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Part One

Arbaz, Island of Thaetus, Pelago





1

Sera

SERA WAS PERCHED IN THE CROW’S NEST OF THE MAIDEN’S Wail when the Pelagan coastline came into view.

She liked it here best, where she was high up and could see for miles. They had been at sea for fifteen days since fleeing Kaolin and Xavier McLellan. Sera still shivered remembering that night—the theater with all those people staring at her, the way the sprites had burst forth from beneath her dear Arboreal friend Boris, Errol the mertag clinging to her back as he shattered the glass ceiling, running across the rooftops of Old Port City until they reached the Seaport. She could still see Boris’s beautiful silvery bark charring as the sprites lit her leaves and branches aflame, still feel the twist of anguish that the gentle tree had sacrificed herself to give Sera and Errol the chance to escape.

But the only thing Sera could do to honor that sacrifice was to be free, as Boris had wanted. To find the tether that connected this planet to the City Above the Sky and return home.

“Land, Sera Lighthaven!” Errol cried out as he erupted from the water, his filaments flashing in shades of pearl pink and lilac. Then he vanished beneath the waves.

Sera swung over the rail and climbed down the rigging to join Leo McLellan where he stood alone on the deck. His sister, Agnes, had been welcomed warmly by the sailors, but not Leo. Violetta had made it clear at the very start that if he gave her crew any of that “patriarchal Kaolin horseshit,” he would promptly be thrown overboard. They tolerated his presence because he was a guest of hers—the Pelagans thought Sera was Saifa, the goddess of life. Sera did not know how to explain to them how wrong they were.

“Pelago,” she said eagerly, jumping the last few feet and landing lightly on the deck. “We’re almost there, Leo.”

“I never thought I’d see it,” Leo confessed as he tied back his thick black curls with a leather thong. His hair had grown long and unruly over the course of the voyage. He’d complained about it for days until Sera told him she thought it suited him quite nicely. It made him look freer, somehow, and different from the person she had met back in Kaolin. He never mentioned cutting it again after that.

“I wonder what it’s like,” Sera said. She hadn’t realized how uncertain she’d been that they would ever reach the country at all. But even now that they had, the island of Braxos where the tether was planted was still miles away, far to the north. There was a lot more journey left to go.

“Did you see?” Agnes came running up to them, her eyes bright, her cheeks flushed. “It’s Pelago! We made it!”

“You will love the city of Arbaz, I am thinking,” Vada said, sauntering up behind Agnes. “It has the largest market in all of Pelago. Even the one in Ithilia cannot compare. Though don’t tell the Ithilians I said that.”

Vada was the only sailor who treated Sera like a normal person, the only one who actually called her Sera and not Saifa. Sera had a suspicion that Agnes had much to do with that—the two girls were very close and had grown closer over the voyage.

“I can’t wait to see it,” Agnes gushed. “And Leo, Eneas said his sister works in the market; perhaps we’ll be able to meet her.”

“Sure,” Leo said, tugging at his shirt, “we can meet whoever you want, as long as I can get some new clothes.”

Vada grinned. “You are not enjoying Jacoba’s leftover things?”

Agnes choked on her laugh. Leo had been wearing one of the tallest sailor’s hand-me-downs, since his fancy clothes from the theater were entirely inappropriate for life on a ship.

“Surprisingly, no,” Leo said dryly. “At least, not after two weeks in them.”

“You know, I think you will be looking very fine in Pelagan clothes,” Vada said. “You have the figure for them.”

“Fashion is the least of our concern,” Agnes said, tucking a loose strand of hair up into her bun. “And it’s Ithilia we need to get to, not Arbaz.”

Ithilia was the capital city of Pelago, on a different island called Cairan. Pelago was nothing but islands, and even though Sera had been looking at maps of it for two weeks, she still felt disoriented by them all. When she had gazed down at this planet from the City Above the Sky, Pelago had seemed so small, a collection of misshapen brown-and-green dots. But now she was realizing just how big this world was.

“Actually, it’s Braxos we need to get to,” Leo reminded her.

“But our grandmother is in Ithilia,” Agnes said. “She’s expecting me. And I know she can help us.”

“If there is anyone in Pelago who can be helping you besides the Triumvirate itself,” Vada said, “it is Ambrosine Byrne.”

Sera hoped Ambrosine was a kinder person than Agnes and Leo’s father. She did not have an ounce of pity for the man who had imprisoned her, but however cruel and callous, he was still the twins’ only living parent. They knew almost nothing of their mother, Alethea Byrne, or her family, except that the Byrnes were very powerful and influential in Pelago. Agnes clung to the idea of Ambrosine the way Sera clung to her star pendant at night, the one her best friend, Leela, had given her.

She pulled the moonstone necklace out from beneath her shirt and rubbed it with her thumb, grateful that she had this one tangible reminder of her City. The stone was cold today—it seemed to have a mind of its own when it came to temperature, rarely reflecting the air around it or even the warmth of Sera’s body. She wondered if it had always been like that when it had sat hidden in Leela’s bedroom in the City Above the Sky. And the other night, Agnes said she had woken abruptly in the room they shared and swore she heard it humming from around Sera’s neck.

“I’m coming, Leela,” she murmured. “I’m coming, mothers.”

Leo squeezed her shoulder. “We’ll get you back to them.”

But he didn’t know that for sure, not really.

“What did she say?” Vada asked.

