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. PROLOGUE .

L

ong after the sun had set, when the passengers were
nestled neatly in their cabins, the crew gathered on the
deck of the Dove. They’d been at sea for a fortnight, playing the role of any passenger vessel crew — all “yes, sirs” and “no,
miladys”— seeing to the needs of the stiﬀ-legged landsmen with
exaggerated obsequiousness. But no more.
Rake stood at the helm, just below the Nameless Captain, as
was his place. The ragged crew below them were the captain’s
men, chosen for their savagery, their drunkenness, and their predilection for thievery and murder. But it was Rake they answered
to at sea.
“It’s time,” Rake said, and the men scattered belowdecks.
Sleep-fogged passengers were pulled roughly from their
bunks and dragged, questioning and sputtering, to the foredeck.
The captain scoﬀed; even their nightwear was ﬁnery, silks with
careful stitching.

As was ritual, the strongest man was pulled from the ranks of
the passengers and forced to his knees. On this particular voyage,
he was a spice merchant named Mr. Lam, headed to the Floating
Islands without his wife and his children to see about the famous
marketplace there. He could be no more than twenty-ﬁve.
“Come on, then, Florian,” Rake said. “Time to earn your
britches.”
It had been Rake’s idea: The name change. The men’s clothes.
Being a slip of a girl may have been tenable in Crandon, but it
wasn’t here on the Dove. Not among these men. In taking this
man’s life, Flora could start a new one. Her life as Florian.
The cost was simple. Rake slipped Florian a dagger.
“Show them,” Rake whispered. Not just the passengers, as was
Florian’s oﬃcial charge, but the other sailors aboard the Dove.
They needed to see who this child was, the man this girl had
become. Rake could tell from the solemn nod Florian gave that he
understood Rake’s words exactly.
The child stepped forward, and though he was small-boned
and skinny from strict rations, the passengers fell silent. The long,
silver dagger in Florian’s hand shone like the moon in an otherwise black night.
The Nameless Captain cleared his throat, all theater and
cruelty. “It gives me no great pleasure to announce to you ﬁne
people that the Dove is no passenger vessel. She is a slaver. And all
of you aboard are now her chattel.”
Sobs and cries of dissent rippled through the passengers. One
foolish old man even cursed at the captain. A blow from Rake
across the man’s chin crumpled his aged and spindly legs for him,
and he hit the deck with a crash of bone on wood. The scuﬄe only
caused more shouting and wailing until the captain raised his pistol into the air and ﬁred once.
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Silence returned, save for the sound of the sea lapping against
the Dove.
“If any of you are thinking of mutiny, I can promise you”— he
motioned to Florian, who slipped behind the trembling Mr. Lam,
dagger poised —“we don’t take kindly to mutineers.”
Though the man begged for clemency at a whisper, Florian
dragged the dagger across his throat. Lam’s blood spilled down
the front of his nightshirt, and his thick, muscled body fell to the
deck. Two of the crewmen hauled the dying man up by the armpits and held him for passengers to witness how the last shudders
of life left him. Florian wiped the blood from the blade on his
sleeve.
With the passengers now suﬃciently terriﬁed, the captain
had them locked into the slave quarters, in the hold of the ship.
The Dove’s spacious cabins would be used henceforth by the crew,
who until then had been taking turns in the hammocks strung up
in the stores.
Belowdecks, the passengers wept.
Abovedeck, the crew chanted, “Florian, Florian, Florian,
Florian!”
He was a captain’s man now — Rake had seen to that. As
safe as he could be among his peers. The child had competently
changed stories more than once, and swiftly, too. Rake had seen
it happen. What was one more seismic shift? From child to adult.
Innocent to murderer. Girl to man.
And Florian, who still had Mr. Lam’s blood on his sleeve,
smiled into the darkness.
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. CHAPTER 1 .
Evelym

E

velyn washed her hands again. The telltale sand under
her ﬁngernails stubbornly resisted the ﬁne soap from
Quark that her mother, the Lady Hasegawa, had imported
especially for her. Her mother claimed that only a foreign soap
meant for rice-paddy farmers could possibly conquer Evelyn’s
dirty ﬁngernails, since her habits were far too coarse for a good
Imperial girl.
It was a rude thing to have said, but more so because the Lady
said it in front of her lady’s maid, who was from Quark.
And sure, maybe digging about the shore near their home
looking for shells was not a most ladylike activity. The whole
coastline was black from the ﬁlth of the Crandon port. Crandon
was the capital of the Nipran Empire, and nearly every type of
trading vessel passed through her waters. But it was not so dirty
that lovely pink and white shells could not be excavated by those
with the patience to do it.
