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 PROLOGUL »

ong after the sun had set, when the passengers '
nestled neatly in their cabins, the crew gathered on
deck of the Dove ey’d been at sea for a fortnight, play
ing the role of any passenger vessel crew —all “yes, sirs” an
miladys”— seeing to the needs of the sti -legged landsmen \
exaggerated obsequiousness. But no m
Rake stood at the helm, just below the Nameless Captai
was his place. e ragged crew below them were the capta
men, chosen for their savagery, their drunkenness, and their
dilection for thievery and murder. But it was Rake they answe
10 at se¢
“It's time,” Rake said, and the men scattered belowde
Sleep-fogged passengers were pulled roughly from 1
bunks and dragged, questioning and sputtering, to the fored
e captain sco ed; even their nightwear was nery, silks witl
careful stitching



As was ritual, the strongest man was pulled from the rank
the passengers and forced to his knees. On this particular vo
he was a spice merchant named Mr. Lam, headed to the Flo
Islands without his wife and his children to see about the fam
marketplace there. He could be no more than twenty- "

“Come on, then, Florian,” Rake said. “Time to earn y
britches!

It had been Rake’s idea: e name change. e men’'s clothe
Being a slip of a girl may have been tenable in Crandon, b
wasn't here on th Dove Not among these men. In taking tr
man’s life, Flora could start a new one. Her life as Floi

e cost was simple. Rake slipped Florian a dagc

“Show them,” Rake whispered. Not just the passengers, a:
Florian's o cial charge, but the other sailors aboard t Dove
ey needed to see who this child was, the man this girl h.
become. Rake could tell from the solemn nod Florian gave the
understood Rake’s words exac

e child stepped forward, and though he was small-bone
and skinny from strict rations, the passengers fell silent. e lon
silver dagger in Florian’s hand shone like the moon in an ot
wise black nigh

e Nameless Captain cleared his throat, all theater at
cruelty. “It gives me no great pleasure to announce to you
people that theDove is no passenger vessel. She is a slaver. A
of you aboard are now her chatte

Sobs and cries of dissent rippled through the passengers.
foolish old man even cursed at the captain. A blow from R
across the man’s chin crumpled his aged and spindly legs for
and he hit the deck with a crash of bone on wood. e scu e onl
caused more shouting and wailing until the captain raised his
tol into the air and red once



Silence returned, save for the sound of the sea lapping ag
the Dove

“If any of you are thinking of mutiny, | can promise you™—
motioned to Florian, who slipped behind the trembling Mr. Lau
dagger poised —"we don't take kindly to mutinee

ough the man begged for clemency at a whisper, Flori
dragged the dagger across his throat. Lam’s blood spilled ¢
the front of his nightshirt, and his thick, muscled body fell to t
deck. Two of the crewmen hauled the dying man up by the a
pits and held him for passengers to witness how the last shud
of life left him. Florian wiped the blood from the blade on |
sleeve

With the passengers now su ciently terri ed, the captai
had them locked into the slave quarters, in the hold of the s
e Doves spacious cabins would be used henceforth by the c
who until then had been taking turns in the hammocks strung
in the stores

Belowdecks, the passengers wi

Abovedeck, the crew chanted, “Florian, Florian, Flori
Florian!

He was a captain's man now—Rake had seen to tha
safe as he could be among his peers. e child had compete
changed stories more than once, and swiftly, too. Rake had
it happen. What was one more seismic shift? From child to ac
Innocent to murderer. Girl to mar

And Florian, who still had Mr. Lam’s blood on his slee
smiled into the darknes
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 CHAPTER

E/I Cly m

velyn washed her hands again. e telltale sand unc
her ngernails stubbornly resisted the ne soap fro
Quark that her mother, the Lady Hasegawa, had impor
especially for her. Her mother claimed that only a foreign s
meant for rice-paddy farmers could possibly conquer Evel
dirty ngernails, since her habits were far too coarse for a g
Imperial girl.
It was a rude thing to have said, but more so because the
said it in front of her lady’s maid, who was from Qua
And sure, maybe digging about the shore near their hc
looking for shells was not a most ladylike activity. e whol
coastline was black from the Ith of the Crandon port. Crand
was the capital of the Nipran Empire, and nearly every typ
trading vessel passed through her waters. But it was not so
that lovely pink and white shells could not be excavated by tt
with the patience to do i
Evelyn had convinced her own lady’s maid, Keiko, i
the Lady Hasegawa would never again nd out that she'd t



scrounging on the shore. But now Evelyn was carelessly clo
breaking that promise, which could lose Keiko her job, not
mention any reference the Lady Hasegawa might give her.
still. Somehow Evelyn could not be called away from her m:
hobby. It was as though the sea called to her espec

“Miss, the Lady has called for you again,” Keiko said. She
a little frantic now. As Evelyn’s maid, she'd been subjected t
manner of admonishment for Evelyn’s many irresponsibilities,
mainly her tardiness. is afternoon’s tea would be no exceptic

“I'm sorry, Keiko. Truly. But look at this one!” Evelyn held
a whelk shell. A spiral of blue worked its way from tip to door,
only the very point of its apex had been snapped o . “It's pra
cally intact!’

“Hold still” Keiko grabbed Evelyn’s hands and, nger by nc
dragged the blunt end of a sewing needle beneath the nail, s
ing out the grit. It hurt, and one of her ngers bled, but Evelynv
glad for Keiko's help. She always w

“ank goodness for you, Keiko,” Evelyn whispered, “or n
mother would've disowned me years a(

Keiko smiled, gave Evelyn a nudge with her shoulder. “ an
to the Emperor, you mean. Now go, please. Before I'm sacke
you're cut out of the family

Evelyn gave Keiko a quick kiss on the cheek and ran tc
sukiya, where her mother’s tea ceremony was held every

e Lady Hasegawa and Evelyn had been staying in th
Crandon home since Lord Hasegawa had been forced to te
consultancy role in the family’s shipping company. e Hasegaw
had come upon hard times in recent years, and though the L
Hasegawa would never admit it, they had all but abandoned 1
country manor and nearly all of their sta . And though they we
still attended to by a handful of footmen, ladies’ maids, guarc
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cook, and a gardener, one could scarcely ignore the conspic
lack of service in their household. Hasegawa was an old n
and it was her father’s dishonor that they were not better ki

So many servants gone meant that Evelyn had hardly
family left, either. e servants had been the ones who had rais
her, after all. It had been her nanny who'd kissed her skin
knees, the stable boys whod played chase. She barely kne
parents, and they certainly did not know h

However, without fail, the Lady Hasegawa still deman
the high tea ceremony each afternoon, and Evelyn's pres
was mandatory. Evelyn wasn’'t exactly sure why. While she |
a good rice ball as much as anyone, tea was invariably borin
painfully tedious, especially in the summer, when there wa:
much to see and d

All of which existed outside her mother’s suki

“Evelyn, you are late,” the Lady Hasegawa said by way of
tation. “Again!

“My apologies.” Evelyn bowed low, trying her best to Ic
properly conciliatory. en she took her seat, accidentally nud
ing the table with her knees. e preponderance of small dish
clattered

A quick exhalation through the Lady Hasegawa's al
nostrils was all Evelyn needed to be reminded of her mother’s
petual disappointment in her. How wearying it must be, Eve
thought, to bear the burden of such ceaseless inadequacy. S
least she knew her mother, could recognize the moods — m
displeasure —that itted across her face. Her father was
unfathomable to her as the bottom of the sea, and nearly as
tant. Once she had asked him if he loved her or not. In resp«
he had drained his drink wordlessly and left the roc

e Lady Hasegawa motioned for the tea to be poured, whi
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was done in silence. Evelyn did her best to handle her teacup
grace. Shed broken two already and been banned straigh
from using the heirloom porcelain, a humiliating rule enforc
even in compan

‘As has likely become clear—even to you—our family
come upon some hard times,’ the Lady Hasegawa

Evelyn nearly dropped her cup. Her mother never admit
to the nancial woes of the Hasegawas, even though they \
glaringly obvious. How strange it was to hear their truth so plai
stated. For onc

“Yes, Mother.

“As such, Lord Hasegawa has decided it’s time for you to
You're nearly sixteen years old. And, thanks to the Emperor,
father has found you a suitable match. One who does not den
too much in the way of dowry

Evelyn put down her cup gracelessly. Hot tea sloshed ove
lip of the cup onto her hand. It burned until it was cold. Eve
made no e ort to brush it away, instead focusing on the gift
distraction it gave her in this terrible momer

“You should be glad to know,” the Lady Hasegawa
loudly —loud enough so that the few servants they still had
in their employ could hear her—"that your father has done qt
well for you, despite your many faults, thanks to his high ¢
nections within the Emperor’s ranks. Your husband may be 1
money —garnered in the silk trade — but he’s achieved somei
for himself and even served in the Imperial Guard. | hear he
most gallant in the service. He's made quite a name for himsel
of which, let’s be frank, is substantially better than | ever dreai
for you!” She took a sip of her tea. Her manners were perfec
course, her hands cupped delicately around her cup just so.
shall be joining him at his residenc
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“Ishe .. .is he here

“My goodness, no,” the Lady Hasegawa said brusquely.
deftly picked up a piece of squash in her chopsticks and eleg
deposited it in her mouth. She chewed thoughtfully, as if imag
ing the relaxing, daughter-free future this arrangement promis
She was smiling, Evelyn realized. Triumphant. “No, he’s in
Floating Islands

e Emperor had many armies and navies, consulates &
ambassadors, all over the Known World. Nearly all of that wc
was colonized by the Nipranites now, though some colonies v
younger, still rough around their edges. Ilwei was, of course,
oldest colony. If only she could be sent there! It might be the sn
est of the many island nations that made up the Known Wo
but it boasted famously temperate weather, and all the best w
were imported from there. Even Quark would have been bette
was a new colony, certainly, but it was so close to Crandon,
two weeks’ sail on a clinker. Culturally di erent. Life was a lil
cheaper there, which lent it a frightening air. But if she were
Quark, she could still come home now and ag:

e reach of the Imperial Guard stretched far beyond casu
travel, however, and the Floating Islands were proof of this.
were a several-months-long voyage, and an expensive one.
so many days on the open sea, it was risky enough not to be-
casually. If she went to the Floating Islands, Evelyn realized,
likely never come hom:

“Yes, the Lady Hasegawa said dreamily. “Your father has
quite well!