Sera felt a familiar surge of frustration. She was convinced there must be a way for her to communicate—not just understand, but speak and be understood—with the humans on this planet, whether they spoke Pelagan or Kaolish. She could not believe that the Cerulean of old would have gone down to a planet and blood bonded with perfect strangers, or given their blood away, willingly or not. So far those were the only two ways Sera had managed to make first Agnes and then Leo understand her. There had to be a way of communicating without her having to sacrifice quite so much. Especially now that she knew blood bonding with humans meant sharing memories.

She kept thinking back to that night when she had accidentally blood bonded with Leo while she was trapped in the crate. She hadn’t been touching him, yet she had seen into his mind and he into hers. He had had her magic inside him already, of course, but Sera was certain there was some way for her to speak to everyone on this planet as naturally as she had spoken to Errol that first night when she woke up in the theater.

Leo translated for her now and Vada gave her a sympathetic look.

“I am still not quite understanding where it is you are coming from,” she said. “But I am hoping you can return there safely.”

Sera smiled at her in thanks.

Suddenly, Errol appeared again, and this time the filaments that hung over his bulging eyes flashed in dire grays and reds, his webbed hands flapping as his fishtail wriggled wildly.

“Ships,” he called. “Ships are coming, with dark sails and cruel faces.”

“What did he say?” Agnes asked, worried.

But before Sera had a chance to translate, a horn sounded. Vada jumped as sailors began pouring onto the decks.

“Triumvirate ships!” Vada’s mother, Violetta, cried as she raced up to them. “Vada, hide Saifa. Now!”

The Triumvirate was the ruling body of Pelago, composed of three queens. Vada had told them that these queens didn’t always get along or agree, and so depending on which one you were loyal to, things could get dicey if there was a conflict within Pelago.

Violetta snapped orders at other sailors to make sure the cargo they were carrying was safely hidden as well, and to bring out the diversions, whatever that meant. Sera didn’t know what sort of ship the Maiden’s Wail was, but could only guess it was carrying something illicit—besides herself, of course.

“What in the name of Bas are Triumvirate ships doing out in these waters?” Vada said as she grabbed Sera by the arm. She led her over to a low wooden bench along the railing and lifted it up to reveal a small rectangular hiding space. Sera needed no urging to climb inside.

“Get the boy in too,” a wizened old sailor named Breese said. “We do not need the Triumvirate thinking we have kidnapped a Byrne.”

Apparently Leo looked so very much like his mother that he was actually recognizable in a country he’d never stepped foot in. It was quite tight with the two of them, but with a little bit of shifting, they made do. Sera’s heart was in her throat as Vada closed the bench. Thankfully there was a narrow crack running between two planks of wood, and if they positioned themselves just right, they could see a fair amount of the deck. Leo’s head was level with her waist and her feet were jammed against his stomach. Sera felt a strange lurch in her chest. She’d never been this close to him before.

There were several thumps as Vada put things on top of the bench to cover it, and Sera heard her mutter to Agnes, “Keep your head down and your mouth shut. Your Pelagan is very good, but no need to risk it if we don’t have to.”

Vada had been teaching both Agnes and Leo Pelagan and had been shocked at how quickly they picked up the language. Soon both twins could easily converse, though Leo seemed to have a slightly better ear and grasp for it than Agnes did. Vada commented that perhaps it was their Pelagan heritage that had given them some unknown advantage, but Sera suspected it was her own magic, living inside both twins, that was responsible for their startling aptitude. She was grateful Agnes had that ability now, to appear as Pelagan—if there was one thing she knew about Kaolin and Pelago, it was that the two countries hated each other. And the discovery of Braxos had only made things worse.

“We’ve been at sea for so long,” Leo muttered. “We have no idea what’s been going on with the rest of the world.”

He did not sound optimistic and Sera’s heart sank—they were not the only ones headed for Braxos. The humans believed the island was filled with treasure or possessed some magical properties. Could they damage the tether if they reached the island before Sera did? She bit her lip and tried to swallow her fear. Right now, the important thing was to stay quiet and escape detection.

It seemed forever before she heard shouts and cries of, “Hold there!” Agnes and Vada were lined up on the deck alongside the other sailors, hands clasped, heads bowed. There was the sound of wood creaking and then the thudding of footsteps. Sera barely held back her gasp as the most frightening woman she had ever seen stalked into view.

She was very tall and wore a high-necked sleeveless leather tunic of mottled black and purple that covered her thighs, split in front and back to allow for freedom of movement. Heavy boots laced up to her knees over dark, rough-spun pants, and her forearms were enclosed from knuckle to elbow in leather cuffs woven with overlapping circles of copper. Her high collar was adorned with matching disks and her hair was cropped short, sticking up in spikes to frame a face cold and devoid of emotion as she stared down at Vada.

“Who is the captain of this ship?” she demanded.

Violetta stepped forward. “I am. Violetta Murchadha, at your service. The Maiden’s Wail is a simple merchant vessel, returning from a journey to Kaolin.”

The woman snorted. “Merchant vessel.” Then she turned to others Sera could not see. “Search it.” Other women dressed in similar garb passed by the bench—Sera heard some of them going down into the hold. She felt Leo tense beside her.

The woman turned back to Violetta. Her tunic was belted with an assortment of short, curved knives that glinted cruelly in the sunlight. A silver moon was emblazoned on her chest. “I am Rowen Drakos, head of the Aerin’s guard,” she said.

The Aerin was one of the queens, Sera recalled. Another one was called the Renalt, and she couldn’t remember the name of the third. When they ascended the throne, Vada had explained, they gave up their first names and assumed only the family name. Sera thought that rather strange and sad—she could not imagine having to suddenly call Agnes the McLellan.