Evelyn had convinced her own lady’s maid, Keiko, that
the Lady Hasegawa would never again ﬁnd out that she’d been

scrounging on the shore. But now Evelyn was carelessly close to
breaking that promise, which could lose Keiko her job, not to
mention any reference the Lady Hasegawa might give her. But
still. Somehow Evelyn could not be called away from her messy
hobby. It was as though the sea called to her especially.
“Miss, the Lady has called for you again,” Keiko said. She was
a little frantic now. As Evelyn’s maid, she’d been subjected to all
manner of admonishment for Evelyn’s many irresponsibilities, but
mainly her tardiness. This afternoon’s tea would be no exception.
“I’m sorry, Keiko. Truly. But look at this one!” Evelyn held up
a whelk shell. A spiral of blue worked its way from tip to door, and
only the very point of its apex had been snapped oﬀ. “It’s practically intact!”
“Hold still.” Keiko grabbed Evelyn’s hands and, ﬁnger by ﬁnger,
dragged the blunt end of a sewing needle beneath the nail, scraping out the grit. It hurt, and one of her ﬁngers bled, but Evelyn was
glad for Keiko’s help. She always was.
“Thank goodness for you, Keiko,” Evelyn whispered, “or my
mother would’ve disowned me years ago.”
Keiko smiled, gave Evelyn a nudge with her shoulder. “Thanks
to the Emperor, you mean. Now go, please. Before I’m sacked and
you’re cut out of the family.”
Evelyn gave Keiko a quick kiss on the cheek and ran to the
sukiya, where her mother’s tea ceremony was held every day.
The Lady Hasegawa and Evelyn had been staying in their
Crandon home since Lord Hasegawa had been forced to take a
consultancy role in the family’s shipping company. The Hasegawas
had come upon hard times in recent years, and though the Lady
Hasegawa would never admit it, they had all but abandoned their
country manor and nearly all of their staﬀ. And though they were
still attended to by a handful of footmen, ladies’ maids, guards, a
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cook, and a gardener, one could scarcely ignore the conspicuous
lack of service in their household. Hasegawa was an old name,
and it was her father’s dishonor that they were not better kept.
So many servants gone meant that Evelyn had hardly any
family left, either. The servants had been the ones who had raised
her, after all. It had been her nanny who’d kissed her skinned
knees, the stable boys who’d played chase. She barely knew her
parents, and they certainly did not know her.
However, without fail, the Lady Hasegawa still demanded
the high tea ceremony each afternoon, and Evelyn’s presence
was mandatory. Evelyn wasn’t exactly sure why. While she liked
a good rice ball as much as anyone, tea was invariably boring and
painfully tedious, especially in the summer, when there was so
much to see and do.
All of which existed outside her mother’s sukiya.
“Evelyn, you are late,” the Lady Hasegawa said by way of salutation. “Again.”
“My apologies.” Evelyn bowed low, trying her best to look
properly conciliatory. Then she took her seat, accidentally nudging the table with her knees. The preponderance of small dishes
clattered.
A quick exhalation through the Lady Hasegawa’s ﬂared
nostrils was all Evelyn needed to be reminded of her mother’s perpetual disappointment in her. How wearying it must be, Evelyn
thought, to bear the burden of such ceaseless inadequacy. Still, at
least she knew her mother, could recognize the moods — mostly
displeasure — that ﬂitted across her face. Her father was as
unfathomable to her as the bottom of the sea, and nearly as distant. Once she had asked him if he loved her or not. In response
he had drained his drink wordlessly and left the room.
The Lady Hasegawa motioned for the tea to be poured, which
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was done in silence. Evelyn did her best to handle her teacup with
grace. She’d broken two already and been banned straight out
from using the heirloom porcelain, a humiliating rule enforced
even in company.
“As has likely become clear — even to you — our family has
come upon some hard times,” the Lady Hasegawa said.
Evelyn nearly dropped her cup. Her mother never admitted
to the ﬁnancial woes of the Hasegawas, even though they were
glaringly obvious. How strange it was to hear their truth so plainly
stated. For once.
“Yes, Mother.”
“As such, Lord Hasegawa has decided it’s time for you to wed.
You’re nearly sixteen years old. And, thanks to the Emperor, your
father has found you a suitable match. One who does not demand
too much in the way of dowry.”
Evelyn put down her cup gracelessly. Hot tea sloshed over the
lip of the cup onto her hand. It burned until it was cold. Evelyn
made no eﬀort to brush it away, instead focusing on the gift of
distraction it gave her in this terrible moment.
