one had bothered to tell the conservatory any of that. On the plus side, it did make the floor very soft to walk on, and it added the sweet, fresh scent of a meadow. The scent mixed with the perfume of the attendees, creating a mixed-up smell that Marin could only describe as wealth.

And this was Dax’s home.

She supposed this wasn’t where he spent his days exactly. But still … It was quite a stage. She wondered what she had to offer that could compete. Only the great blue sea.

Was it enough?

Ree whispered, “Where is he taking us?”

The question had occurred to her too, as they were led closer and closer to the front of the concert hall. At last, the usher halted at the very front row, where the chairs were carved out of what looked like a single piece of marble and laden with velvet cushions, each so elaborate that they looked like thrones.

“Your seats,” the usher said with a bow.

Ree hopped up onto one of the velvet-cushioned thrones. “I can see,” he announced.

Yes, they absolutely had a good view from here. She wondered if these seats were usually reserved for nobility. Or perhaps even the emperor himself, before his defenestration. She wondered what the painted and bejeweled audience members thought of the sailor and her shrub being given such prominent placement. “Are you sure these are our seats?” Marin asked.

“Special guests of the grandmaster-to-be,” the usher said. “Are they not to your liking? You can be moved, if you wish.” He spread his arm as if to indicate they could have any seat they wished.

“No, this is fine.” If Dax wanted them to sit here … Well, he had wanted them to see his opus. It was his moment of glory, and she would cheer him every step of the way, even if this performance was only going to take him from her.

Why would he choose a life on the sea when he can have all of this? Yes, she would choose the sea. So would Ree. And Perri, of course. But would Dax? I have to give him the choice. That’s why she was here—so he’d know he had a choice. It wasn’t right for anyone—not her, not his parents, not his friends, not the grandmasters—to make it for him.

She sat beside Ree in the ridiculous throne.

One of the paper birds flew into her lap and unfolded. She read the elegant script: Daxicend, Eighth-Level Master Composer. And it had the name of his opus: The Charms of the Sea.

Marin smiled.

Once the concert hall was full, the starlight above dimmed, and the hall fell into shadows, lit only by the light through Perri’s window and a few candles near the stage.

Dax emerged from a door at the back of the stage.

For an instant, she couldn’t breathe. He looked too glorious to be real.

He was dressed in ivory silk, wrapped around his body with one shoulder exposed. His horns were decorated with crystals that hung from the tips. Musical notations had been painted on each of his cheeks, and blue streaked his eyes. His feet were bare on the grass. In his arms, he carried his guitar, cradled as tenderly as if it were a newborn child.

He bowed to the audience, his face solemn, as overhead the stars had swarmed together into a single pale moon that shone on the stage. His eyes swept the crowd, and they stopped on Marin with Ree, who was so excited all his leaves were vibrating, next to her.

A smile lit Dax’s face, and he raised his eyes to Perri’s window. His smile broadened.

It was silent in the concert hall. No announcement. No speeches. Dax didn’t say a word. The audience was as quiet as a held breath.

Marin was glad they came. Grateful. No, that didn’t even go far enough. Whatever Dax decided after the concert, she was certain that coming to see him was the right decision. He wanted them here. If they hadn’t come … We might have broken his heart.

She’d tried not to think how close she’d come to doing exactly that.

He sat in a crystal chair in the center of a ring of grass, and he fixed his eyes on Marin’s. She wondered what he was feeling and thinking at this moment, his moment. All these eyes on him. All the expectations. Did he want to be here? Was he afraid? Was he ready?

And then he began to play.

His fingers danced over the strings, lightly at first. Even from the front row, she had to strain to hear. It was like hearing a bit of a dream, lingering right after you wake up.

Ree let out a tiny gasp.

Marin realized she knew the melody: it was a variation on one of the silly songs that Ree liked to sing.

“Sing, my friend,” Dax said to Ree.

In his sweet voice, Ree sang:


“The sea, the beautiful sea,

So bluuue, so truuue,

You think you stole my heart, but I gave it to thee!”



“Again,” Dax said, still playing. And as Ree sang the lyrics again, a chorus of singers stepped out of the shadows. They added harmony to his sweet melody. “Perri?” Dax requested.