Violetta gave a curt bow. “An honor to meet you,” she said. “My family has paid its respects to the Aerin since the days of my grandmother’s grandmother.”

“I am not interested in your respects, I am interested in the truth. Do you carry any Kaolin passengers, perhaps ones seeking the sacred shores of Braxos?”

“I carry nothing but a few platters, some rugs, several spools of copper wire, and a cracked urn that I paid far too much for in Old Port City,” Violetta replied smoothly. “My crew and I were grateful to leave that filthy country behind and return home. By the grace of the goddesses we have made the journey safely. But I must say, never in all my years has a Triumvirate ship stopped me before entering Arbaz.”

“Times are changing,” Rowen said. “All the eastern ports have been closed and no one is to dock without permission—the Triumvirate voted not four days ago. Three to zero in favor.”

Violetta looked surprised. “A unanimous vote?”

“Desperate times,” Rowen said. “Kaolins are pouring into this country, all seeking to pillage what is rightly Pelagan. Even the Lekke could see that drastic measures must be taken. Anyone harboring or aiding a Kaolin will be arrested and imprisoned. The dungeons of Banrissa are quickly filling up with Kaolins and traitorous Pelagans alike.”

“A bold move,” Violetta said, “and a wise one. Was it the Aerin’s idea? She has never been one to shirk from a call to action.”

That seemed to please Rowen—her mouth quirked into an imitation of a smile. “It was,” she said. Her gaze traveled down the line of sailors. “This is your whole crew?”

“It is,” Violetta replied.

“And you trust them?”

“With my life. We have no interest in Braxos—we only wish to return to our homes.”

Rowen smirked. “That would make you the only crew in the entire country that has no interest in Braxos.”

Violetta hesitated, then said, “Has anyone found it yet? As you can see, we have been woefully ignorant of the happenings of the world.”

“No,” Rowen said. “It has not been sighted since those damned Kaolins first stumbled upon it. Six vessels have vanished looking for it so far—at least, six that we know of. The Aerin is putting together an elite team with specially designed ships to begin her own search.”

“May Farayage bless their journey,” Violetta said, touching her forehead.

Rowen snorted. “They would not need the sea goddess’s blessing if Ambrosine Byrne weren’t such an uncompromising bitch.”

Agnes shifted, and Rowen glanced at her, but then one of her comrades was calling out, “Nothing belowdecks!” and Rowen’s attention was diverted.

“Very well,” she said. “Violetta Murchadha, I grant you leave to dock in Arbaz, by the power vested in me by our blessed queen, the Aerin.” She handed the captain a slip of paper. “Present this to the dockmaster when you arrive. May the goddesses go with you.”

“And with you,” Violetta said, bowing again.

Sera held her breath as the soldiers returned to their ship. There was another creaking of wood and then a splash. For a long while, no one on the Maiden’s Wail moved. Sera’s back ached and her legs cramped, but she stayed as still as stone, waiting. . . .

“Do you think they’ve gone?” Leo whispered just as the top of the bench was flung open.

“They’re gone,” Agnes said breathlessly, reaching down to help Sera out. She blinked in the sunlight and saw the ship off in the distance, a black outline against the horizon.

“This is not good,” Vada said as Leo climbed out after Sera, stretching his arms over his head. “Misarros stopping Pelagan ships?”

“Misarros?” Leo asked.

“The elite fighting force of Pelago,” Vada explained. “They guard the Triumvirate and some of the wealthier families who can afford their protection.”

Violetta strode up to them. “Never in my whole life have I needed permission to dock at Arbaz,” she said, waving the paper as if it personally offended her. “I fear what awaits us when we arrive. Things are changing.” She looked out across the water to where the Misarro ship was sailing away. “And not for the better.”





2

Leo

LEO HADN’T BEEN ABLE TO FULLY SHAKE OFF THE JITTERS left behind by the Misarros, but then the port of Arbaz had come into sight and he found himself momentarily struck dumb. He’d spent all his life hating Pelago so much, he’d never really thought about what it might actually look like. He was shocked to find it . . . beautiful.

Structures like terra-cotta fingers pointed up toward the sky, glittering in the light of the setting sun as if their surfaces were encrusted with diamonds. There were clock towers and spires and domed buildings made of yellow or orange stone, wisps of smoke curling upward from rose-colored chimneys, and somewhere far off Leo heard a bell tolling. The city was ringed in hills, houses painted in cheery colors clustering around the central market, which Leo imagined was just inside the enormous white stucco structure with a red tile roof that loomed over the docks. The water was crystalline blue, a color that almost hurt to look at. It was all so idyllic, especially compared with the smog and steel and murky waters of Old Port. For a moment he wondered why their chauffeur, Eneas, had ever left this place.

He shuddered to think about what would have happened if he himself had never left, if the escape plan had failed—he’d be on a train somewhere in Kaolin right now, getting his palm sliced open daily by the actor James Roth. He’d be selling Sera’s blood along with Boris’s and Errol’s replenishing powers—well, not Boris’s, not since the poor tree burned. But the very thought made bile rise in his throat.

“What are you thinking of my heretical country, moulil?” Vada asked, slapping him on the back. Moulil was the Pelagan word for mule. She was always calling him things that weren’t his name. Mule, jackass, Face of Byrne, patriarchal idiot . . . it had bothered him at first but he didn’t mind anymore. It was just how Vada was.