Like all the children of Crandon, Evelyn had been reared
the tales of the savagery and magic of the Floating Islanc
was said they housed the Known World’s last witches. Ac
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practical witches. It was only thanks to the Emperor that witcl
were nally all but extinct, and the world was safer for it. A
while Crandon, as the capital of the Nipran Empire, was cold
orderly, the Floating Islands were notoriously a nation of ve
bonds, baleful merchants, and danger. But then, that was \
Imperials said about basically all of the colonies. e rulir
classes imported the colonies’ goods and prayed that the pe
who supplied them would stay upon their native shor

A shiver raked down Evelyn’s spine as she tried to ima
herself riding the infamously dangerous wood-and-rope eleva
that rose from the Islands’ craggy cli

If one thing was for certain, it was that Evelyn's parents
nally found the most expedient and honorable way to be rid
her. What a small cost her dowry must have seemed to tr

She would leave with her belongings packed into her ca:
as so many Imperial girls had done before. It was a tradition k
of the most calculating kind of practicality, serving the dual p
pose of showing the husband that the girl would be truly w
him until death did they part, while also providing, at her famil
expense, a means for her burial. It was macabre, and Evelyn’
crawled, thinking of her kimonos and her corsets crammed i
the vessel that would one day house her corpse. She had
thought of casket girls with pity —that their parents would be
crass, that their lives would be so transparently close to de
that their futures would be so bindingly arrange

And now she was one of the

Evelyn was to depart for the Floating Islands within a fortnic

Without the expense of housing and keeping a daughter,
Lady Hasegawa would be taking on two new kitchen girls an
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additional valet. ough it was customary for a lady’s ma
to accompany her lady, Keiko would not be going with Eve
Instead, Keiko had been o ered either a demotion to the laun
or a letter of referenc

It was a cruel thing the Hasegawas were doing to Keiko,
it infuriated Evelyn as much as did her own fate. For Keiko’s
she’d held herself together admirably under the circumstan
She padded into the room, her footfalls nearly silent on the tat
mats, in the way that most practiced servants’ wi

Keiko was, Evelyn re ected, too good for the Hasegawas.
resolved that she would tell her so before she

‘Are they asleep?” Evelyn ask

“Lord Hasegawa has taken his wine for the evening.” K
hardly met Evelyn's eyes. Instead, she persistently avertec
gaze to an imperfectly tied curtain or a speck on the vanity 1
ror that needed polishing. Keiko had been Evelyn’s personal 1
since they were both children, and her best friend for nearl
long. Evelyn knew Keiko’s face as well as her own; tonight it
wrought with despail

“Come on.” Evelyn pulled the blankets aside, making enc
room so that Keiko could lie beside her. Keiko sni ed but obey:
nding her place in Evelyn's arm

Evelyn stroked Keiko’s hair, which was soft and familial
the touch, the dark and lovely brown of good soil. Keiko was
Nipranite, though she bore a Nipranite name. Most servants
e Cold World name her mother had given her had been lor
and complicated, too much for the Imperial tongue. Evelyn co
not remember it. She could remember every freckle on her f
though

She lifted Keiko’s chin with her nger, tipping the girl's fa



toward hers. Keiko’s freckles blurred beneath the tears that «
verged at her sharp chin. Evelyn stopped to consider Keiko’s
before she kissed hi

Keiko’s kisses tasted of salt. Like the sea. It was odd, so
Keiko. It was equally unsettling and lovely. With each kiss Ev
felt further from her new life as a casket girl and closer to Ke
Closer to home

But even as she tried to lose herself in the softness of K
of her mouth and her legs and her neck and her cheek, E\
couldn’t help but wonder if her parents’ choice to deprive her
her most beloved lady’s maid was not just frugal but calcule
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 CHAPTER -

Fora

t was rare that the crew spent much time ashore. Even n

rare that they should do so in Crandon. It had been ye

since Flora had last seen this cursed city, last withesse!
horrible stone statue of the First Emperor crest over the horiz
to loom, enormous, over everything. She hated that statue ne
as much as she hated Crandon itself. But the captain had
out all the men so that they could enjoy their stay here. Cran
sprawled with o erings for nearly every appetite, assuming
had coin. ere were good times to be had in Crandon for a mi
with money, and since most of the crew called the city home, 1
knew just where to nd it

All except Flora, it seemed. Being back in Crandon made
nervous. She felt compressed here, sn

On the other hand, th Dove had been to Tustwe’s easte
shores twice, and it was not until she had visited there, had |
in a place where she looked like everyone else, that she re:
the power of blending in. Why her mother had left her nati



shore only to come to a country where everyone hated her,
her children, was beyond Flora’s understandi

As Nipran’s nearest southern neighbor, it was miraculous 1
Tustwe had not yet been colonized. But it held its own in tr:
against the Empire. Flora loved it there —loved the heat, lovet
way Imperials looked nervous as they walked through the d
streets and startled at the oryx«

Someday, she and her brother would live in Tustwe. ¢
talked about it frequently. ey’d learn the language —Al e rst
of course; he had a knack for languages, for picking up words
phrases like souvenirs from the di erent places they visited. F
would follow. ey would blend in. And they'd never return tc
Crandon agair

at time was nearing, too. ey’d been saving. Each voyag
on the Dove added to Flora’'s unease that Al e would do sor
thing stupid, that the captain would decide they were no lon
worth their weight. Or worse, that they'd become like the resl
the crew, indistinguishable from the murderers and rapists wh
ranks they shared. It had not been so long since they started
ing with the Dove

She remembered the ears, severed and cold, handed t
captain as their ticket aboar

eir ticket away from this place. Crandon. e Empire.

Luckily, shore leave was nearly over now. Unluckily, Al e \
not back on th¢ Dove

So o Flora ran, through the city she hated, through ev
back alley and dingy pub Sty’s End had to o er. ey’d grown up
Sty’s End, but that didn't mean it was exempt from Flora’s hat
If anything, her ire was in amed in those narrow gray streets, ¢
their very dimensions were too small to contain

ey had been reared on Imperial hate. Rejected from tl
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orphanage. ey'd rarely found a roof to sleep under. Amid tt
desperate and the dying, the funeral homes and the p

is one, the Tipsy Pig, was the last Flora would check. Aft
that, Al e would be on his own, she vowe

is was a lie and she knew it. Al e was the only family st
had—she’d never leave without hi

e pub smelled of piss and wine, cheap rum and swe
Familiar smells, smells she hated. She pushed her way thr
the bodies, the men bellowing, loud with drin

Leaning over the bar, propped up on his elbows and ne
passed out, was Al e. ough he was the elder of the two, Flc
felt as though she were his keeper, today especially. Any tirr
had access to drink, real

She tried to push down the resentment, hot and red :
burning, that ared in her chest. She knew why he drank, kr
too well that there were memories he'd rather live without. A
that if he hadn’t interceded to protect her, he’'d not have them.
his burden became hers each time they hit the shore. Any st

“You idiot” She tried to shake him awake. “Get (

He groaned but didn't mow

“Come on;” said a woman behind the bar. She was old, the
sage of time plain upon her face. Like Flora and Al e, she was
Imperial-blooded, though she was pink, which was worse, re
ere wasn't an uncolonized country left in the Cold World

Sty’s End was full of immigrants from all over the Kno
World. Hardly anyone there could boast pure Imperial blot

e barkeep’s immense bosom was hardly contained by f
yukata, and Flora felt her face ush at the sight o

“Let him be,” she said warmly. “Have a drir

She poured a draft of muddy ale into a dirty cup and pus
it forward.



“I've got no silver

e woman nudged it closer, a wry half smile on her fac

“Or copper.!

“You don't look like you do,” the woman said. “But then | be
boy like you has plenty to o er a poor lady like myself as comg
sation for this here spirit” She gave Flora a long, lascivious
up and down. “You ever been with a woma

Boy

Flora took the cup and drained it. It was horrible— at a
stale. It tasted the way a horse smell

“If I hadn’t,” Flora said carefully, “I wouldn't start with yor

e woman laughed a deep belly laugh. “S'too bad!” she <
merrily. “Your mate here was much more obliging. My bigg
customer all night.

Al e groaned. It wasn't until then that Flora could see
wasn't just drunk. His stare was focused, but not on anythin
the pub. His gray eyes were eclipsed black with dilated pu
Flora's heart raced. She had not checked their stores, had not
what he’'d taken from them, had not counted their savings be
she left the shiy

Just how much did he sper

“What has he been drinking?” She feared she already k
the answe

e woman smiled, clearly pleased to be the bearer of b
news after Flora’s rudeness. “Mermaid’s blood. Had it in fr
from the port just this afternoon

Flora’s eyes fell sht

Mermaid's blood was the oblivion drink. Men drank it
escape the cruelty of their lives. Drink the blood, they said,
you'd see beautiful things. But memories would disappear. G
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gone, gone. Which was what most drinkers wanted. It was r
maid’s blood that made the Nameless Captain nameless, afte
He'd had enough that he’'d forgotten even his own na

Mermaid’'s blood changed men. And the cost was h

How much had Al e had? Flora wondere How much of Al €
is left’

Flora shoved her shoulder beneath her brother's arm
hoisted him swiftly to his feet. It was a practiced gesture, one <
made countless times before all around the Known World. W
Al e muttering to himself, she supported him out of the Tipsy F
and into the gray Crandon su

“You're a lucky stupid thing,” she said to him. “ at you're thil
as a skeleton, and that you've got me for a sis

Al e twitched in her grasp but managed to nd his fe
beneath him. He laughed, but it was a distant sound, more
the memory of a laugh than a real ol

“Fish with legs,” he said. “Crawling onto the sho

“Sure. Let's get you home.” Her voice was much softer 1
she might have like:

As they drew close to tF Dove Al e insisted on walking o
his own accord. His legs were shaky, but he pushed her an
help away

“Oh, save it,” Al e groaned. “Don’t let them see you.” His vc
trailed o, but Flora knew what he hadn’'t sai Don't let them se
you being a git

e men of the Dove knew she was a girl. Or had been one.
after the captain had ordered her to kill—and she had, un in
ingly — she had earned the respect to be something better tr
girl. Something safe. From then on, the crew had only ever ci
her Florian. It was the name that Rake had given her. It was



name of a murderer. It was the name of a survivor. It was a
that allowed her to blend in with the cre!