“You should be glad to know,” the Lady Hasegawa said
loudly — loud enough so that the few servants they still had left
in their employ could hear her —“that your father has done quite
well for you, despite your many faults, thanks to his high connections within the Emperor’s ranks. Your husband may be new
money — garnered in the silk trade — but he’s achieved something
for himself and even served in the Imperial Guard. I hear he was
most gallant in the service. He’s made quite a name for himself. All
of which, let’s be frank, is substantially better than I ever dreamed
for you.” She took a sip of her tea. Her manners were perfect, of
course, her hands cupped delicately around her cup just so. “You
shall be joining him at his residence.”
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“Is he . . . is he here?”
“My goodness, no,” the Lady Hasegawa said brusquely. She
deftly picked up a piece of squash in her chopsticks and elegantly
deposited it in her mouth. She chewed thoughtfully, as if imagining the relaxing, daughter-free future this arrangement promised.
She was smiling, Evelyn realized. Triumphant. “No, he’s in the
Floating Islands.”
The Emperor had many armies and navies, consulates and
ambassadors, all over the Known World. Nearly all of that world
was colonized by the Nipranites now, though some colonies were
younger, still rough around their edges. Iwei was, of course, the
oldest colony. If only she could be sent there! It might be the smallest of the many island nations that made up the Known World,
but it boasted famously temperate weather, and all the best wines
were imported from there. Even Quark would have been better. It
was a new colony, certainly, but it was so close to Crandon, only
two weeks’ sail on a clinker. Culturally diﬀerent. Life was a little
cheaper there, which lent it a frightening air. But if she were in
Quark, she could still come home now and again.
The reach of the Imperial Guard stretched far beyond casual
travel, however, and the Floating Islands were proof of this. They
were a several-months-long voyage, and an expensive one. With
so many days on the open sea, it was risky enough not to be taken
casually. If she went to the Floating Islands, Evelyn realized, she’d
likely never come home.
“Yes,” the Lady Hasegawa said dreamily. “Your father has done
quite well.”
Like all the children of Crandon, Evelyn had been reared on
the tales of the savagery and magic of the Floating Islands. It
was said they housed the Known World’s last witches. Actual
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practical witches. It was only thanks to the Emperor that witches
were ﬁnally all but extinct, and the world was safer for it. And
while Crandon, as the capital of the Nipran Empire, was cold and
orderly, the Floating Islands were notoriously a nation of vagabonds, baleful merchants, and danger. But then, that was what
Imperials said about basically all of the colonies. The ruling
classes imported the colonies’ goods and prayed that the people
who supplied them would stay upon their native shores.
A shiver raked down Evelyn’s spine as she tried to imagine
herself riding the infamously dangerous wood-and-rope elevators
that rose from the Islands’ craggy cliﬀs.
If one thing was for certain, it was that Evelyn’s parents had
ﬁnally found the most expedient and honorable way to be rid of
her. What a small cost her dowry must have seemed to them.
She would leave with her belongings packed into her casket,
as so many Imperial girls had done before. It was a tradition born
of the most calculating kind of practicality, serving the dual purpose of showing the husband that the girl would be truly with
him until death did they part, while also providing, at her family’s
expense, a means for her burial. It was macabre, and Evelyn’s skin
crawled, thinking of her kimonos and her corsets crammed into
the vessel that would one day house her corpse. She had often
thought of casket girls with pity — that their parents would be so
crass, that their lives would be so transparently close to death,
that their futures would be so bindingly arranged.
And now she was one of them.
Evelyn was to depart for the Floating Islands within a fortnight.
Without the expense of housing and keeping a daughter, the
Lady Hasegawa would be taking on two new kitchen girls and an
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additional valet. Though it was customary for a lady’s maid
to accompany her lady, Keiko would not be going with Evelyn.
Instead, Keiko had been oﬀered either a demotion to the laundry
or a letter of reference.
It was a cruel thing the Hasegawas were doing to Keiko, and
it infuriated Evelyn as much as did her own fate. For Keiko’s part,
she’d held herself together admirably under the circumstances.
She padded into the room, her footfalls nearly silent on the tatami
mats, in the way that most practiced servants’ were.
Keiko was, Evelyn reﬂected, too good for the Hasegawas. She
resolved that she would tell her so before she left.
“Are they asleep?” Evelyn asked.
“Lord Hasegawa has taken his wine for the evening.” Keiko
hardly met Evelyn’s eyes. Instead, she persistently averted her
gaze to an imperfectly tied curtain or a speck on the vanity mirror that needed polishing. Keiko had been Evelyn’s personal maid
since they were both children, and her best friend for nearly as
long. Evelyn knew Keiko’s face as well as her own; tonight it was
wrought with despair.