“I think it’s beautiful,” he said, and his compliment seemed to both startle and please her.

“It’s gorgeous,” Agnes agreed. “But I don’t like the look of those ships.”

Off to their left was a sleek black schooner flying a flag with five red stars on it.

“Another Triumvirate patrol,” Vada said, her face darkening. “From the Lekke. You see the stars? Five red stars are the symbol of the Lekke. The Renalt crest is a golden sun and the Aerin, as you were seeing by her Misarros, uses a silver moon. I am not liking that all three queens voted to close the ports.”

“Is that unusual?” Leo asked.

“Most votes are two to one. And the Lekke is the most levelheaded of our queens and slow to take such a drastic action. If she has joined the other two in this decision, then I fear . . .”

Her voice trailed off.

“Fear what?” Leo asked, wondering if he really wanted to hear the answer.

“War,” she said.

It would be foolish of Kaolin to declare war on Pelago—their naval fleet was not nearly as skilled as Pelago’s armada. But then, if it was known that Kaolins were being arrested left and right and thrown in jail, how could the president of Kaolin do nothing? At some point, his hand would be forced. Leo just hoped they’d be well on their way to Braxos before that happened.

The schooner cruised up slowly to the port, only allowed to dock and lower the gangplank once Violetta had produced Rowen’s letter.

“Right,” Vada said. “Face of a Byrne and I will be going to the market. You all need new clothes, disguises.” She glanced at Sera. “Especially you. I will have to be asking my mother if the Maiden’s Wail can carry you to Ithilia—she may not be wanting to risk it after what happened today. Maybe I wait until she has had a few whiskeys.”

“I’d like to go to the market too,” Agnes protested.

“No,” Vada said firmly. “If something were to happen, Sera would be on her own. Besides, I would very much like to walk the markets of Arbaz with a Byrne.” She cackled. “Diana Oleary will not be charging me twelve aurums for that honeyed piss she calls mead today!”

They waited until the other sailors had unloaded the ship’s cargo before disembarking. The last piece was a crate with a heavy padlock on it.

“What’s in there?” Leo asked.

“None of your damned business,” Vada replied. “And remember, no more Kaolish. From now on, you speak only Pelagan.”

Leo huffed and made a face, but Vada’s back was to him, already striding down the gangplank, leaving him no choice but to follow.

The docks were swarming with people, mostly sailors and other rough types with weathered faces and tough, tanned skin. But there were Misarros too, striding through the crowds with imposing looks, various metals glinting at their necks and on their arms. Leo thought they would easily give the Old Port City police force a run for their money.

“I am not liking this one bit,” Vada muttered as a Misarro with a moon on her tunic grabbed an urchin boy by the collar and dragged him off. Leo kept close as they headed toward the entrance to the market, a huge archway in the center of the red-roofed structure with the words MARGORA DE ARBAZ carved above it. A woman in dark pants and a green vest eyed him as she twisted a sapphire ring the size of a walnut on her finger. There was a young man behind her about Leo’s age, with long brown curls and a slim figure. He wore a silk shirt open to his navel, and pants so tight Leo thought they must have been painted on. The woman whispered to the boy and he sashayed up to Leo.

“Looking for a date?” he asked coyly in Pelagan.

Leo had never been propositioned by a man before. “No,” he replied in Pelagan without even really thinking about it. Vada grabbed his hand and pulled him away.

“Stop that,” she hissed.

“Stop what?” he said. “I didn’t do anything.”

Suddenly, he was caught up in the crowds pushing and shoving to get through the arch, and he had to struggle to keep sight of Vada and her auburn braid. The white building was a massive portico that stretched out as far as Leo could see in either direction, its stone halls reverberating with the sounds of so many people. Then he emerged into the market itself and Vada was dragging him toward a golden building about the size of a small house, with a striped awning. Leo didn’t need to use his Pelagan to understand the sign posted on its face.

KROGERS—AURUMS

Vada turned to him, her voice low. “Okay, jackass, let’s see how precious this face of yours truly is. And act like everyone here is beneath you. Shouldn’t be too hard, no?” He resisted the urge to roll his eyes as she started shouting, “Out of the way! Mr. Byrne coming through! Make way for the Byrne!”

Leo watched in awe as the crowds parted and people in line stepped aside to usher him and Vada to the front. Many of them looked at him wide-eyed or bowed their heads when he passed.

“Give me your money and let me do the talking,” Vada muttered as they approached the window. Leo quickly shoved a thick wad of krogers into her hand.

“Dorinda, you lazy bastard,” she said, slamming the money down onto the sill, “look sharp and change these bills at once!”

Dorinda was a rail-thin woman with a mass of bright red hair pulled back from her face by a band of mussel shells. A set of bifocals was perched on her nose and her nails were long, sharpened to points, and painted jet black.

“Vada,” she said, drawing out the last a with apparent relish, a sickly sweet smile spreading across her face then suddenly vanishing. “Get to the back of the line, you little shit. I told you last time, no special favors. I don’t care who your mama is. You want me to call the Misarros?”

Leo hid his shudder at the thought—he might look like a Byrne but there was no way he would be able to pass himself off as one once someone started asking questions.

“If you are wanting to call the Misarros on Mr. Byrne here, then by all means, go ahead,” Vada said. “I’m sure Ambrosine would be delighted to hear how her family is treated in this market.”

Dorinda started as she looked at Leo, then immediately adopted an obsequious expression. “In the name of the goddesses, I did not see you, sir. I will change these for you right away.”