Florian was the captain’s man now, everyone knew. Ani
grudgingly, she'd been granted respe

“I've got no love for you anyway,” she shot back. And Al
laugh transformed into a retch as his body rejected the bl
blood he’d paid so dearly for all over the grou

e question of how much he'd spent dogged her. ey alway:
talked about going to Tustwe, about leaving 1 Dove Just on
more voyage, he'd say. ere was always one mc

She may as well square herself with it. With - Dove and he
horrible purpose. With the life she couldn't escape, the brot
she loved and hate

She deposited Al e in his hammock, and he groaned v
relief.

“Just you and me, Florian,” he said. “Just us against the w
His voice was hoarse from vomitin

Beneath the hammock, Flora pulled out their rucksack. I
was a silver dagger, a woven bracelet from Tustwe, and the le
sack they kept their wages in. Years of wages she'd savel
knew right away, could tell from its weight and the obvious lacl
dimension, but she still opened it to be su

It was empty

It smelled of rot on the Dove of decay and mold. But it was hon
At least the Dove did not look like a pirate ship, or even
merchant ship. Rather, she looked and felt like a ne passe
vessel, with a vast set of upper decks that be t the wealthy pe
suckered into paying for passage aboard
As Al e slept o the last clutches of the mermaid’s bloc
Flora set about her duties to prepare t Dove for voyage. St
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wasn’t sure how many voyages of this manner she’'d taken wit|
Dove but this one felt di erent

is was probably because itd be their rst time abductin
Imperials. From the heart of Niprau

ere was no looking away from what they did —the crew «
the Dove hoodwinked people into paying for safe passage, |
instead sold them into slavery. And as hard as Flora’s life in Crat
had been, it was not, she knew, enslavement. at institution w
illegal in the Empire — supposedly, though she had seen he
share of enslaved people in the colonies—but it was fully
actually barred in Tustwe. Not that she'd ever live there n

While the captain took a great many precautions—he
new ports each time with his con and did not force the passen
belowdecks until they were far enough from their homeland
preclude any possibility of escape — coming to the Nipran sh
to Crandon itself, not even a day’s walk from the Emperor’s
ace? It seemed like madne

Despite Flora’'s small frame, her body was wiry with taut nr
cle after all her time aboard tt Dove It had taken many trips wit|
the crew taunting and teasing her before she'd built the strer
to see to tasks like hauling barrels of seawater from the gunv
to the stores on her own. If they were attacked, if the Empel
eets found them, these stores would put out the res that wot
follow. e stores of water did little to salve her fear, but they we
something

And wasn't it better to do something

To keep busy

As she worked, she sang the only song she knew. It w:
anthem for pirates, if drinking songs could be anthems. FI
was no great singer, but now in her solitude, she carried the
quietly:
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Mermaid caugh
Returned to Se
By witch taugh
To be fre

Two souls boun
By love, by kni

True love founu

Restored to lif

Two souls gh
For love, to k&
True love’s migt
To save the S

“ at’s a good man.” Rake’s face was split into an uncharaci
istic shape. Was that a smil

He wasn't as big as the captain, not as tall. But the men fe
him more. He was tightly wound, always ready. She'd seen
slit more throats than she could count, and not always thost
prisoners. He was the hammer the captain brought down. “Ju:
case, sir," said Flot

Rake made her nervous. Always had. Not just in the
he frightened the whole crew, but also because she desper
deeply, wanted to please him. She had not known her father.
she liked to think he might have been something like Ri

“l know, Florian. And that's a good song for the work.”
name rang like a bell. Flora smiled. It was magic, the name, a
that kept her safe. And when Rake used it, it sent a shiver of s
thing rare through hel

Pride
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Florian was never a better man than he was in Rake’s re

“You ever hear the one about the Pirate Supreme and
Emperor’s crown?” Rake aski

“No.” is was a lie. Of course she had heard it. All pirate
had. But she loved stories. And she wanted so badly to hear
tell it. He motioned for Flora to sit, which she did, ignoring t
wet of the barrel through the seat of her pants. It was not e\
day the rst mate o ered to tell a crewman a stol

Nor did any prudent sailor speak too highly of the Pir:
Supreme in the captain’s presence, or even aboard the cap
ship

e Pirate Supreme may have been the undisputed lord
pirates, but the captain was the captain. He paid his tithes.
the word was that the Pirate Supreme had gotten word of
captain’s misdeeds and was angry. at the wrath of the Pir:
Supreme would soon nd the Nameless Captain. e Supren
had operatives, men and women with secret identities who
the royal bidding. e captain had ordered the deaths of mo
than one man under th suspiciol that they were operative

is was likely because the captain regularly broke tt
Supreme’s only and most sacred law: never drink the blood
mermaid

And now Al e had broken it, too

ey said the Pirate Supreme and the Supreme’s operati\
found those who broke the sacred law and saw them dead. «
was a time that Flora wished that were true. at justice mig|
even nd her captain. But she'd stopped believing in jus
years agt

“When the Emperor’s eldest son was to wed, they say
Pirate Supreme came to Crandon. ey say this because all cc
see, even from the shore, the long shadow cast b'Leviathan”
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Just the sound of the ship’'s name made Flora’s breath ¢
in her throat. e Leviathan It was the Pirate Supreme’s ship
a gift, they said, from the Sea hers

“Which, of course, sent the Imperials into a madness for s¢
rity. So the Emperor ordered his entire eet to ready for ba
against that one ship, our Supreme’s ship, which they did. Fa
lightning, they took orders —you know how they are. Can't o
fast enough

Flora listened, rapt. She rarely saw Rake so pleased, hit
so light

“ey don't catch her, of course. No one’s catching tr
Leviathar unless she wants to be caught. ey come back to th
Emperor with their tails tucked and tell him they’ve faile

“But by the time they get back, the Emperor is in a rage.
crown'’s been stolen, and just before the wedding! He's thunde
mad, of course. e ship got away, and somehow with the cro
to boot. People say it was magic, but it was

“I'll tell you what it was It was just smarts. Long befo
the Leviathar was spotted, the Supreme came to Crandon.
Imperial knows what the Supreme looks like, so who'd so
the alarm? en when the Leviathar came as a distraction, tl
Supreme could slip in and just steal that unguarded crown ri
from underneath the Emperor” Rake chuckile

en he leaned forward and whispered to Flora: “ ey say the
Supreme wears the Emperor’s crown.” He paused meaning
“But only to take a dump

Flora burst out laughing

“You know what the moral of that story is?” Rake asl

“Plan ahead’

“Sure. But more importantly? If Imperials weren't so hopg
up on their own tales of military victories, they wouldn't ha
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been so quick to try to take down the unsinkable ship. It we
fool's errand, and the Imperials were made the fools by their «
stories of themselves.” He stood and gave Flora what might
been an a ectionate pat on the back if it hadn’t been quite so |
knocking the wind out of her. “Know your truth, not your ston
he saic

Flora nodded and hopped o the barrel. “I'll keep that
mind. You know, in case | ever command my own ship.” She t
to say it with a laugh, but it just came out as piti

“You never know.” He examined her, his face inscruta
“You've the feel of destiny about yo

e word worked through Flora’s mind, a rock tossed in th
waves Destiny She felt that, with Rake’s belief in her, mayb
could be true. Maybe Florian was worth something, anythi
after all

Rake put his hands behind his back and walked o , the so
of his footsteps silenced by the wir



 CHAPTER

E/I tly m

he entire household was to see Evelyn o. All exc
Keiko, whom the Lady Hasegawa decided should wi
over their home in their absence. Evelyn found Keikc
her room, now bare of all the things Evelyn valued, which
been packed neatly into her casket by Keiko herself. Keiko 1
freely, and so she didn't hear Evelyn come
For a moment, Evelyn was able to watch Keiko in a way
never had before—unimpeded by etiquette or shame. She
small and lovely in her plainness, most beautiful with her t
down
Evelyn backed out the door as quietly as she could, s¢
nothing. What good could her comfort possibly do Keiko no
But the oor creaked beneath her step, and Keiko whirled arot
“Hello, Keiko.” Stupid
“You mean goodbye, my lad
“Don't call me that. Not now



Keiko looked at her feet and wiped her nose with her sle
“What'll I do without you?” Her voice was a whisp

“You'll keep your hands cleal

Keiko made a noise that may have been a snort of laug
or a sob. She stepped forward and rested her cheek on Ev
shoulder, her breath warm against her neck. “I love y

Evelyn pulled Keiko close, savoring the heat of her body
familiar curve of her waist. Keiko was lovely, but love? Ev
wasn't sure

“I love you, too,” Evelyn manage

She kissed Keiko, gently, on her uneven lips. ey were (
and soft, and Evelyn wished she had time to kiss her until she
sure of how she fe

“You should go,” Keiko said. “ e carriage is waiting

Evelyn kissed Keiko between her eyebrows before she ste
away. She could hear the carriage bell ringing below, likely
result of her parents’ impatience to have her gc

“Goodbye, Keiko.” She kissed Keiko’'s ngers and turnec
run downstairs

Evelyn wasn't minding her step, and her ight led her direc
into her father. e Lord had come looking for Evelyn when st
had not responded to the bell, and he had clearly withessed r
than Evelyn would have liked of her tearful farewell to Ke

e Lord Hasegawa dusted himself o, as though the coll
sion with his only daughter had sullied him. His was not a coul
nance that bore much warmth ever. But now it was full of disd:
disgust, and —as usual —disappro

“Oh, don't look so aghast. Your mother has always suspe
you were crooked. I've never much cared. Had you been a
this might have had some importance. You might have bee|
some importance. Alas for us both, | suppo:
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A stab to her chest. e air crushed from her lungs. Too paine
to speak, even to cry, Evelyn allowed herself to be led to the
riage by the father who was so indi erent to her and the motl
who hated her. ey rode in silence to the docks, the cobbl
stone streets rumbling beneath them. Distantly, Evelyn could t
the plaintive cries of seabirc

e ship was called the Dove and Evelyn loved it at once. £
was grand and ne, with polished wood on her railings that she
in the afternoon light. But most beguilingly, the gurehead o
beautiful woman stood on the prow of the ship, her head ben
though in prayer. She was lovely in her solemnity, if a little :