“Come on.” Evelyn pulled the blankets aside, making enough
room so that Keiko could lie beside her. Keiko sniﬄed but obeyed,
ﬁnding her place in Evelyn’s arms.
Evelyn stroked Keiko’s hair, which was soft and familiar to
the touch, the dark and lovely brown of good soil. Keiko was not
Nipranite, though she bore a Nipranite name. Most servants did.
The Cold World name her mother had given her had been long
and complicated, too much for the Imperial tongue. Evelyn could
not remember it. She could remember every freckle on her face,
though.
She lifted Keiko’s chin with her ﬁnger, tipping the girl’s face
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toward hers. Keiko’s freckles blurred beneath the tears that converged at her sharp chin. Evelyn stopped to consider Keiko’s lips
before she kissed her.
Keiko’s kisses tasted of salt. Like the sea. It was odd, so unlike
Keiko. It was equally unsettling and lovely. With each kiss Evelyn
felt further from her new life as a casket girl and closer to Keiko.
Closer to home.
But even as she tried to lose herself in the softness of Keiko,
of her mouth and her legs and her neck and her cheek, Evelyn
couldn’t help but wonder if her parents’ choice to deprive her of
her most beloved lady’s maid was not just frugal but calculated.
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. CHAPTER 2 .
Flora

I

t was rare that the crew spent much time ashore. Even more
rare that they should do so in Crandon. It had been years
since Flora had last seen this cursed city, last witnessed the
horrible stone statue of the First Emperor crest over the horizon,
to loom, enormous, over everything. She hated that statue nearly
as much as she hated Crandon itself. But the captain had paid
out all the men so that they could enjoy their stay here. Crandon
sprawled with oﬀerings for nearly every appetite, assuming one
had coin. There were good times to be had in Crandon for a man
with money, and since most of the crew called the city home, they
knew just where to ﬁnd it.
All except Flora, it seemed. Being back in Crandon made her
nervous. She felt compressed here, small.
On the other hand, the Dove had been to Tustwe’s eastern
shores twice, and it was not until she had visited there, had been
in a place where she looked like everyone else, that she realized
the power of blending in. Why her mother had left her native

shore only to come to a country where everyone hated her, and
her children, was beyond Flora’s understanding.
As Nipran’s nearest southern neighbor, it was miraculous that
Tustwe had not yet been colonized. But it held its own in trade
against the Empire. Flora loved it there — loved the heat, loved the
way Imperials looked nervous as they walked through the dusty
streets and startled at the oryxes.
Someday, she and her brother would live in Tustwe. They
talked about it frequently. They’d learn the language — Alﬁe ﬁrst,
of course; he had a knack for languages, for picking up words and
phrases like souvenirs from the diﬀerent places they visited. Flora
would follow. They would blend in. And they’d never return to
Crandon again.
That time was nearing, too. They’d been saving. Each voyage
on the Dove added to Flora’s unease that Alﬁe would do something stupid, that the captain would decide they were no longer
worth their weight. Or worse, that they’d become like the rest of
the crew, indistinguishable from the murderers and rapists whose
ranks they shared. It had not been so long since they started sailing with the Dove.
She remembered the ears, severed and cold, handed to the
captain as their ticket aboard.
Their ticket away from this place. Crandon. The Empire.
Luckily, shore leave was nearly over now. Unluckily, Alﬁe was
not back on the Dove.
So oﬀ Flora ran, through the city she hated, through every
back alley and dingy pub Sty’s End had to oﬀer. They’d grown up in
Sty’s End, but that didn’t mean it was exempt from Flora’s hatred.
If anything, her ire was inﬂamed in those narrow gray streets, as if
their very dimensions were too small to contain it.
They had been reared on Imperial hate. Rejected from the
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orphanage. They’d rarely found a roof to sleep under. Amid the
desperate and the dying, the funeral homes and the pubs.
This one, the Tipsy Pig, was the last Flora would check. After
that, Alﬁe would be on his own, she vowed.
This was a lie and she knew it. Alﬁe was the only family she
had—she’d never leave without him.
The pub smelled of piss and wine, cheap rum and sweat.
Familiar smells, smells she hated. She pushed her way through
the bodies, the men bellowing, loud with drink.
Leaning over the bar, propped up on his elbows and nearly
passed out, was Alﬁe. Though he was the elder of the two, Flora
felt as though she were his keeper, today especially. Any time he
had access to drink, really.
She tried to push down the resentment, hot and red and
burning, that ﬂared in her chest. She knew why he drank, knew
too well that there were memories he’d rather live without. And
that if he hadn’t interceded to protect her, he’d not have them. But
his burden became hers each time they hit the shore. Any shore.