Once she was gone, Vada grinned at him. “This is working even better than I had been thinking.”

Dorinda reappeared a few minutes later with a heavy leather purse that clinked as she set it down. “Would you like me to count them out for you, sir?”

Leo shook his head, then rested a hand on one hip and stared out into the distance, as if looking for something far more interesting. His father always did that when he was speaking to someone he felt was lesser than he.

Vada snatched the purse and tied it to her belt. “May the goddesses bless you,” she said to Dorinda.

But Dorinda was eyeing Leo with interest and he saw a disconcerting flash of recognition. “I was wondering, sir, if you could tell . . . it is being said that Ambrosine has cut off the passages around Culinnon, ones that lead to the Lost Islands. Does this mean she has found Braxos?”

The name Culinnon sparked something in his memory, but Leo couldn’t quite place it.

“I’m sure if Ambrosine wanted you to know what she was doing, she would have hurried right here to tell you herself,” he said before remembering he wasn’t supposed to speak. But Vada looked quietly pleased as Dorinda’s cheeks flushed. Leo felt the best course of action was to leave as quickly as possible.

“Vada, come,” he said sharply. He turned without waiting and strode off through the crowds with no idea where he was going. Tents in bright colors dotted the landscape alongside pens of animals, little brick houses with thatched roofs, and grocer stalls boasting baskets filled with all sorts of fruits and vegetables—ripe peaches, dark purple plums, and some sort of orange fruit with spiky blue leaves were nestled among shiny cucumbers, red tomatoes, and thick bunches of carrots. He finally stopped between a fruit seller and a butcher shop and Vada clapped him on the shoulder.

“Well done,” she said. “That was getting dicey, no?”

“Yeah,” Leo said.

“Well, now we know you can pass yourself off as a Byrne.”

Leo didn’t find any comfort in that. “What if she tells the Misarros about us?”

“The Misarros would not wish to be messing about with a Byrne,” Vada reassured him. “Unless the world has gone truly mad. Come, we need to get you clothes. And something to eat; I’m starving.”

She bought them each a pear and Leo felt his anxiety ease slightly as he sank his teeth into its sweet flesh, letting the juice dribble down his chin. It had been fifteen days of salted pork, stale bread, and hard cheese. He was fairly certain this pear was the best thing he had ever tasted.

“We should bring one back for Sera,” he said through another mouthful.

Vada raised an eyebrow.

Leo’s face went hot. “I only meant . . . just because she doesn’t eat meat,” he stammered.

“Yes. I am sure that is what you were meaning,” she said with a sly smile.

They made their way past a silversmith, urns and platters and spoons reflecting the late afternoon sun, then ducked down an alley that led to a little square ringed with stalls in various shades of umber and maroon whose vendors only seemed to sell rugs. They skirted a woman on stilts dressed in flowing robes of brilliant green juggling four striped balls, then pushed through a band of musicians playing a cheery tune on fiddles and pipes and drums. Misarros seemed to be around every corner, but Vada always found some path to avoid them. Leo kept his head down until they had turned a corner and he was nearly blinded by a stunning array of jewelry.

“How big is this market?” he wondered.

“Very big,” Vada said. “There is a famous story that a wealthy woman from one of the northern islands came to see its splendors and was lost for twelve days. When they found her, she was skin and bones and nibbling on a dead rat.”

“Ugh,” Leo said, and Vada laughed as she ducked underneath a thin sheet of colored silk hung between two apothecaries, pungent herbal smells emanating from their open doors. Leo followed and found himself in a row of tents dyed in shades of lilac and lavender and violet. Pants were folded neatly on tables inside one, shirts hanging in another, and a third had the most stunning collection of dresses Leo had ever seen. There were tents selling seashell headdresses and ones displaying all types of shoes and still others with a wide selection of scarves.

“This,” Vada said, spreading out her arms wide, “is the best place to buy clothes in all the market. The question is where to start. . . .”

“Agnes will want pants,” he said. “Something comfortable and functional.”

Vada nodded. “We can dress her to have the look of the daughter of a merchant or a wealthy sea captain or a high-placed servant.” She glanced at him. “Perhaps servant is working best for our scheme.”

His sister wouldn’t like the servant part, but she’d be happy about the pants. “What about Sera?” he asked.

Vada’s brow furrowed. “If anyone sees her skin or her hair it will cause a fuss and we are not needing fusses right now. . . .”

They passed down the line of tents and stopped abruptly at a pair of Misarros with golden suns on their chests patrolling the outside of the fanciest tent in the whole row. Ofairn’s Fine Gowns, Leo translated as he read the sign above it, right before Vada pulled him back. But there were Misarros behind the tent as well. Vada cursed under her breath and, in a movement so fluid Leo barely registered it, sank to grab a knife hidden in her boot and cut a long, delicate slit in the tent. She slipped inside and pulled him in after her.

The dresses that hung on the walls were shimmering things of lace and silk, all expertly tailored, some with long sleeves, some strapless, some adorned with shells or beads, others with what Leo realized were river stones, pebbles in shades of periwinkle and slate and olive. The tent itself was empty except for a lone girl, maybe fifteen, with brown skin, copper-colored hair, and big doe eyes. She was clearly in for a fitting, wearing a dress that covered her completely in head-to-toe lace.

To Leo’s surprise, Vada made a sort of choking sound and then fell to one knee, nudging him with her elbow to do the same.

“Princess Rahel,” she said. “We did not . . . I am sorry . . . we were just . . .”