It was real now, her leaving. ere was no more denying
Her casket was on the ship, tucked into her quarters, whicr
the Lady Hasegawa had been quick to point out, directly a
ted the cabin where the Lady Ayer was staying. e Lady Ay
and the Lady Hasegawa were old friends, and the Lady Ayel
apparently promised to keep a close eye on Evt

While Evelyn was curious and excited to begin her brief lif
sea, she found the prospect of constant surveillance unplea

Itd be nearly half a year aboard the ship, and it promise
be the only period of independence Evelyn would have in her
She’d always gotten along well with strangers, and this ship pi
ised a whole new batch of them. e stories they might have! M
loved to brag, and Evelyn loved a good story. She'd write t
all down and send them to Keiko. If she could track Keiko do
once she left her family’s emplc

But unfortunately, the Lady Ayer would be there, poised |
an owl to watch Evelyn’'s every mo

e Crandon docks were a faraway thing now, a gray smud
Only the First Emperor’s statue was still distinguishable. ¢
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said no matter where in the Known World you went, you wt
never far from the reach of the Nipran Empire, of Imperial in

ence. Evelyn had always lived at the heart of that empire, tho
safe and warm within the luxurious con nes of its bustling a
orderly capital. Despite herself, Evelyn felt fear creeping

her mind, warning at a whispe You will not be so safe anymc
it said

“Lovely, isn'tit?” the Lady aske

Evelyn nodded absently. e Lady Ayer, who was tall, thi
and near the age of her mother, placed a hand on Evelyn’s
She had the unmistakable sti accent of a true Crandon na
and the awless posture and elocution of the upper class. She
exactly who her mother wished Evelyn was, but Evelyn saw |
of herself when she met the Lady’s e

“What takes you to the Floating Islands, Lady Ayer?” Pc
conversation was low on the list of things Evelyn desired at
moment. But it was good practice politely engaging in tedi
chatting. It trained her well for marriag:

“My husband has decided to venture into the world of sr
yards. And those in the Floating Islands are without para
ey’re a nautical people, you see” She laughed. “I must adr
the sea makes me a little quea

Evelyn could not think of a single thing more dreary thai
discussion of shipyards, even those of the Floating Isla
What good, she thought, was a ship in port? But she trie
assemble a smil

“I hear youre o to meet a husband?” e Lady Ayer we
kind enough not to mention the casket that everyone had s
loaded onto the ship. “And if | hear correctly, it's to be Mr. Fi
Callum. Good reputation, you know, and word is he’s not hurt
for wealth, either. You should count yourself very lucky. anks
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the Emperor, your parents made a ne match by you” e Lac
Ayer kissed her ngers and touched her heart. e proper won
an’s salute. So she was pious, too. Wonde

“Yes, my lady.” Evelyn could not force the enthusiasm into
voice. She was so tire

“Well” e Lady Ayer sighed. “Let us hope he’s kind, and ge
tle, and handsome, and that you bear him a hundred sons’”
gave what was surely meant to be a reassuring look that pro\
no salve for Evelyn’s pain. e notion of one hundred sons seen
too cruel a punishment for any sin she may have committed in
short life. “I'll be seeing lots of you on this voyage, and | do f
we can become the closest of friends. I'll retire now, but do c
by for supper tonight. | promised your mother I'd look after y¢
and as we both know, it doesn’t do to disappoint her, now does

“Of course.” Evelyn’'s voice was colder than she'd inten

But the Lady Ayer hardly seemed to notice. She left Evely
her own dark, self-pitying thought:
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 CHAPTER . »

Fora

lora and Al e pulled the casket below the decks of -
Dove It was likely laden with riches Flora could only imé
ine. Probably books. Rich people loved books. Flora
never even held one befo
It was hard work, and halfway down the staircase to wt
the Imperial nobles would be staying, she and Al e rested
load precariously between them so that Al e could wipe his br
He was just opening his mouth —to say something smart, do
less—when the captain stepped out from his cabin. Rake t
him, as he often did, looking impatier
‘Ah, good, Florian. My favorite little man” Rake paused
chuckle at his own joke. Al e chuckled sycophantically, and FI
forced a smile. ey’d been so close to being rid of all this. Fre
anger arose at Al e, and he seemed to sense it; his chuckling
0 precipitously. “I was just going to look for yot
Flora felt her stomach clench with unease. What had she c
wrong*



‘Al e, see to the Lady Hasegawa’'s"— Rake looked at the ci
with one eyebrow raised —"things. | trust you can do it on y
own’

Al e looked from the casket to Rake and back again. But €
he knew better than to argue, to argue with Rake, to argue
Rake in front of the captain. So he nodded, took a deep br¢
and then returned to the thankless task of pulling the heavy |
along the narrow corridors. Flora watched him go, wistful for 1
task that she had only moments ago been curs

Once his footsteps had grown quiet, the captain spc
“ ere’s a young lady joining us on this voyage.” His voice was ¢
“A lovely, pretty thing | wouldn't want . . " He let his eyes roll bi
in his head, as if picking the most respectful word he could tr
of. Flora knew what he meant. She was to guard the girl ag
the desire of the crew. e trade of slave-whores on the Red Sh
favored virgins for high price

“l understand, sir,’ she sai

“I'll be your role to keep her from wandering,” Rake add

“Yes, sir

“And to keep men from wandering too close to her," the c
tain said

“Yes, sir

“Especially Fawkes,” Rake clari ed. He didn't need to. F
was well aware of Fawkes’s crimes. It was his ill-begotten a
tion that had driven Al e to the bottle. To the mermaid’s bloo

But then, it wasn't as if Flora were in any position to s
Fawkes. Not then, when he'd taken a screaming Al e behir
locked door, and not now for the sake of some delicate Imp¢
blossom. Flora was the smallest sailor in the Nameless Cap
employ

Fawkes, on the other hand, was gigantic, mountainous.
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hardly tbelowdecks, he was so big. And as if that weren't enol
he was a brutal ghter, too. And Flora? Not so mu

But she was not so foolish as to point this ¢

“Yes, sir

“She’ll fetch us a ne price;” the captain said. “You'll hav
piece of that prize, if you guard it we

Flora’s heart leapt. e captain had never once o ered h
extra compensation of any kind. Maybe she could make up v
Al e had lost. Not entirely, but . . . She pushed her hope dc
into her belly. It did not do to hope, nor to warn the captain of t
desired departure. He'd killed for let

“Yes, sir

“Well, that's sorted!” e captain smiled that cold smile of his
an eel's smile. He clapped his hands, then rubbed them toge
his best impression of happiness. “Don’'t let me down, now.
did not say what would happen if she did. He didn't neec

“Yes, sir

But the captain wasn't listening. He was already ascendin¢
steps so he might watch his men unfurl the sails, leaving Crar
in their wake

“You have a pistol?” Rake asked. Flora nodded. “You st
not be afraid to use i

“No, sir’

Rake gave Flora a curt nod, then disappeared abovede
join the captain. Already, Flora could hear Rake’s voice shot
orders

Al e summited the steps behind her, sweating profust
Flora took one look at him and laughed. She'd almost forgo
the nigh-impossible task he'd just complets

“Oh, bugger o !

is only made Flora laugh harder
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“What do you think she had in there, even? Bricks? D
bodies?

“Books,” Flora said. She had not met the Lady Hasegawe
rich Imperials were of a kind. Florad met enough, and she di
care to meet more

Al e smiled. “Rich people love book:

ey both laughed.

What books held, neither of them kne'

Flora returned to the Lady Hasegawa’s cabin that evening, he
been commanded to stand vigil at her door. is seemed excess
to Flora. Surely no one —not even Fawkes —would attempt
thing on the rst night. But Rake had ordered her just the same
that the Lady might quickly feel accustomed to her new shac

Flora knocked lightly on the wooden door. e wood o
the Dove was forever damp, even in the ne cabins a orded
nobility and, later in the voyage, to the o cers. Still, envy rankl
Flora. To sleep in her own private room—to stretch out, e
be naked. When had Flora ever been naked to bathe, let alo
sleep

A girl her own age opened the door. Flora could immedia
see why the captain had assigned her a guard. She was bes
and not just in the way that all young, rich Imperials were be
tiful. She was well groomed like all of them, her long black |
pulled away from her face and arranged in some sort of con
cated knot, as was the style in Crandon. She had white teeth
all of them. Her small waist was nipped in dramatically by a co
beneath a re-red obi. She looked just as an Imperial woman
meant to look

But her eyes. ey were darkest brown, nearly black. e)
shone in the dark and the dank of tiDove A single eck of gol
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glinted from one, and Flora found it very di cult to look awe
from it once she'd seen it. Being the same height, they looke
10 eye

Flora disliked her immediately, in the way she disliked
Imperials. On principle. Sure, they were polite enough when ¢
on-one, but she knew—because she'd seen it—what Img
kindness truly looked like

Imagine —to be so rich, and to be gifted with beauty ere
really was no such thing as justi

“Yes?” e Lady’s voice was friendly but tired. Flora realiz
she’d stood at the precipice for far too long without saying &
thing. She stuttered out an awkward introduction, clarifying tt
she’d be the lady’s guard for the duration of the voy:

“OK;" the Lady said peaceak

Of course, she was likely accustomed to some sort of gt
Most Imperial elites were, especially once they left the con
of Crandon’s most wealthy quarters. So Flora leaned agains
wall outside the Lady’s cabin, listening as she rustled about
things. Occasionally, she shouted questions through the ¢
door, which Flora grudgingly answere

“Is this your rst voyage? To the Floating Island:

Flora rolled her eye Surely, she’s at least been introduce
the concept of worl “No, milady. But my rst from the Niprar
shore.

“It'll take about ve months, yes’

“Yes, milady. At least, depending on the winc

“at’'s such a long time”

“Hm.