From the window, Perri added his own trumpeting music, layered over the voices, and Dax lowered the guitar and lifted a flute to his lips. The sea serpent and the flute danced notes high above the singers as they wove an increasingly complex collection of notes. It was both like and unlike what Dax had played on the sailboat—the chorus of singers adding a depth to it that made Marin’s eyes fill. She’d never heard anything so beautiful.

When the singers ended on a chord, Ree fell quiet as well.

Then it was just Perri and the flute, filling the concert hall. As they reached the final note of the melody, Dax lowered the flute and began to sing himself. It was a new song, achingly beautiful—a story song about a musician and a dragon and the sun over the sea.

Drums began, as soft as rain at first, then growing.

Horns joined in.

Dax lifted his flute again, and in the music, Marin heard their entire journey: fleeing the city, swimming with the turtles, dancing beneath winged cats, nearly dying in a magic storm, sleeping on a marmoose … She didn’t know if anyone else could hear the story, but she was certain they could feel it.

Wrapped in the music, she lost all sense of time. It sailed around her, and she sailed with it … until at last, it was only Dax’s voice and his guitar again … then silence as the moon above drifted apart into stars and faded into blackness.

There was an entire breath of silence.

And then the concert hall erupted into thunderous applause.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


As the applause faded, Dax was swept away by the other grandmasters out of the concert hall, and Marin and Ree picked their way through the crowd toward the exit. It took a while to cross the concert hall—it felt as if everyone wanted to talk to Ree, the shrub who’d participated in what was roundly considered the finest grandmaster opus heard in years, and to her, peppering her with questions about Perri and how she knew Daxicend and did she know he’d transformed music with his skillful blend of folk and academic styles … But at last, they were able to slip out the door and escape down to the canal.

Dax had beaten them there.

Seated on the bow, he grinned at them as they clambered onto the boat. Perri was half-submerged beside the dock, munching on a squid that Dax had clearly given him.

“You were wonderful!” Ree crowed.

“How are you here?” Marin asked at the same time. “The crowd was intense, and the grandmasters—”

“You came. I had to see you. So I invoked grandmaster privileges,” Dax said with a grin. “No doors in the conservatory are closed to me, and that includes the exit.”

“You did it, then?” Marin asked. “You’re a grandmaster?”

“Of course he is!” Ree said. “He was magnificent!”

Dax crossed to her and took her hands. His hands were warm, soft, and familiar. She felt the calluses from the tri-lute strings. “Did you hear in my opus how—” He stopped himself and rephrased. “What did you hear?”

She told him it was the most beautiful music she’d ever heard, very clearly worthy of being a grandmaster, not that she knew anything about it, but she’d loved it. She tried to remember the phrases she’d heard the audience say and repeated those.

When she’d run out of praise, he repeated the question. “What did you hear?”

“The sea,” Marin answered. “I heard us sailing the sea.”

Dax smiled.

She smiled back.

And for a moment, nothing else existed.

Then Perri splashed them.

Marin yelped. “What was that for?”

The sea serpent swung his head toward the east, the closest gate out of Alyssium. He was ready to head out to the ocean again. Marin felt her heart plummet. She wasn’t ready to say goodbye. If this was goodbye. Did it have to be? He’d sung of them … Ask him, she ordered herself. She didn’t want to pressure him … Tentatively, she asked, “What happens now? You’re a grandmaster. Do you … need to do grandmaster things?” She realized she’d never asked what it meant, or what he’d expected to happen after his opus. There was a lot they hadn’t talked about.

“Now, I make music,” Dax said.

He was standing on her boat, smiling at her, as if he intended to stay. But did he? If he wanted to make music, this was the conservatory, the center of all music in the Crescent Islands! She didn’t know how to ask the question she desperately wanted to ask. Say it. Tell him how you feel!

But he spoke first. “I told the other grandmasters that I make the best music out on the sea. It inspires me. You inspire me.”

“You told them?” He stood up to them. Dax, who had worked his whole life to please people, who had been brought up to believe his only value was in serving the grandmasters, who had had friends and family stripped away from him to keep him focused on doing what they wanted him to do … At last, he had stood up to them. For me?

“I used my Daxicend voice.” He straightened his posture and said in a regal tone, “I am Daxicend the composer, and I will do as I wish.” She laughed, then her laugh faded. He was looking so intensely into her eyes.

He truly did it. Not for me, or not just for me. For himself. Now it was hard to breathe. “You want to stay on my crew.”