Leo had never seen the sailor so out of sorts; at the same moment his mind was registering her words. Princess?

“You may rise,” the girl said, then she giggled. “That’s not the door to the tent. Did you get lost? Don’t you know what doors look like?” They stood, and she wrinkled her nose. “You smell. Are you sailors? Have you ever been to Kaolin? My mother said it’s full of heretics. And their clothes are all rather drab. Don’t you like this gown? Mistress Phebe designed it herself. I’m getting married in a month, isn’t that exciting?” Her eyes turned to Leo and he saw a flash of recognition and also something he used to get all the time from the girls in Old Port—desire.

“You look like a Byrne,” the girl said.

“I am one,” Leo replied because Vada was just kneeling there, dumbstruck. “My sincerest congratulations on your upcoming nuptials.”

Rahel grinned. “I thank you, sir,” she said, making a low, elegant curtsy. Then she leaned forward and whispered, “My family hates your family.”

If there was one thing Leo was good at, it was flirting with rich girls. “My family hates your family,” he said with a wink, and was rewarded with another giggle. “But since our families are not here at the moment, can we remain friends?”

Rahel looked delighted. “As long as we keep it a secret,” she said.

“Of course,” Leo said, bowing. It occurred to him that the Misarros guarding this tent were actually guarding the princess. The golden sun on their tunics meant she was the daughter of the Renalt. “I’m surprised you traveled to Arbaz in such dire times.”

Rahel clapped her hands together. “I know, it’s so exciting isn’t it? Though I don’t understand why Mother had to vote to close the ports. Ithilia is so much more thrilling with all the new people. She didn’t want to let me come here but of course I had to have a dress by Mistress Phebe, didn’t I? She’s the best in the whole country! And who cares about silly old Kaolin ships? I hear they barely sail at all in Kaolin and ride around in big honking machines. Are you here for new clothes as well? Those ones aren’t very fitting on you. Why is a Byrne dressed like a common sailor? Is she your girlfriend?”

Vada snorted at the suggestion and Leo shook his head.

“No, she’s my servant,” he said. Rahel looked very pleased to hear that.

Just then the tent flap opened, and a woman entered carrying a very elaborate headdress. “I have found just the one, princess,” she was saying, then stopped short at the sight of Leo and Vada. She was probably in her late forties, with wavy black hair and brown skin, her curvy figure hugged by a gown of iridescent blue-green scales, and while Leo was absolutely positive he had never seen her before, there was something familiar about her face.

“Look, Mistress Phebe, a Byrne has come to see you!” Rahel declared. “But he didn’t use the door. He certainly needs new clothes, doesn’t he?”

Leo’s knees locked together, wondering what this woman would do as she stared at him, but then she turned to the princess with a wide smile. “Yes, he does,” she said. “And we have finished our fitting. You may change next door and I will be with you shortly.”

Princess Rahel did not seem eager to leave Leo’s company, but she acquiesced. Once they were alone, Leo felt his heart pounding in his ears. Vada struggled to her feet as the woman folded her arms across her chest.

“Leo McLellan,” she said, and Leo felt a shock run through him.

“No,” Vada protested weakly. “He’s a Byrne, he—”

“Oh, he’s a Byrne all right,” the woman said. “Those eyes, the nose, the chin . . . my god, he even has her hair, if not the same color.” She cocked her head. “But this Byrne was not raised on the estates of Culinnon or in the majestic streets of Ithilia.”

“I . . .” Leo didn’t know what to say and from the looks of it, neither did Vada.

The woman smiled and extended a hand to him. “My name is Phebe Ofairn. I believe you know my brother, Eneas.”
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Agnes

THE SUN WAS SETTING, AND LEO AND VADA STILL WEREN’T back.

Agnes paced the length of the captain’s cabin as Sera stared out the porthole window over the bed, fascinated by the sights and sounds of Arbaz.

What was taking the two of them so long? Agnes fingered the letter in her pocket, the one her grandmother had sent her. She kept it on her at all times, right next to the photograph of her mother. They were touchstones reminding her of who she was and of her purpose. She took the letter out now and read it for the millionth time.

My dearest Agnes,

I hope this letter reaches you. I have friends at the University of Ithilia and received surprising (and welcome) news. Come find me when you arrive. I will say no more here except that I have longed to meet you.

Your loving grandmother,

Ambrosine Byrne

The date for Agnes’s interview with the Academy of Sciences was already set and mere days away. Agnes didn’t want to miss it—she couldn’t miss it; she had been waiting her whole life for this opportunity. But Sera needed to get home. Agnes felt terrible asking her friend if they could delay the journey even for just a day.

“I know what you’re thinking.” Sera’s voice made her jump. Agnes quickly put the letter back in her pocket.

“I was just worrying about Leo,” she lied.

“No you weren’t. You are thinking about that school, the one you are hoping to attend. You have an interview there soon, don’t you?”

Agnes was confused and surprised—she had barely spoken about the university, as if that would make real the possibility of failure.

Sera smiled. “Leo is more impressed by you than he lets on.”

Agnes felt her cheeks grow hot. “It’s not important,” she said. “The main thing is to get you to Braxos.”

“Agnes.” Sera stood and took both of Agnes’s hands in her soft silver ones. “This journey was never only about me. We are all changing, making new paths in our lives, me and you and Leo. You are my friend. I would never want you to miss an opportunity because of me. We will go to Ithilia and you will interview at this school and then we will continue on to Braxos. I would never forgive myself if you lost this chance. I would never want you to resent me after . . . after I’m gone.”