“Don't you get bored"

Flora felt her head tip in bemusement. iswas, rst, the mo:
she’d ever talked with an Imperial noble, and second, the r
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unusual conversation she’'d ever had on Dove. Borec What'd
the Imperial think this was? A pleasure cruise? “l stay bi

“I'm bored already

“I'm sorry, milady:

To Flora's shock, the Lady poked her head out of the doc
her cabin. She looked about the empty hallway, then cast a
dingly radiant smile at Florial

“l didn’t mean for you to apologize. | just meant let’s not
bored separately when we could be entertained together”
beckoned for him to come into her cabi

Flora only gaped at her. Did she know? Could she tell
Florian was not a man? It would be so deeply inappropriate
resolutely un-Imperial, for her to open her cabin him. How
humiliating, to come so far, to have done such things, only tc
called out by a sheltered, idiot Imperial-

“I don't need your help unpacking, and I'm sorry but I'm si
you wouldn't know what to do anyway. Men are useless like 1
No o ense, | hope —it’s not your fault. But require cormpary
You have no idea how monotonous it is on my own in here. |
like I'm going crazy. If you don’'t mind’

She motioned Florian in once more, but it was a gesturt
polite entreaty. Not commanc

Had an Imperial ever invited her to do anythin

No. Of course noi

“Please?” the Lady addt

And perhaps simply because she was so bewildered, sh
lowed her feet into the Lady’s cabin. e casket she and Al e h
carried lay open on the ground. Kimonos and yukatas of var
colors and patterns spilled forth from it—the Lady was cle:
not unpacking with any kind of care—and a stack of books
piled on the oor. Flora smiled to herself. She'd been right,
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course. She was always right about Imperi

Following Flora’'s gaze, the Lady smiled down at the bo
too. “I couldn’'t bear to leave them,” she se Of course you couldr
thought Flora. “You're more than welcome to borrow any tl
catch your eye. I've got some good ones in there. | mean, |
they're all good, but there are a couple that, you know, pe
generalh think are good, not just me

Flora blinked, surprised. e Lady assumed she could re:
And also she thought, what, she'd just lend her books out
trust an absolute stranger to return them? Books were expen
A single one of those stupid things could feed Flora for a w
in Tustwe. Flora’s consternation must have showed, becaust
Lady ushed a little, a pleasant pink that bloomed in her e

“I know they're just silly novels. I've read them a hund
times, but they’re a comfort. Do you like to read, er .. ” She tr¢
0 in a way that was clearly an invitation for Flora to introdu
herself

“Florian,” said Flora. She let her voice go deep, let the mag
the name do its work. It felt good, to be so protected, so safe, il
face of the strangeness the Lady stirred in Flora’s chest. We:
Florian could be like that. A spell of strength against the wa

“Evelyn,” said the Lady Hasegawa. She reached out a
expectantly. It was such a polite gesture, a gesture mean
equals, that for a moment, Flora just stared at the hand, at
manicured ngernails, the bright puddles of red lacquer on eg
Finally, she remembered herself and shook the Lady’s h
Evelyn’s hant

Her skin was soft, her ngers long and thin. How long had :
been shaking the Lady’s hand? Flora dropped it, a little abru
She would have felt naked except that she could hide be
Florian in this moment, and she was grateful for tr
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‘Anyway, Florian, do you like to read

“I don't know how.” She had never been embarrassed by
before. Few aboard tt Dove knew how to read anything otht
than their own names. It was, she thought, almost a rude tt
to ask. Why would she know how to read? What was this |
getting at? She squared her shoulders. She was Florian. He
sailor, not a playwrigh

e Lady’s face fell. Flora braced herself for pity, but it did n
come. Instead, the Lady just looked, well, mad. “ at won't dt
she said. “ at won't do at all. If I've understood correctly, we ha
plenty of time aboard this ship. I'm sure | can teach you the be
in half that. | taught my lady’s maid, you know, and it was so m
fun, for both of us honestly

“Teachme .. .-

“To read, Florian. It's not hard, | promise, and there are
many good stories in the world to miss out on. is way, neitht
of us will be bored! You'd be doing me a favor, too, really
the reticence she’'d shown in the doorway was gone. e Lac
cheeks dimpled; her plump lips pulled into a smile. She wi
strange Imperial. e gold eck in her eye ashed

“Of course, but—

“ at’s settled, then! You're supposed to stick near me ar
way. Captain Lafayette mentioned something like that. Gui
you said. Whatever. | don't need guarding, but | do love reac
and | feel like —since you must like stories, right? —you wc
too, if you give it a shot. Yes

Flora’'s head whirled. She could hardly keep

Who is this lady? What is she doir

“Uh—

“Perfect” e Lady plopped down in an unladylike fashioi
her fancy kimono billowing around her. She’'d wrinkle it, sitti
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like that. Flora almost laughed. It was such a careless gestt
such a carefully constructed out t. e Lady began loosening tt
strings that bound her—not so much that she'd be indecent,
so that she could breathe more comfortably. It was so cast
gesture, so human, that it hardly seemed right coming from
Imperial.

“Corsets are stupid,” she said. Flora coughed a laugh. e Li
smiled appreciatively at her. She'd been testing the waters, |
realized, to see if they could be honest with each other. Whict
course, they couldn’t be. “I'm glad you agree, Flori

Florian is time the name was less a mask and more a sl
Snap out of i

Flora cleared her throat. “Yes, milac



 CHAPTER

E/I tly m

he casket sat, nally emptied, in the middle of Evely
cabin. e cabin was small, much smaller than Evel
might have hoped, so the casket dominated the sp
It was made of ne, deep cherrywood, and her fami
crest—a balloon ower—was carved into its lid and inlaid w
gold leaf. Her mother was a stickler for maintaining family prir
Even if her daughter had been sold to the highest bidder to ¢
her husband’s debts, the Lady Hasegawa would not have
daughter look like a paupe
e sight of the casket made Evelyn's skin crav
Imperial nobles shipped their casket-laden daughters o d:
from Nipran's shore. is was just the way of things. With s
many o cers in so many colonies, they couldn't be expectec
marry the locals. e Emperor conquered, yes, but his men we
still meant to marry nice Imperial girls, not any natives, no
ter how exotic or beautiful they may be. It was stupid acros:
measures, so far as Evelyn could gure. She was sure Finn C



would likely rather marry some pretty Floating Islands girl w
curls down to her waist and thick, sherman’s arms, and w
could blame him? Evelyn surely didt

But then, here she we

Death and marriage, both so frankly inevitable, both
unavoidable. Mandator

She wondered who her parents would have married if the
had the choice. Certainly not each other. Her father had setr
the Emperor all over the Known World. ere was likely some ha
sister or brother in Iwei that she'd never meet. Likely in Crand
too, in all honesty. He was always chasing after other men’s
sta . As for her mother, Evelyn hardly knew. She didn’'t seem te
bly fond of her husband, but then she didn't seem fond of any

Perhaps the dearth of love between them explained their
of love for their daughte

Perhaps Evelyn was just trying to make herself feel be

She’'d always told herself that she wouldn't be like them.
she’d nd love, like the love she read about in her novels. But t
she didn't love Keiko, not the way Keiko loved her. She loved
but she wasn in love with her. And Keiko was lovely and p
fect, kind and patient. If she couldn’t love Keiko, maybe there
something wrong with her, something inherited from her lovele
parents. Maybe she was born with a broken he

She put aside the letter to Keiko she’d been trying—and
ing—to write. What was there to say? Sorry, I'm not in love v
you and | never was, but kissing you sure was fun? No. S
instead set about planning an introduction to the syllabaries
Florian. She crossed her legs like a child—how her mother w
have hated to see her like that, it was such a crass posture -
used the casket as a makeshift ta

Yes, teaching Florian was a worthy purpose. Maybe the
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worthy thing Evelyn would do in her life. Marriage and de:
would come and take her. ere was no ghting that. But st
could teach this boy to read. How it was he’'d grown up in Cran
and never learned to read was something Evelyn despised t
ing about. She had grown up with access to tutors and teache
plentiful that she'd resented it. And she wasn't even that smai
all those tutors were to be believed. But Florian was smart. E\
could see it, could see his mind churning unceasin

If anything good was to come of her wasted life, it'd be sg
ing all the knowledge wasted on her into someone who actt
deserved it. e fact that he wasn't Imperial made it all the bette
It would rankle her parents to know that after all the money the
spent on Evelyn's education, she would give it away for free
smiled at that and set about making the best lessons she
muster. She was not a creature of courage, but she was o
spite. is one little rebellion would sate that, at leas

ere was a knock on the door then, which violently startle
Evelyn. She knocked over her inkwell. e ink spilled, and s
knew immediately that it would stain her cask

“Yes?” she called. She frantically tried to sop up the
with—due to her lack of options—a corner of the ne kimo
she wore. It was one of her mother’s favorites anyway. She
glad it was ruinec

A younger girl—the Lady Ayer’s maid, Evelyn was pr
sure —stepped into the cabin and performed a low, respe
bow. e girl's eyes darted to the spilled ink, and a look of suj
rior distaste washed over her face. A spark of annoyance
through Evelyn. She knew she looked ridiculous; there wa:
need to goggl

“Yes?” she said again, a little tar

e girl shook herself from judgment, clearly rememberin
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her place. She bowed again, lower this time — perhaps a littl¢
low, almost sarcastically low —at Evelyn. “My lady, the Lady .
wishes to extend her warmest invitation to her cabin tonight,
that, thanks to the Emperor, you may have supper together”
kissed her ngers and touched her hee

“Ah” Evelyn held her hands aloft, both stained with ink. “A
suggestions here? I'm out of my dep

e girl looked at her with obvious disdain. “I'll send you boy
along, my lady

Evelyn narrowed her eyes at her. “Yes, thank you. Plea:
senc Florian along, and please send the Lady Ayer my rec
tonight. I'm just so very busy, as you can s

e girl bowed, her face sour. She obviously didn't think it we
proper for Evelyn to decline the o er. She was right, of cours:
wasn’t. But the last thing Evelyn could stand at the moment-
making more polite conversation with her mother’s friend. N
this night, the rst night of the voyage. She needed more time
be angry

“What a little—" Evelyn muttered, but she didn't nisl
e girl wasn't Imperial. at much Evelyn could see straight-
away from the spattering of freckles across her nose, the ¢
of her chin. She may have lost her accent— Evelyn susp:
Quark — but she could never escape her face. She’'d done a
job adopting the judgmental nature of Imperials, though. Evel
mother would have loved he

Florian was less impressed with the syllabary lesson than E
might have hopec

Had she misread him? Not his intelligence —that much \
obvious. When she could wrangle his attention, he underst
things readily enough. But his intere
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“I just don’t see the point,” he admitted nall

ey were sitting on either side of Evelyn’s casket as t Dove
groaned beneath them. e sea was a bit choppier that day,
now and again all of Evelyn's belongings slid about the c
loudly. Florian didn't seem to notice or mind, but it made Eve
terribly nervous

“ e point?” Evelyn swallowed her indignation. How could h
know? She hefted a book into her hand. “I know a book dot
seem like much, but | promise you, there are worlds in he

Florian eyed the book dubiously. “You'll forgive me, mile
but it's hard to trust something worth more than a week’s sup
of food, something that wouldn't keep me warm for a night
burned it’

Evelyn's eyes went wide. “Don’t you dare burn a bc

Florian chuckled. “ ey'd be terrible kindling anyway.