Dax was still holding her hands. “If you’d let me. I realize I already went to the End-of-Harvest Festival … That was only payment for a few weeks on the boat … but…” He released her hands and pulled out a pouch. He opened it and held it out for her. “I can pay my way.”

Gems sparkled. Many, many gems.

“How…” Her throat felt dry.

“There were several buyers who wanted first-year performance rights for my opus. I hadn’t been sure they would—I couldn’t promise it—but it should be more than enough to cover your parents’ debt.” He was beaming at her.

Marin felt herself shake her head, even as Ree cheered and Perri danced in the canal as best he could in the constricted space, which ended up with lots of canal water splashing across the deck and the three of them.

Dax’s eyes were fixed on hers. His smile began to fade.

“That’s yours,” Marin said. “I can’t take that.”

“I want you to have it. I want to sail with you. And this—”

“I don’t want you to buy your way onto my crew.” She couldn’t let him pay her to work for her. It wasn’t … “No, this isn’t … This isn’t what I want.”

Beside her, Ree wailed, “Marin!”

“I thought…” Dax began.

She had to say it. “I don’t want you on my crew.”

Everyone fell silent. Even the water in the canal felt hushed.

She was saying this all wrong. She tried again: “I want you to sail with me. But not as my crew. I certainly don’t want you to feel like you have to buy your way onto my crew. I want…” Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath, trying to think, trying to feel. She opened them again and said firmly, “I want us to be partners. On the sea. Like … like my parents always were. We belong together on the waves, as equals.”

He gaped at her. “You want…”

Marin said, “I want you to buy half of Silver.”

It was a little bit nice to see Dax finally speechless.

“Those gems, I think they’ll just about cover it,” Marin said. “We’ll be partners, co-owners of … whatever this business is.” They could figure out the details of what they’d do later. A vote, by the entire crew. “We need a name.”

Ree piped up, “Wax Myrtle and Company Supply Runners.”

“Not that,” Marin said.

“The Serpent, The Shrub, and—”

“Hush,” Dax told him.

He hushed.

“You want me to co-own your boat?” Dax said. “I thought you were a solo sailor. I don’t want you to feel … This is your boat.”

“It could be ours,” Marin said. “I’d still be in charge of sailing. Obviously. But … it would be our home, together. Our little family’s.”

He smiled as bright as the sun over the sea.

“I want us to be partners in business, whether it’s supply running, music, or both, and I want us to be partners in life.” There, she said it, as clearly as she could. That was what she wanted to say. “I love you, and I want to sail with you for the rest of my days.”

Dax was smiling still, his glorious-as-the-sunrise smile.

Ree asked, “Can I cheer yet?”

Marin laughed. “He hasn’t said yes yet.”

Dax leaned forward and kissed her, his lips soft and sweet and tasting of the scent of fresh grass and the open sea. She felt as if she were being gifted the world and all its wonders. “Yes,” he breathed. “Yes, Captain. I love you too.”



They sailed back to Flicker.

Blue and crisp, the sea and sky seemed to be celebrating with them. Perri dove through sparkling waves as the wind blew steadily from the east. It was sharply cold, but it didn’t play any games. They made good time.

Shortly after dawn, Marin spotted her home island in the distance. The old volcano was a clear silhouette on the horizon, breaking the smooth line of the sea. As they sailed closer, she spotted what could have been birds circling above the shore, though it wasn’t until they were closer still that she could see their furry bodies beneath their spread wings. She wondered if Stowy was flying with them.

“Perri, lead the way!” she called.

Excited, the sea serpent charged ahead.

She heard shouts from nearby fishing boats, and this time she didn’t bother to try to hide her return. She waved to the other sailors as she steered toward her parents’ cove. Let them spread the word. I’m ready this time.

The first to greet them was the orange cat. Stowy circled above the cove as they arrived and then he settled on the bow. He meowed imperiously, and Dax knelt to scratch his cheeks. Stowy leaned into the scratch. “Good to see you again, Escatralius.”

Marin tied off at the dock, as Ree leaped from the mast onto the dock with a “Ta-da!”

“Very nice,” she told him.

“I should have waited for more of an audience.”

“You’ll have plenty more chances,” Marin told him.

“Yes, I will, won’t I?” Ree strutted toward the shore and then began hopping up the steps toward Marin’s parents’ cottage. Dax scooped up Stowy and stepped onto the dock.