“You idiot.” She tried to shake him awake. “Get up.”
He groaned but didn’t move.
“Come on,” said a woman behind the bar. She was old, the passage of time plain upon her face. Like Flora and Alﬁe, she was not
Imperial-blooded, though she was pink, which was worse, really.
There wasn’t an uncolonized country left in the Cold World.
Sty’s End was full of immigrants from all over the Known
World. Hardly anyone there could boast pure Imperial blood.
The barkeep’s immense bosom was hardly contained by her
yukata, and Flora felt her face ﬂush at the sight of it.
“Let him be,” she said warmly. “Have a drink.”
She poured a draft of muddy ale into a dirty cup and pushed
it forward.
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“I’ve got no silver.”
The woman nudged it closer, a wry half smile on her face.
“Or copper.”
“You don’t look like you do,” the woman said. “But then I bet a
boy like you has plenty to oﬀer a poor lady like myself as compensation for this here spirit.” She gave Flora a long, lascivious look
up and down. “You ever been with a woman?”
Boy.
Flora took the cup and drained it. It was horrible — ﬂat and
stale. It tasted the way a horse smelled.
“If I hadn’t,” Flora said carefully, “I wouldn’t start with you.”
The woman laughed a deep belly laugh. “S’too bad!” she said
merrily. “Your mate here was much more obliging. My biggest
customer all night.”
Alﬁe groaned. It wasn’t until then that Flora could see he
wasn’t just drunk. His stare was focused, but not on anything in
the pub. His gray eyes were eclipsed black with dilated pupils.
Flora's heart raced. She had not checked their stores, had not seen
what he’d taken from them, had not counted their savings before
she left the ship.
Just how much did he spend?
“What has he been drinking?” She feared she already knew
the answer.
The woman smiled, clearly pleased to be the bearer of bad
news after Flora’s rudeness. “Mermaid’s blood. Had it in fresh
from the port just this afternoon.”
Flora’s eyes fell shut.
Mermaid’s blood was the oblivion drink. Men drank it to
escape the cruelty of their lives. Drink the blood, they said, and
you’d see beautiful things. But memories would disappear. Gone,
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gone, gone. Which was what most drinkers wanted. It was mermaid’s blood that made the Nameless Captain nameless, after all.
He’d had enough that he’d forgotten even his own name.
Mermaid’s blood changed men. And the cost was high.
How much had Alﬁe had? Flora wondered. How much of Alfie
is left?
Flora shoved her shoulder beneath her brother’s arm and
hoisted him swiftly to his feet. It was a practiced gesture, one she’d
made countless times before all around the Known World. With
Alﬁe muttering to himself, she supported him out of the Tipsy Pig
and into the gray Crandon sun.
“You’re a lucky stupid thing,” she said to him. “That you’re thin
as a skeleton, and that you’ve got me for a sister.”
Alﬁe twitched in her grasp but managed to ﬁnd his feet
beneath him. He laughed, but it was a distant sound, more like
the memory of a laugh than a real one.
“Fish with legs,” he said. “Crawling onto the shore.”
“Sure. Let’s get you home.” Her voice was much softer than
she might have liked.
As they drew close to the Dove, Alﬁe insisted on walking of
his own accord. His legs were shaky, but he pushed her and her
help away.
“Oh, save it,” Alﬁe groaned. “Don’t let them see you.” His voice
trailed oﬀ, but Flora knew what he hadn’t said: Don’t let them see
you being a girl.
The men of the Dove knew she was a girl. Or had been one. But
after the captain had ordered her to kill — and she had, unﬂinchingly — she had earned the respect to be something better than a
girl. Something safe. From then on, the crew had only ever called
her Florian. It was the name that Rake had given her. It was the
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name of a murderer. It was the name of a survivor. It was a spell
that allowed her to blend in with the crew.
Florian was the captain’s man now, everyone knew. And so
grudgingly, she’d been granted respect.
“I’ve got no love for you anyway,” she shot back. And Alﬁe’s
laugh transformed into a retch as his body rejected the black
blood he’d paid so dearly for all over the ground.
The question of how much he’d spent dogged her. They always
talked about going to Tustwe, about leaving the Dove. Just one
more voyage, he’d say. There was always one more.
She may as well square herself with it. With the Dove and her
horrible purpose. With the life she couldn’t escape, the brother
she loved and hated.
She deposited Alﬁe in his hammock, and he groaned with
relief.
“Just you and me, Florian,” he said. “Just us against the world.”
His voice was hoarse from vomiting.