“Look. | know a book can't feed you, or warm you at night,
| don’'t know, wipe your ass—

“Could do that, actua—

He stopped himself. As soon as he said it, Evelyn could si
regretted it. It was not proper to joke with Imperial ladies; Eve
knew this. But he was right. She laughed, and as soon as st
she could see relief spread over him like a sunrise, his gray
alight. She liked him, even if he didn't like hery

“My point is not about the physical merits of books. But ab:
what they contain. Master the syllabary and you'll have acce
all of it”

“Secrets”

“No, better. Stories. ere’s freedom in stories, you know. V
read them and we become something else. We imagine di e
lives, and while we turn the pages, we get to live them. To es
the lot we've been givel
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Florian picked up a book and idly ipped through its pag
“My life is ne; he saic

“I'm sure yours is. You live on the open sea! You have the
of life | read about in my books.” Evelyn took the book back fi
him and ipped to a page where a drawing showed a soldier
hands to his belly, which bled from a mortal wound. “We dc
just read to imagine better lives. We read to be introduced tc
kinds of lives. Any kind. Not just for ourselves, but for every:
around us. To understand others better. It's escape, and it’s a
way to become more connected to everyone around you. er
power in that, you know. In understanding. It’s like mag

“I'm not sure you'd want to understand the people | knc
milady.

Evelyn chuckled, but Florian only looked at her, his e
serious

“I'm not sure that's for you to say,” she st

She wondered what kind of men he knew. Maybe he had
pirates on his voyages. Maybe he knew the Pirate Supreme
thought of the people who surrounded her parents —des|
ate social climbers, boring o cials and their bored wives. No
wasn't for him to say at a

Silence spread between them then. Above them, the foots
of the sailors pounded and the wood of t Dove creaked. Sr
wanted so badly to give Florian this gift, this access, but he
didn't want it. Disappointment rose in her throat, and she f
suddenly that she wanted to cry. Which was pathetic, of cou
She was pathetic. at she thought she could just mince onto tt
boat and force a sailor into lessons was so arrogant and foc
She was as worthless as her parents had so rightly noticed
took in a breath and tried to steady herself against her own b
ing humiliation.



Florian watched her, his face impassi

“I'd be more interested in books if they had secrets,” he
nally.

Evelyn laughed, her relief in nite. “Fine. Some of them
Will you concentrate now?
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 CHAPTER 1 »

Fora

lora wanted to hate the Lady Hasegawa, but the Lady n
it di cult.

Where other Imperials were sti and proper, she w
breezy and — Flora hated to admit it—funny. She seemed tc
for startling Flora into laughter, and she was deadly good at it
matter how sti an upper lip Flora tried to kee|

Flora was lying in her berth, willing sleep to come, but
couldn’t get the sight of the Lady talking with her hands out
her mind. All around her, men of th Dove snored and farted i
their sleep. Usually at this point in the voyage, Flora couldn't\
until the passengers were moved to the brig so that the men ¢
spread out across the cabins. But somehow, this time, that ex
tation felt like dread

A skeleton crew still remained abovedeck, but Flora’s |
posting had seen her promoted to the day schedule, which w
blessing. Initially, she'd looked forward to all the extra sleep s
get, but night after night it seemed that sleep would not co



She was awake still when Al e came trundling into his o
hammock, just below hers. When he saw she was awake, he
so that his face was uncomfortably close to h

“Saw you having a good laugh with her Ladyship today,
whispered

“I don't know what you're talking about

She did know what he was talking about. During one of
Lady’s supervised walks about the upper deck, she had told
a joke so crass it might have o ended even Fawkes, and Flori
been so shocked that she'd let out her full laugh, her real la
her girl laugh, and had only stopped when she realized at |
three men from the Dove were watching her. Al e includec

“You know, you weren't assigned to watch over her so that
could moon about in her skirts” His voice was a hiss, and Flor.
up, angry now

“You think | don’t know that?

“Remember, we're here for u

Flora sco ed. “Yeah, all right, brother. I'll remember that t
next time | come back to our savings and nd them emp

Al e’s face fell, and Flora knew right away she’'d swung t
and aimed low. But she was too mad to care. “l said | was sori
that,” Al e said. More than that, he'd practically groveled for
forgiveness

“Doesn’t change anything.” She glared at him then, and it
as if he shrank beneath her, as if her gaze made him as sn
he was inside. “It's me earning the extra coin this go-round, a
don’'t need you nagging me as | get to

Al e took a deep, steadying breath and held his hands
in surrender. “I'm just saying. | saw you laughing today, and
looked so—happy. And | wanted to remind you what she’s |
for. What we're here for.
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Happy As if that were a bad thing. As if that were r
allowed — not for Flora, at lea:

“You think I could ever forget?” She wanted to hit him, to s
him across his stupid face, that face that looked so much like
own. “I'm the one with blood on my hands, rememb:

Al e glared at her then, and she knew she’d come at tha
wrong. “I don’t think you want to start playing the su ering col
test with me, Florian. It was me that took Fawkes’s hazing. Or
you forget?

Flora could never forget, but worse, she knew Al e ne
would either. When they'd rst joined the crew of tt Dove
Fawkes had insisted that some hazing was in order. Al e, b
the elder brother, stepped in and took it so that Flora didn't h.
to. If he had known what would happen, the extent of the p
Fawkes would deal to him, maybe he wouldn’'t have, Flora ki
But he had, and now, Flora also knew, it was not for her to jt
his need to forget. She wished she could forget, too. She wi
they both could

Flora let her head drop. “I'm sorry, Al e” She pulled his fo
head to hers. “I'm sorry

“It's just us,” Al e whisperec

Her eyes were closed, but she could still see the I
Hasegawa, her head tossed back in laughter. But Flora repli
the way that she always did, even if the words tasted sour ir
throat.

“Just us against the worli

Once, when Al e and Flora were still new on tl Dove they’c
stopped in Tustwe

ey could not stop on the Skeleton Coast, of course. It w
called that for a reason—the currents on the western coas
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Tustwe were so impossible to navigate that all who tried en
up shipwrecked, their bodies and boats eventually washed u
the shore

So, like all reasonable sailors, the crew of Dove had sough
shore leave on the east coast of Tustwe, where gold was ei
spend. Most of the crew— Al e included —were drinking in t
famous beachside taverns that gave the whole city a festive ai
Flora went wandering

It was hot, the yellow sun high in the palm fronds that gr
everywhere. Flora was delighted. She'd never been anywher:
she felt like she t—not in Crandon, not on tt Dove But as sh
walked through the sandy streets of the city, she felt poweri
comfortable. e men, the women, and people all manner of ge
ders she didn't recognize strode with their heads held high, t
hair in so many di erent curious arrangements that Flora cot
hardly keep from staring. And everywhere, people were laug
and dancing and singing and running. It was so unlike the wi
Flora had known. Vibrant, and noisy, and ali

She spent most of her coin on a tray of oysters that she su
straight from the shell, and then to have two elderly women, tt
ngers gnarled with age, set her hair into a thousand thick tw
with beads interspersed in them. She felt full. She felt beau
She strode next to the oryxes the locals used to transport t
goods to market, feeling like she belong

But when she got back to tt Dove she was greeted by Ral
cold stare of disapproval. Rake was from Quark, but he was |
which meant the Tustwe sun was too much for his skin to b
He had stayed behind while the rest of the men went carous

“You look like a girl” he said. is, Flora thought, was n«
exactly fair. She looked like a person from Tustwe, and all
people in Tustwe seemed to have exciting and di erent hair,
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just the women. But she was a child, and she was afraid, al
she didn't say tha

“I am a girl,” she responded. She was not yet Florian t

Without warning, he pulled her by the arm to the for
castle, where he stored his things. He pulled out his knife, an
a brief terrible moment, Flora was sure that Rake meant to n
der her. But instead, he started methodically cutting o her hi
All around her the twists fell to the deck, like leaves falling froi
tree, as Flora watched wordlessly in horl

“isis for your own good,” he told her. But it didn't feel gooc
It felt like punishment for a crime she did not comm

“Listen to me,” he said. “And listen good. If you want to <
vive, you'’re going to have to learn how to blend in. Become ir
ible. e more visible you are, the more you remind people y¢
exist. And the more people remember you exist, the more lil
they are to come for you. Do you understand m

Flora nodded, because of course she understood. It wa:
lesson Crandon had most thoroughly taught her. Rake had left
then, to clean up the remains of her hard-earned hair. As soo
he was gone, Flora let herself

e thing was, she had felt like she was blending in. ere
among the palm trees and the dancing, the oryxes and the ¢
at was the great gift the new hair had given he

She was just blending into the wrong pla
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 CHAPTER