Agnes felt like a thorn was stuck in her throat. She wanted Sera to return to her people, but she was going to miss her desperately. She’d never really had a true friend before. She had Vada now, but Vada was something else—Vada was need and want, Vada was in her dreams at night and on the tip of her tongue in the morning. Vada was all sorts of things that Agnes had never felt before.

“You are the best friend I’ve ever had,” Agnes said. “I’m so glad I met you. Well, I’m not glad that my brother caught you with a net launcher and my father locked you up in a crate, but . . .”

Sera laughed. “How strange the way this all began. But you were always kind to me, right from the start. You made me believe that not every human was evil.”

“Chalk one up for humanity—we aren’t all bad.”

“Those Misarros were awfully frightening,” Sera said with a shudder. “I fear it may be even more difficult to get to Braxos now than we had thought.”

“But you said Errol knows the way,” Agnes pointed out. “So we have an advantage over everyone else.”

Sera nodded. “I wish he could tell us how far it is, how long it will take to get there. But he speaks in terms of swims and shoals. I don’t think he understands distance like we do.”

Agnes collapsed onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. Sera sat down beside her.

“I felt so confident back in Kaolin,” Agnes said. “Focused. Like I knew what I was doing. Now we’ve made it to Pelago and I feel like I never understood just how big the world is.”

“Me neither,” Sera said. “I had only ever seen the City Above the Sky until I fell. But there is so much more in the universe.” She sighed. “I always wanted to see this planet. And then I got my wish, but not in the way I thought.”

“Do you really think the tether will help you get home?” Agnes asked.

“Yes,” Sera said, and Agnes looked up to see stark determination on her face. “It is the link between my City and this planet. It must be the way home. In days of old, Cerulean would always travel to the planets they were tethered to. They had to have a way to get back somehow.” She turned to look out the porthole. “The closer we came to this country, the more I could feel my magic getting stronger, multiplying and bursting in my veins.” Suddenly, she gasped. “They’re back!”

She and Agnes scrambled off the bunk and opened the door, running to the hatch as footsteps echoed overhead. Then it was thrown upward, revealing a square patch of sunset-colored sky and Vada’s face.

“Well,” she said. “That was an interesting shopping trip, to say the least. Here, catch.”

She dropped several parcels, wrapped in soft, colorful paper and tied with twine. Agnes caught one wrapped in blue that felt sturdier than the green one that followed. Leo had to pass his packages down carefully—he had quite a stack of them, boxes tied with green ribbons in addition to paper-wrapped clothes. The fanciest one by far was for Sera, wrapped in gold foil with a stamp on it featuring a swan with three stars over its head.

“I will be helping you into this,” Vada said to Sera as she and Leo climbed down into the hold. “There are many buttons.” She turned to Agnes. “You and your brother go change, quickly. We don’t want to be late for dinner, and I am not liking the thought of walking the market after dark.”

She gave Leo a push and shuffled Sera down to the captain’s cabin.

“Dinner?” Agnes asked. “Where are we going for dinner? What happened in the market?” She followed Leo to his room, which wasn’t a cabin so much as an unused storage room. There was a dusty bench with a blanket and pillow, and a couple of empty shelves built into the walls.

“I’ll explain once we’re changed,” Leo said as they turned away from each other.

Agnes unwrapped the sturdy package and gave a cry of delight. “Vada got me pants!” she exclaimed.

Leo snorted. “I got you pants. I figured you’d want them.”

“Oh. Thanks.”

“They should fit better than your old lab attire.”

She bit back a retort and began to undress. She was still unused to being grateful to her brother.

The pants were navy-blue wool and fit as if they had been tailored just for her. Her new shirt was linen with long cuffed sleeves, and a third package held a vest of dark red suede, similar in cut to the black one Vada wore but much finer. There were boots of supple leather and a small headband with an arrangement of scallop shells on one side. By the time Agnes was fully dressed, she wanted to cry.

She had never felt so comfortable or so much like herself—at least, the self she had always wanted to be. In these clothes, it was as if she had peeled off a layer of Kaolin and left it behind.

“Oh, Leo,” she said, unable to find one snarky thing to say in this moment. “It’s perfect.”

“I had to guess your size,” he said. “I’ve only ever picked out dresses for you.”

“Are you done yet?” she asked.

“Yes, I’m ready,” he said, and he sounded nervous. “Just . . . promise me you won’t laugh, okay?”

“Why would I laugh?” She turned at the same time he did, and her mouth fell open.

“Leo,” was all she could bring herself to say.

Her brother had always cut a dashing figure in his suits and tuxedos, but to see him in Pelagan clothes, it was like looking at a different person. She wondered if that was how he was feeling as he stared at her.

Leo wore a pair of sleek black pants that tapered at the ankles, scarlet shoes with large gold buckles and chunky two-inch heels, and a champagne-colored shirt of the finest silk made in the traditional style favored by elite Pelagan men: large, billowing sleeves that cinched at the wrists with the front open in a wide V, its point plunging to his breastbone, exposing quite a bit of his chest. A turquoise sash that matched his eyes was tied around his waist.

“They made me buy this,” he said morosely, but before Agnes could ask who they were, he sighed and looked down at himself. “Never in my life would I have thought I’d be wearing the stupid Pelagan clothes Robert and I used to make fun of.”

“Robert was a small-minded idiot,” Agnes said. “And I don’t think you look stupid at all.” He gave her a withering look and she held up her hands. “I’m serious! I mean, it’s different from your usual style, but . . . it honestly sort of works on you.”