Marin called to Perri, “You good? I’m not sure how long this will take.”

Perri trumpeted back with so much enthusiasm that Marin was certain he was both approving of however long it took and cheering her on.

She laughed. “It’s a business transaction, not a victory parade.”

But in the end, it did feel like a victory parade. Marin had planned on marching over to the Merchant Bank office by herself and repaying the debt in person … She hadn’t counted on her mother, father, partner, and wax myrtle all insisting that they were coming with her, but she had no interest in saying no.

So they trooped into the heart of town. Only a few winged cats were perched on the rooftops, sunning themselves. Others were visible circling over the trees. Many others had claimed prime spots on the black rocks that soaked in the sun. And of course, a large number were back in the cove, feasting on Perri’s offerings.

A few villagers greeted them as they passed. It was a workday, and no one was going to interrupt the fishing, the laundry, or the shopkeeping just because a daughter of Flicker had come back twice publicly in a row. Her pa was calling out more greetings as they passed, seemingly wanting to be seen by as many as possible. Perhaps he does.

Repaying the debt was no small thing. And they did want as many witnesses as possible. That would go a long way to insulating her parents from any feelings that Iovar wanted to have about all of this. It was why she wanted to visit the bank at the height of the day, when it would be the most crowded. So whenever her father greeted a neighbor, she waved too, whether she remembered their name or not.

Ahead, the Merchant Bank looked like a mushroom, specifically like one of those white button mushrooms that grilled nicely on a skewer. Its cap was blue, and its stalk was built of white stone. Marin loved how absurd it looked.

Iovar must hate it.

He prided himself on appearing strong, sensible, and competent. It had to grate on him that the only financial institution on Flicker looked as if it were a delicious meal for a very large pig.

Pa pushed through the rounded doors first and greeted everyone inside by name. He made it a point of pride to remember everyone he’d ever made a supply run for, and by this point, that was nearly everyone on Flicker, certainly every business.

“Here to repay our debt,” Pa announced to all of them.

His friends in the bank congratulated him and Ma. A few applauded.

The commotion was enough to draw Iovar from his office. Marin felt herself grow still the instant she saw him. Here, in his domain, Iovar projected as much confidence as Dax on a stage. He filled the room simply by stepping into it, drawing eyes to his neatly shorn face, finely braided hair, and pressed linen shirt. His clothes always fit him perfectly, showing off his broad shoulders and muscled arms, the ones Marin used to think would wrap around her, hold their children, help with the sails. But as she studied him, she was surprised to find that she didn’t ache anymore at the loss of who she’d thought he was. That person had never existed.

Dax, beside her, was real, as improbable and miraculous as he seemed. This ephemeral dream of a man had proven more true than the one she’d nearly pledged herself to.

“What’s all this?” Iovar’s voice boomed across the bank.

“Get your paperwork, Iovar,” Ma told him, as if instructing a child to put away their toys. She clapped her hands to encourage him to move quickly. “It’s time to finish this.”

He frowned. “You have the payment?”

“Our daughter does,” Pa said. “In full.”

That was Marin’s cue to step forward and face the brunt of Iovar’s attention. As he fixed his glare on her, she felt …

Fine.

Perfectly fine.

He was just a man. An unpleasant man she was dealing with for the final time. If the emperor of the great Crescent Islands Empire can fall, so can he. She smiled at him, a bit giddy with relief. She’d thought this would be difficult, that all the old shame and anger and, yes, even fear that she used to feel when she saw him, even as recently as the End-of-Harvest Festival, would resurface. But it was all beautifully absent. He was no emperor with a vast army of sorcerers at his disposal. He was just a petty, vindictive man who had tried and failed to break her.

He has no power over me.

Finally.

It was concluded quickly and with little drama. She handed over the gems. Iovar produced the paperwork. He signed. Ma and Pa signed. The other employees witnessed, as did the other customers. Dax stood beside her, beaming with happiness, and Ree hopped up and down on his root ball.

And that was it.

I’m free.

At last it was over. Marin stepped up to Iovar. She thought of all the things over the years she’d planned to say to him, all the satisfying insults, all the accurate assessments of his character, all the grand pronouncements of how he’d failed and how she was happier without him … She’d even imagined herself forgiving him, showing to all that she was the better person. But instead, she didn’t say any of it. She didn’t forgive him, and she didn’t unleash any of the emotions she’d felt over the two years since his betrayal. Instead, she just said, “Goodbye, Iovar.”