E/I tly m

essons with Florian had been going better than well. O
he mastered his syllabary, he was seemingly unstopp
He soared through her curriculum, and already he co
read sentences aloud, though haltingly. She liked to watch
puzzle out the words, the way his gray eyes narrowed, the wi
sometimes bit his lip in concentratiol
ey had spent the rst several weeks of the voyage with tl
syllabary and Florian’s reluctance, but now, now they were alr
on to books. e days were passing so quickly that Evelyn fea
the voyage would be done and she'd be turned over to her
band before she had time to blir
Florian was reading aloud from Evelyn’'s favorite book of |
tasies, the two sitting elbow to elbow on Evelyn’s bed. She
the warmth of him next to her, and noticed he did not pull an
when their skin touched when they were jostled by the ship.
nervousness around her seemed to be fad



ey had just gotten to the part where the princess—afra
and alone —had sunk in her despair to the oor of the dung:
where she was being ke

“What a ninny,” Florian said with a chuckl

Evelyn looked to the page. She'd always related to the
cess, had felt her imprisonment as if it were her o

“She’s been captured” Her voice was defensive, but Fl
did not notice

“Sure, but that’s no excuse to be usele

“Useless,” Evelyn echoed quietly. She could feel her ears
ing with embarrassment. She made to pull the book away f
Florian, but he held tight to it. “You don’t have to read this stu
story if you don't want

“I'm sorry, milady,” he said. “ldon'tmeanto. .. I'm notinsult
you” He pulled in a deep breath. “And for what it's worth—sm
lady like you? You'd be out of that dungeon like that” He snag
his ngers

Evelyn smiled ruefully. “I doubt that,” she said. She coul
wield a sword. She couldn't re a pistol. “Very sincerely. |
thanks. It’s a nice thing to sa

An ocean of very uncomfortable silence stretched betw
them. Florian turned pages, searching out the periodic pictt
each story o ered. He stopped at one of a mermaid and a s
e sailor stretched out his hand toward the mermaid, wh
reached back for him. All around them the waves crashed agi
the rock the sailor was perched upc

“Sad,” Evelyn sai

“What is?’

“ ey’re stuck like this forever” She ran a nger over the pag
between the mermaid with the long, owing hair and the sai
in his smart uniform. “Reaching out for each other, but ne
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together, | mean.” She blushed. “ is picture has always made
sad.

Keiko's face, red and tearstained, surfaced in Evelyn’s mii
was blurred now, as though the memory of Keiko could not w
stand their growing distanc

“ at’s the way of it, though.

Florian shrugged. His hand rested on the opposite page o
book. “But maybe that’s focusing on the wrong pe

Evelyn said nothing but looked at Florian. His eyes were
on the page when he spol

“ ey’re reaching. Right?”

When Evelyn was eleven, her mother had taken over the dut
her historical education. It was not, the Lady Hasegawa saic
lowly scholars to tell the Hasegawas how to regard the Em
And so, much to Evelyn’s chagrin, her beloved history teacher
sent away, and instead she was forced to su er daily lessons i
mother’s chamber:

Her mother's chambers were as formal as they were sti ir
hot during the summer months. She did not favor open windo
fearing that the pollution from the Crandon port would give h
wrinkles, and so it was insu erably stu y. Yet somehow, Eve
never once glimpsed a drip of sweat on her mother’s bi

One day, her mother had laid out the architectural plans
the 900th Emperor’s palace on the table for the two of them tc
over. Evelyn entertained a panicky fantasy about running a
right there and then, but before she could act on it, Keiko had ¢
the door behind her and left Evelyn alone with her mother.
Lady Hasegawa beckoned for Evelyn to come take a seat on ¢
the embroidered silk cushions around the tak

“Do you see this?” Her mother’s perfectly manicured n¢
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pointed to a series of secret passages within the walls of the p.

Evelyn noddec

“ ey say that the 945th Empress — Elizabeth — conspired
have her husband assassinated. anks to the Emperor, she fe
and was executed. Do you know why that i

“Because wives are meant to be dutiful,” Evelyn recited.
truth was that she didn't care what any Empress did. ey hi
gardens planted and held balls. ey rarely had any bearing
history, unless they bore a multitude of sons. But whenever Ev
recited that wives or daughters were meant to be dutiful, or pic
or meek, it pleased her mother and her lessons were over
sooner, so that was what she si

But this time, the Lady Hasegawa was not fooled. She tool
daughter’s hand in hers and gave it a hard smack. Hard enou
sting, but not hard enough to bring tears to Evelyn's e

“Incorrect. Don't be lazy” She released Evelyn's hand.
failed due to a series of mistakes and miscalculations. First
thought her servants to be her friend

Aha

is was a favorite lesson of her mother’s, one she repea
frequently. It was meant mostly as a warning against her frie
ship with Keiko, Evelyn knew. But what did she expect?
Evelyn wouldn't become best friends with the girl she sg
nearly every hour of every day with? at was stupid, so Eve
ignored it

“Which, of course,” her mother went on, “they were n
Second, she underestimated the great reach of the Empe
power. From his own palace to every colony in the Known Wo
his eyes see. Just as there are secret passages in the hall
his palace, there are secret corridors and channels through w
the Emperor is given information from all around the worl

5t



He knows who plans an insurgency in the Graveyard Nation,
as he knows which merchants have been pious in the Flo:
Islands.

“If an Emperor knows everything, then why did he ma
someone who wanted to kill him?” Evelyn knew immedial
she'd said precisely the wrong thing. Her mother closed her
in silent exasperation. She kissed her ngers and touched
chest, as if in prayer to ward o her own daughter’s idiocy. :
continued as though Evelyn had not spok

“ e third reason she failed is the most important” e Lady
Hasegawa held her daughter’s eyes then, and Evelyn coul
from the way she would not let Evelyn look away that this
serious. “She failed because she overestimated her own p
She may have been the Empress, but she was still a womar
as such, she was replacea

“Hear me, Evelyn. Wives are replaceable. You are replace
And if you ever fail to remember that, it will be your undoin
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 CHAPTER

Fora

he Lady Hasegawa stood on the deck with the Lady /£
both leaning daintily on the gunwales, chatting. Beh
them stood Flora and the Lady Ayer’s girl, Genevie
holding parasols over the two ladies’ heads. Flora felt like an i
Sporadically, her fellows would walk past, plainly laughing at
After all she'd done to become Florian, and here she was, ho
a delicate yellow parasi
Still.
At least she wasn't burning in the sun. While Flora's comp
ion could take it, Genevieve’s could not. Already her nose w
deep, angry re:
ough Rake’s hair was a startling red and Genevieve’s v
a stark black, their roots in the mountain country of Quark w
clear in their skin. While Rake had been burned so much an
often that his skin was more leather than face, Genevieve wa:
pale as a cherry blossom, and likely as tender. Flora eyed th



with pity. No doubt she’'d soon be burned and peeling. Her |
hardly seemed to notic

‘As | was saying, the porcelain I've brought is the nest. "’
should settle for no less from Mr. Callum.” e Lady Ayer beame
at the Lady Hasegawa. For her part, the Lady Hasegawa se
brutally bored. She kept catching Flora’'s eye with a look so ¢
ously exasperated that Flora had to hold her breath to keep 1
laughing. “It was imported from the Skeleton Coast, you kn
but painted by the nest artisans in Crandon. You just can't ri
Imperial artistry.

Genevieve’s grip on the parasol faltered and she accider
brushed her lady’s head with it, mussing the complicated knc
which her hair had no doubt been painstakingly arranged.
Lady Ayer whirled on he

“Careful, girl!"” she spe

‘Anyway,” Evelyn said quickly. “ anks for the, er, advice. |
all . . . instructive

“You are your mother’s daughter,” the Lady Ayer said app!
ingly. “I am sure you will develop taste as ne as hersin no ti

“Indeed.” Evelyn’s voice was colder now. “Well, Florian?”
turned to Flora, and the full impact of her attention was startlir
“To my cabin, | think. | have so many, um, letters to wri

‘Ah, do send your mother my love. And do come by my ce
more often, young lady. If | didn’t know any better, I'd say
were trying to avoid me

e Lady Ayer gave the Lady Hasegawa a polite bow and a <
pering smile to match. e Lady Hasegawa bowed back politt
and then hastened with Flora down the great wooden stairc
that led to the ner cabins

“You are your mother’s daughter,” Evelyn mimicked once tt
were out of earshot. She had, Flora thought, nailed the pomy
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lilt of the Lady Ayer’s accent. It sounded rather like the one A
did when the two mocked Imperials. Flora snorted a laugh, t
clapped a hand over her mouth, embarrass

“Milady”

“I mean, really!” Evelyn went on, though she was smilin
Florian now. “She’s everything I've never wanted to be. Blathe
Blithering. And do you see the way she treats her maid? Poor t
was burned to a crisp. She looks like a he

She pulled the door to her cabin open and stomped ins
Flora stood at the precipice, ready to stand guard. at was
duty, after all. But the Lady Hasegawa peeked her head ou
regarded her with warm annoyanc

“Come on, Florian. | found a story | think you'll really like. |
got pirates and everything! You'll love

Flora gulped. e word love hung heavy in the air betwet
them. “Milady, | —

“Evelyn. For the last time, silly, call me Evelyn” She pt
Flora into her cabin by the arm. e reading lessons, the phy
cal contact. It was all too much. Soon all the passengers w
be taken down, down, down to the brig, Evelyn among them.
thought of Evelyn behind those steel bars sent an ache thrc
Flora’'s stomach, her hea

In her jumble of feelings, Flora forgot to close the door beh
them. Perhaps it was an accident. Perhaps not. But the e ect
the same

She had her face buried in the book and was trying to re
big word tumultuous it turned out, a word Flora thought mac
perfect sense in a story about the sea) when she heard a deeg|
chortle from the hallway. It was more like a cough than a lat

“What's this, then?” Fawkes boomed. “Learning your lett
Florian? What were you saying? About a pirate’s cor
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e blood drained from Flora’'s face. A quick rejoinder ma
have saved her, but instead she sat, stuttering like an idiot o1
Lady Hasegawa’s bed. It was perilous, she knew, to be visi
Fawkes. It was everything Rake had ever warned her ag

‘As a matter of fact, his”

Flora would have given anything in the world—all her
gers, Al e, the moon—to have kept the Lady Hasegawa c
then. Fawkes turned his beady eyes to her. He hadn’t even nc
her before, not really, but now that she’'d gone and called atter
to herself, his eyes devoured t

‘Ah. Well. He’s a lucky man, then, ain't he? Learning th
from a girl as pretty as yot

