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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.
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