Beneath the hammock, Flora pulled out their rucksack. In it
was a silver dagger, a woven bracelet from Tustwe, and the leather
sack they kept their wages in. Years of wages she’d saved. She
knew right away, could tell from its weight and the obvious lack of
dimension, but she still opened it to be sure.
It was empty.
It smelled of rot on the Dove, of decay and mold. But it was home.
At least the Dove did not look like a pirate ship, or even a
merchant ship. Rather, she looked and felt like a ﬁne passenger
vessel, with a vast set of upper decks that beﬁt the wealthy people
suckered into paying for passage aboard her.
As Alﬁe slept oﬀ the last clutches of the mermaid’s blood,
Flora set about her duties to prepare the Dove for voyage. She
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wasn’t sure how many voyages of this manner she’d taken with the
Dove, but this one felt diﬀerent.
This was probably because it’d be their ﬁrst time abducting
Imperials. From the heart of Nipran.
There was no looking away from what they did — the crew of
the Dove hoodwinked people into paying for safe passage, then
instead sold them into slavery. And as hard as Flora’s life in Crandon
had been, it was not, she knew, enslavement. That institution was
illegal in the Empire — supposedly, though she had seen her fair
share of enslaved people in the colonies — but it was fully and
actually barred in Tustwe. Not that she’d ever live there now.
While the captain took a great many precautions — he hit
new ports each time with his con and did not force the passengers
belowdecks until they were far enough from their homeland to
preclude any possibility of escape — coming to the Nipran shore,
to Crandon itself, not even a day’s walk from the Emperor’s palace? It seemed like madness.
Despite Flora’s small frame, her body was wiry with taut muscle after all her time aboard the Dove. It had taken many trips with
the crew taunting and teasing her before she’d built the strength
to see to tasks like hauling barrels of seawater from the gunwales
to the stores on her own. If they were attacked, if the Emperor’s
ﬂeets found them, these stores would put out the ﬁres that would
follow. The stores of water did little to salve her fear, but they were
something.
And wasn’t it better to do something?
To keep busy?
As she worked, she sang the only song she knew. It was an
anthem for pirates, if drinking songs could be anthems. Flora
was no great singer, but now in her solitude, she carried the tune
quietly:
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Mermaid caught
Returned to Sea
By witch taught
To be free
Two souls bound
By love, by knife
True love found
Restored to life
Two souls fight
For love, to be
True love’s might
To save the Sea
“That’s a good man.” Rake’s face was split into an uncharacteristic shape. Was that a smile?
He wasn’t as big as the captain, not as tall. But the men feared
him more. He was tightly wound, always ready. She’d seen him
slit more throats than she could count, and not always those of
prisoners. He was the hammer the captain brought down. “Just in
case, sir,” said Flora.
Rake made her nervous. Always had. Not just in the way
he frightened the whole crew, but also because she desperately,
deeply, wanted to please him. She had not known her father. But
she liked to think he might have been something like Rake.
“I know, Florian. And that’s a good song for the work.” The
name rang like a bell. Flora smiled. It was magic, the name, a spell
that kept her safe. And when Rake used it, it sent a shiver of something rare through her.
Pride.
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Florian was never a better man than he was in Rake’s regard.
“You ever hear the one about the Pirate Supreme and the
Emperor’s crown?” Rake asked.
“No.” This was a lie. Of course she had heard it. All pirates
had. But she loved stories. And she wanted so badly to hear Rake
tell it. He motioned for Flora to sit, which she did, ignoring the
wet of the barrel through the seat of her pants. It was not every
day the ﬁrst mate oﬀered to tell a crewman a story.
Nor did any prudent sailor speak too highly of the Pirate
Supreme in the captain’s presence, or even aboard the captain’s
ship.
The Pirate Supreme may have been the undisputed lord of
pirates, but the captain was the captain. He paid his tithes. But
the word was that the Pirate Supreme had gotten word of the
captain’s misdeeds and was angry. That the wrath of the Pirate
Supreme would soon ﬁnd the Nameless Captain. The Supreme
had operatives, men and women with secret identities who did
the royal bidding. The captain had ordered the deaths of more
than one man under the suspicion that they were operatives.
This was likely because the captain regularly broke the
Supreme’s only and most sacred law: never drink the blood of a
mermaid.
And now Alﬁe had broken it, too.
They said the Pirate Supreme and the Supreme’s operatives
found those who broke the sacred law and saw them dead. There
was a time that Flora wished that were true. That justice might
even ﬁnd her captain. But she’d stopped believing in justice
years ago.
“When the Emperor’s eldest son was to wed, they say the
Pirate Supreme came to Crandon. They say this because all could
see, even from the shore, the long shadow cast by the Leviathan.”