Evelyn's ears ushed a deep red. Anger burned in Flora’s ¢
ere was nothing his greed would not sully. She shot to her fe
knocking the book to the ool

“Captain be needing you, then, Fawkes? Maybe Rake?” |
a threat, and they both knew it. Flora let her hand drift casuall
the pistol she kept at her bac

Fawkes luxuriated in another long, lascivious leer, then h
bered o, still laughing to himsel

Flora closed the door. “I'm sorry, Evelyn” Her mind wa
mess, a messy thing, and she could not seem to bring it to ¢
She picked up the book from the oor and brushed it o . “He
monster” She handed the book back to Evelyn and listened
Fawkes to ensure that he was truly gc

“ank you, Florian”

“For what, milady?” A strange ame of anger licked at Flo
throat. And oddly, it was directed at Evely Why had she calle
attention to herself? Why was she so ignorant of her own It
was just like an Imperial to assume her own safety. Did she
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realize what she was risking? If the Lady Hasegawa thought
could keep her safe from Fawkes, from anything
“For nally calling me Evelyn

Flora lay in her hammock, listening to the creaks and moan
the Dove as she sailed. All around her, men snored and murmt
in their sleep. But rest eluded her, taunting and teasing and
out of reach. She turned over angrily, unable to nd anyth
resembling comfort

“What's with you?” Al e hissed. “You're keeping me up,’
added a little haughtil

“Can’t sleep

“Rum?” Al e raised the bottle he kept in his hammock —
always had a bottle — but Flora shook him o . She fought back
anger that burned in her throat. She had seen what the drink
to him, and it was a road she didn't care to follow him down. Sl
tried to love him out of it, nagging and begging and pleading v
him. But there was nothing she could do, and she’d long since
the energy to ght the currents so bent on drowning him. It did
make it stop hurting to watch, though. It never stopped hurtir

“If you're going to keep tossing, you might as well talk to
then,” Al e said. She could tell from the blurry edges of his vc
that he'd been asleep and she’d woken him. And she could als
that, before that, he'd been drinkin

“You wouldn't understand” Which was true. He'd ne\
understand why his drinking bothered Flora. To him, it was ju
thing that had to happen, like sunrise, or death. And he'd certa
never understand Flora’s tempest of contradictory feelings -
swirled around the Lady Hasegawa, whose fate —to him—
also another simple inevitabilit
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“Oh, look who's such a big complicated man, then” He sp
in the silly voice he knew made Flora laugh. It was, secretly
impression of the captain, though neither would ever say so. |
had been stabbed for less. Al e went on. “Outgrown me, h
you? Suppose | should have seen it coming, now that you're
important man, taking orders direct from the captain. ink yout
dumb old brother Al e can't wrap his simple wee head arou
your big, profound, existential —

“Bugger o ” Flora tried her best to keep the laughter from |
voice but failed. He was always like that, always able to disarn
It was infuriating. “Where’d you learn that word

“What, existentia?” Al e laughed. “Don’'t actually know whi
it means.

Flora turned in her hammock so she could look into his e)
She needed his help. Now that the anger had ebbed, she cou
herself as she truly was. She wasn't ar

She was drowniny

‘Al e she whispered. She could hear the feeling in
voice, and much as it embarrassed her, she didn't have the
tude to hide it. Not anymore. “I don’t think | can do it. Not th
time”

Al e’'s smile faded immediately. “Hush. Someone could h
you.” ey both knew which someone he meant. His eyes dart
to where Rake slept, just one hammock o

Tears welled in Flora’s eyes. When had she last cried?
couldn't even remember. “She’s not like the others, Al

eir history hung between them, heavy and terrible. Neithe
needed to reminisce to recall each of the long and hungry da
their childhood in Crandon, begging for food only to be kick
and shooed, the miraculous nature of their survival in the fac
Imperial indi erence. ere was no love lost for those people, tr
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rich and the pure of Crandon, between Flora and Al e. But s
She wanted to make him understar

Evelyn was not like them, not like those who had seen ti
starving and just kept walking. She was sheltered and silly, bu
was whip smart, and kind, too, and far too soft for the fate 1
was coming

“She is, though” Al e’s voice was quiet but rm. “ ere’s bee
gooc people on every voyage we take, but they're our people.
He reached out a hand, wrapping his ngers through the nei
Flora’'s hammock. “Tell me what | can do to he

Flora felt tears falling and cursed herself. For her weaki
and her foolishness. He was right, of course. What could sh
to save Evelyr Nothing She couldn't save her. And trying wot
only kill her and Al e both

“Trade me shifts? | don't think | can be around her anymao

Al e nodded. “Course, Florian

Florian She would do well to remember who she was. W
she had become. What it took to survive. She lay back in her t
mock, and in her mind she said the name over and over agair
incantation against her own weakne

ere was a creak of shifting weight as Rake rolled over in |
hammock

She prayed he was asle



: CHAPTER '

E/I tly m

hen she returned to her cabin, Evelyn noticed t
she had a new guard. He was tall and gangly, anc
nearly so graceful in his attempts to disappear i
the shadows as Florian had been. He nearly tripped over a ft
sailor who was busy knotting ne’
She turned to face him, startled. “Are you my new watchdc
“Some kind of dog, miss. At your service. Or milady. My le
Which is it?’
Evelyn smiled. “My lady, if you want to be prop
“Oh, totally. Yes. I'm always aiming to be proper. It's just
a lousy shot” He o ered his arm, which Evelyn took. “Let's t
you up to the half deck. e sun’s out, but natoc out, if you know
what | mean, and we've seen more than one pod of dolp
swim by:
Evelyn had never seen a dolphin, so she allowed herself
guided. “Where’s Florian?” She was surprised by how muct



missed him. ey’d become fast friends, after all, and she ha
new story she was itching to share with hi

“Traded me duties. He's o cleaning the guns. It's It
work —you've gotta scrub vinegar all in it, and it makes y
hands burn. Me, I'd rather see a ne lady around the ship tl
smell like pickles, but then I'm just—

Evelyn felt like she'd been slapped. He'd traded duties?
this a permanent switch? She let her mind sift through her met
ries of their time together, frantically scanning for the mome
when she had overstepped, when she had o ended him.
then, maybe it wa even time. Maybe she was being too forwa
Her mother always warned her of this, hadn't she, of her ca
nature with servants. Evelyn certainly hadn't intended to force
friendship on Florian; she'd simply wanted to teach him to re
But that was about her own rebellion, too, wasn't

She wanted her mother to be wrong so badly, but then, wi
was Florian? She tried to push the hurt away, or at the very |
out of her voice

She let the shield of her politeness come down around
put on her familiar mask of interest. She could play this ga
She'd played this game her whole |

“ere are guns aboard this ship?” she asked. Not so mt
because she cared—she didn't. But it was something to
about. Boys liked guns, and she could tell this boy was all boy
like Florian

“Yes, my lady. As a precaution. Pirates in these waters,
all”

“I'm glad to be in safe hands,” Evelyn said polil

e boy laughed far louder than was proper, necessary,
sane. His aim was o, indeed. “Let’s take a look at those dolph
He was practically shoutin



A few sailors who were busy swabbing the decks loc
up, leering at her. Evelyn could see why Captain Lafayette
assigned Florian to her, and she could not help but think that
agreed with his choice. It was not that Florian didn’'t look at |
He did. But it was not so predatol

“I remember the rst time Florian saw one, | thought he
shit his pants.” He looked as horri ed as Evelyn was amusec
moment it escaped his lips. “Begging your pardon, my lady.
not used to chatting with the upper class. Especially not g
Women. Ladies. You're a lady. My lac

Evelyn laughed. “Please, it's ne. Refreshing, honestly”
scanned the horizon for dolphins but saw nothing save the rol
sea and the shimmer of sunlight on water. “You've known Flo
for a long time?

“His whole life. He’s my brother. Little brother, that is” €
pride in the boy’s voice was unmistakable. Now that he sai
Evelyn could see it. For one thing, they were the only two b
sailors aboard th Dove that she'd noticed anyway. But they h
themselves totally di erently. Florian was all square shoulc
and chin up. is boy was, well, looser. But their eyes. e light
gray cast of them, the way they shone like gunmetal. Odd ¢

Florian hadn’'t mentioned that he had a brother on board. |
then, Evelyn thought with a pang, Florian hadn’t done much
the talking, had he? Except to comment on a story now and ay
Or to tell her she was smart. She turned those memories ow
her mind like stones. She knew the exact shape of each of t
each kind word, each comment. But what had she missed,
below them’

Before she could think of something appropriate to sa
weathered hand fell on the boy’s shoulder, causing both him
Evelyn to jumg
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“ ought the captain ordered Florian to accommodate the
Lady Hasegawa, the man said. Evelyn did not like the sour
her name in his mouth, and she could tell from the way he :
it that he didn't, either. He was thin but wiry, with a shock of r
hair, and the look on Florian’s brother’s face frightened Eve

e boy gulped. “Yes, sir he said. “But begging your pardc
Rake, sir, Florian asked to switch duties, sir, and | gured if
stayed abovedeck, sir, there would certainly be no worries ¢

“It's not a problem, really,” Evelyn interrupted. But the ma
eyes stayed xed on the boy, who trembled under their gaze. |
rude, she thought, to be treated as though she were invis

‘Arjun!” the man called. A bedraggled man with a patc
beard stepped o the rigging and stood at attention. “Go fe
Florian.” Arjun hobbled o , mumbling

“Stay here until Florian returns,” the man commanded.
boy nodded wordlessly, his face pale. “Both of you are to repc
me while the Lady has her suppt

“Yes, sir;” the boy managed. He sounded as though he
sick to his stomact

“My lady,” the man said coldly to Evelyn. He left, barking m
orders to other men as he went. Evelyn watched in amazen

“Who was that?

“e rst mate. Rake.” e boy’s voice was still shaky with fear
“Second in command to the captail

“Lafayette.

“Pardon? Right, yeah” e chattering, laughing boy of on
minutes before was gone. Why was the post as her guard of
great importance anyway? She didn't need guarding, even i
longed for company, for a friend. She’d been grateful for that.
then, they weren't friends, were they? ey stood in uncomfor
able silence