“Mariner, if you’ll allow me to—”

Marin did not allow him to do or say anything to her. She walked away, out of the bank, with her family around her. Dax held her hand, and Ree hopped beside her. Her parents had a flock of their friends around them, congratulating them, planning a celebration. Pa promised to make six kinds of pie. She kept walking until they reached her parents’ cottage and then she kept going until she could see the sea, with her sea serpent playing in the waves.

“Good?” Dax asked.

“Very.” She smiled and took his hand.
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CHAPTER THIRTY


THREE MONTHS LATER …

The waterfalls were singing.

Marin steered the sailboat closer as Dax furiously scribbled in his notebook. They’d sailed here after dropping off the latest batch of refugees at what would hopefully become their new home island, and then performing in the harbor to pay for supplies. They weren’t due back in Alyssium for a few more weeks. “Are you hearing this?” Dax cried over the sound of the water. “Those harmonies!”

“Very nice!” Marin called back.

“Very nice? Nice? It’s brilliant! It’s like the world’s soul is baring itself! The way they modulate keys, yet keep the melody flowing.”

Glancing at Ree, Marin smirked. Ree piped up, “I think it’s very pretty.”

Dax opened his mouth, then shut it. “You’re teasing me.”

Swimming beneath the waterfalls, Perri emerged in a burst of spray and trilled a melody higher than the burble of the water. The spray doused all of them, and Ree squawked.

Laughing, Marin said, “Yes, we’re teasing you. It’s incredible. Phenomenal.” She thought the waterfalls sang a little louder at the praise, but it could have been her imagination. The water was tumbling down cliffs of quartz that had been stained over many years by minerals in the water: streaks of rust red and emerald and teal. It reminded Marin of the Painted Pass where she’d first met Perri. She made a mental note to take Dax and Ree there someday. She thought they’d like to see where the story of their little family began.

“I wonder if it’s the water, the stones, or the two combined…” Dax said.

Ree asked, “What’s it saying?”

Dax looked startled at the question, then thoughtful. “I don’t believe it’s self-aware … So the meaning resides in what the listener brings to it. Art exists in the intersection between the artist and the audience.”

“What about when I just sing to myself?” Ree asked.

“Then you’re the audience too,” Dax said. “And so is the universe.”

Marin told the myrtle, “The universe really likes your singing.”

He preened. “I know.”

She looked up at the waterfall and listened as the harmonies wove in and out with the tumbling water. It was an endless, chaotic, joyous song. Like us. “I’m glad we came here.”

Dax smiled. “It is very nice.”

Marin grinned back at him. “It’s us. The waterfall.” She didn’t know how to put it into words, but she tried. “We’re falling through life, with very little control.” She waved at the riotous water gushing over the quartz. “But we’re beautiful while we fall.”

He closed his notebook and slid it into a pack to protect it from sea spray, and then he crossed to the helm. He had a look in his eyes that made her smile more.

Ree sighed heavily. “Perri, they’re going to kiss again.”

Perri warbled and splashed in approval.

“You’re no help,” the myrtle muttered. He scampered up the mast to the top, as Dax cupped Marin’s face in his hands and kissed her lightly.

She pulled back, spun the wheel so the boat shifted into the wind, and let the sails luff. She then grabbed a fistful of Dax’s shirt and pulled him closer. His arms wrapped around her waist, and Marin kissed him deeply, wildly, and joyously.

He tasted of the sea.

When the kiss ended, they drew back only a few inches apart.

“Where to next, Captain?” Dax asked.

“Anywhere,” Marin said. “Everywhere.” She looked up at Ree on the mast and then over at Perri in the waterfall. “I’ve heard about islands that float in the air. We could see what kind of music there is in the sky…”

“I’d love that,” Dax said. “I love you.”

Ree scurried down the mast to retrieve his beloved map, while Perri dove deep beneath the water, swam under their sailboat, and emerged on the other side with a fountain of water. Dax stood beside Marin as she trimmed the sails and turned the wheel.

The sails filled with wind, as she steered back toward the horizon. Before them, the sea sparkled, full of possibilities.

Together, they sang as they sailed.
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