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Just the sound of the ship’s name made Flora’s breath catch
in her throat. The Leviathan. It was the Pirate Supreme’s ship —
a gift, they said, from the Sea herself.
“Which, of course, sent the Imperials into a madness for security. So the Emperor ordered his entire ﬂeet to ready for battle
against that one ship, our Supreme’s ship, which they did. Fast as
lightning, they took orders — you know how they are. Can’t obey
fast enough.”
Flora listened, rapt. She rarely saw Rake so pleased, his eyes
so light.
“They don’t catch her, of course. No one’s catching the
Leviathan unless she wants to be caught. They come back to their
Emperor with their tails tucked and tell him they’ve failed.
“But by the time they get back, the Emperor is in a rage. His
crown’s been stolen, and just before the wedding! He’s thundering
mad, of course. The ship got away, and somehow with the crown
to boot. People say it was magic, but it wasn’t.
“I’ll tell you what it was. It was just smarts. Long before
the Leviathan was spotted, the Supreme came to Crandon. No
Imperial knows what the Supreme looks like, so who’d sound
the alarm? Then when the Leviathan came as a distraction, the
Supreme could slip in and just steal that unguarded crown right
from underneath the Emperor.” Rake chuckled.
Then he leaned forward and whispered to Flora: “They say the
Supreme wears the Emperor’s crown.” He paused meaningfully.
“But only to take a dump.”
Flora burst out laughing.
“You know what the moral of that story is?” Rake asked.
“Plan ahead?”
“Sure. But more importantly? If Imperials weren’t so hopped
up on their own tales of military victories, they wouldn’t have
24

been so quick to try to take down the unsinkable ship. It was a
fool’s errand, and the Imperials were made the fools by their own
stories of themselves.” He stood and gave Flora what might have
been an aﬀectionate pat on the back if it hadn’t been quite so ﬁrm,
knocking the wind out of her. “Know your truth, not your story,”
he said.
Flora nodded and hopped oﬀ the barrel. “I’ll keep that in
mind. You know, in case I ever command my own ship.” She tried
to say it with a laugh, but it just came out as pitiful.
“You never know.” He examined her, his face inscrutable.
“You’ve the feel of destiny about you.”
The word worked through Flora’s mind, a rock tossed in the
waves. Destiny. She felt that, with Rake’s belief in her, maybe it
could be true. Maybe Florian was worth something, anything,
after all.
Rake put his hands behind his back and walked oﬀ, the sound
of his footsteps silenced by the wind.
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. CHAPTER 3 .
Evelym

T

he entire household was to see Evelyn oﬀ. All except
Keiko, whom the Lady Hasegawa decided should watch
over their home in their absence. Evelyn found Keiko in
her room, now bare of all the things Evelyn valued, which had
been packed neatly into her casket by Keiko herself. Keiko wept
freely, and so she didn’t hear Evelyn come in.
For a moment, Evelyn was able to watch Keiko in a way she
never had before — unimpeded by etiquette or shame. She was
small and lovely in her plainness, most beautiful with her hair
down.
Evelyn backed out the door as quietly as she could, saying
nothing. What good could her comfort possibly do Keiko now?
But the ﬂoor creaked beneath her step, and Keiko whirled around.
“Hello, Keiko.” Stupid.
“You mean goodbye, my lady.”
“Don’t call me that. Not now.”

Keiko looked at her feet and wiped her nose with her sleeve.
“What’ll I do without you?” Her voice was a whisper.
“You’ll keep your hands clean.”
Keiko made a noise that may have been a snort of laughter
or a sob. She stepped forward and rested her cheek on Evelyn’s
shoulder, her breath warm against her neck. “I love you.”
Evelyn pulled Keiko close, savoring the heat of her body, the
familiar curve of her waist. Keiko was lovely, but love? Evelyn
wasn’t sure.
“I love you, too,” Evelyn managed.
She kissed Keiko, gently, on her uneven lips. They were dry
and soft, and Evelyn wished she had time to kiss her until she was
sure of how she felt.
“You should go,” Keiko said. “The carriage is waiting.”
Evelyn kissed Keiko between her eyebrows before she stepped
away. She could hear the carriage bell ringing below, likely the
result of her parents’ impatience to have her gone.
“Goodbye, Keiko.” She kissed Keiko’s ﬁngers and turned to
run downstairs.
Evelyn wasn’t minding her step, and her ﬂight led her directly
into her father. The Lord had come looking for Evelyn when she
had not responded to the bell, and he had clearly witnessed more
than Evelyn would have liked of her tearful farewell to Keiko.
The Lord Hasegawa dusted himself oﬀ, as though the collision with his only daughter had sullied him. His was not a countenance that bore much warmth ever. But now it was full of disdain,
disgust, and — as usual — disapproval.
“Oh, don’t look so aghast. Your mother has always suspected
you were crooked. I’ve never much cared. Had you been a son,
this might have had some importance. You might have been of
some importance. Alas for us both, I suppose.”
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A stab to her chest. The air crushed from her lungs. Too pained
to speak, even to cry, Evelyn allowed herself to be led to the carriage by the father who was so indiﬀerent to her and the mother
who hated her. They rode in silence to the docks, the cobblestone streets rumbling beneath them. Distantly, Evelyn could hear
the plaintive cries of seabirds.
The ship was called the Dove, and Evelyn loved it at once. She
was grand and ﬁne, with polished wood on her railings that shone
in the afternoon light. But most beguilingly, the ﬁgurehead of a
beautiful woman stood on the prow of the ship, her head bent as
though in prayer. She was lovely in her solemnity, if a little sad.
It was real now, her leaving. There was no more denying it.
Her casket was on the ship, tucked into her quarters, which, as
the Lady Hasegawa had been quick to point out, directly abutted the cabin where the Lady Ayer was staying. The Lady Ayer
and the Lady Hasegawa were old friends, and the Lady Ayer had
apparently promised to keep a close eye on Evelyn.
While Evelyn was curious and excited to begin her brief life at
sea, she found the prospect of constant surveillance unpleasant.
It’d be nearly half a year aboard the ship, and it promised to
be the only period of independence Evelyn would have in her life.
She’d always gotten along well with strangers, and this ship promised a whole new batch of them. The stories they might have! Men
loved to brag, and Evelyn loved a good story. She’d write them
all down and send them to Keiko. If she could track Keiko down,
once she left her family’s employ.
But unfortunately, the Lady Ayer would be there, poised like
an owl to watch Evelyn’s every move.
The Crandon docks were a faraway thing now, a gray smudge.
Only the First Emperor’s statue was still distinguishable. They
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said no matter where in the Known World you went, you were
never far from the reach of the Nipran Empire, of Imperial inﬂuence. Evelyn had always lived at the heart of that empire, though,
safe and warm within the luxurious conﬁnes of its bustling and
orderly capital. Despite herself, Evelyn felt fear creeping into
her mind, warning at a whisper. You will not be so safe anymore,
it said.
“Lovely, isn’t it?” the Lady asked.
Evelyn nodded absently. The Lady Ayer, who was tall, thin,
and near the age of her mother, placed a hand on Evelyn’s back.
She had the unmistakable stiﬀ accent of a true Crandon native
and the ﬂawless posture and elocution of the upper class. She was
exactly who her mother wished Evelyn was, but Evelyn saw none
of herself when she met the Lady’s eyes.
“What takes you to the Floating Islands, Lady Ayer?” Polite
conversation was low on the list of things Evelyn desired at the
moment. But it was good practice politely engaging in tedious
chatting. It trained her well for marriage.
“My husband has decided to venture into the world of shipyards. And those in the Floating Islands are without parallel.
They’re a nautical people, you see.” She laughed. “I must admit,
the sea makes me a little queasy.”
Evelyn could not think of a single thing more dreary than a
discussion of shipyards, even those of the Floating Islands.
What good, she thought, was a ship in port? But she tried to
assemble a smile.
“I hear you’re oﬀ to meet a husband?” The Lady Ayer was
kind enough not to mention the casket that everyone had seen
loaded onto the ship. “And if I hear correctly, it’s to be Mr. Finn
Callum. Good reputation, you know, and word is he’s not hurting
for wealth, either. You should count yourself very lucky. Thanks to
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the Emperor, your parents made a ﬁne match by you.” The Lady
Ayer kissed her ﬁngers and touched her heart. The proper woman’s salute. So she was pious, too. Wonderful.
“Yes, my lady.” Evelyn could not force the enthusiasm into her
voice. She was so tired.
“Well.” The Lady Ayer sighed. “Let us hope he’s kind, and gentle, and handsome, and that you bear him a hundred sons.” She
gave what was surely meant to be a reassuring look that provided
no salve for Evelyn’s pain. The notion of one hundred sons seemed
too cruel a punishment for any sin she may have committed in her
short life. “I’ll be seeing lots of you on this voyage, and I do hope
we can become the closest of friends. I’ll retire now, but do come
by for supper tonight. I promised your mother I’d look after you,
and as we both know, it doesn’t do to disappoint her, now does it?”
“Of course.” Evelyn’s voice was colder than she’d intended.
But the Lady Ayer hardly seemed to notice. She left Evelyn to
her own dark, self-pitying thoughts.
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