“I’m practically naked,” Leo said, tugging at the open V of silk. “Why don’t they button their shirts? Why don’t their shirts even have buttons? These pants are so tight I doubt I’ll be able to sit down. And why do I have to wear heels?”

Agnes couldn’t suppress her laugh. “At least yours aren’t dumb pointy things designed to make you teeter and fall. Those are very sturdy. Very practical.” Before he could protest further, she opened the door. “Now tell me what happened at the market and where we’re going for dinner.”

“Well, everyone was right about my face,” he said, taking a few cautious steps in his new footwear. “The woman who changed money for us didn’t doubt for a second that I was a Byrne. She asked me if Ambrosine had cut off all the passages to the Lost Islands. Our grandmother might be even more powerful than we realized.”

That made Agnes thrilled and queasy all at once. “But even if she’s cut off the passages, surely she would let us through,” she said.

“That’s not all,” Leo said as they started down the narrow corridor back toward the captain’s cabin. “We sort of ran into a princess. The Renalt’s daughter.”

“You ran into a princess? How?”

“Trying to avoid Misarros,” Leo said like it was obvious. “Anyway, she was buying a dress from a woman who turned out to be Eneas’s sister. She’s a big-deal dressmaker in Pelago. She recognized me immediately and helped us pick out all these clothes. She invited us back to her house tonight. So that’s where dinner is.”

“What?” Agnes yelped. “You found Eneas’s sister? What’s she like? Where is her house? Why didn’t you tell me all this right away?”

“Because I knew you would ask a million questions and it would take ages for you to get dressed and then we’d be late. You didn’t see the market, Agnes; it’s heavily patrolled by Misarros. We need to blend in or we’ll end up in jail or worse.”

Agnes’s heart skipped a beat. “But they wouldn’t arrest a Byrne, would they?”

“If Ambrosine has cut off the passages to the Lost Islands, I’m not sure being a Byrne is such a great thing at the moment. Besides, we’re half Kaolin. They’re arresting anyone who they suspect of having anything to do with Kaolins.”

He was right, Agnes knew, and she didn’t like it. They needed to find her grandmother. Once they were under Ambrosine’s protection, they would be safe. She was about to pepper him with a few more queries when the door to the captain’s cabin opened and Leo stopped so abruptly that Agnes crashed into him.

Sera stood in the doorway, her hair tied back in a bun, a smugly grinning Vada behind her, wearing an outfit similar to Agnes’s own but with a dark yellow vest.

“She is looking perfect, just like Phebe said,” Vada declared.

Sera’s lace dress clung to her slender figure, rich purple and patterned with flowers, tulips and violets and marigolds. The sleeves were so long they crept over her hands to encase each finger in lace up to her knuckles. The neck climbed to brush the base of her chin, and around her waist hung a belt of bone white clamshells limned in gold filigree. The dress fell to cover her feet, a long train spreading out behind her. The overall effect was one of wealth and loveliness.

“She looks beautiful,” Agnes said.

“This is the traditional dress worn by an upper-class Pelagan woman who is about to be married,” Vada said. “Princess Rahel was being fitted for one just like it. It’s a brilliant disguise. Sera will be playing the part of a blushing bride for your brother.”

Leo’s cheeks turned pink.

“But what about her hair?” Agnes asked. “And her face?”

Vada snapped her fingers. “I have not yet added the best part.” She vanished, reappearing a moment later with a large headdress in her hands. Carefully, she placed it on Sera’s head. It was crafted out of myriad small shells—slipper snails and shark eyes and pointed venuses grew to form two distinct points, like delicate horns. In between them nestled a gorgeous pale pink conch. Strands of purple and turquoise beads dangled to her collarbone, covering her face and hair completely.

“See? Perfect.” Vada beamed. “Agnes, you and I will be pretending to be their servants.”

“What?” Agnes cried.

“You wanted to leave the ship, did you not?” Vada said. Agnes grumbled, but there were far more important matters at stake than one night of pretending to serve her brother.

Sera turned her head side to side and the beads made tiny clacking sounds. “It’s a bit difficult to see,” she said.

“Don’t worry, we won’t let you trip on anything,” Agnes said.

Vada frowned at her brother. “Where is your komm-heart, Kaolin fool?”

“His what?”

“She made me get a headdress too,” Leo grumbled before turning on Vada. “I told you, this outfit should be enough.”

“Oh, I am sorry, were you born and raised in Pelago? Are you knowing all our ways and customs as if they were your own? No? Then close your mouth and put your komm-heart on,” Vada snapped.

Leo muttered something under his breath and stalked off back to his room. Sera smiled at Agnes beatifically.

“It’s a very pretty dress, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Agnes agreed.

She examined her arms, encased in purple lace. “I like this color. We only have robes of white or blue in the City Above the Sky.”

Agnes was always happy when Sera found something to love about this planet. Even though she knew it wasn’t for her, she knew the girl had to return to her people, it made Agnes happy to think her own home wasn’t all bad.

“Your clothes are very nice as well,” Sera said. “You look much more comfortable.”

“What is she saying?” Vada asked.

“She likes my outfit,” Agnes said. “She thinks I look comfortable.”

Vada winked at her. “You do, little lion. You look as if you were born to wear it.”

Agnes flushed. Leo appeared then, a circlet of speckled junonia shells crowning his curls. For all his moaning about it, the headdress was subtle and suited him perfectly.

Vada clapped her hands together. “Well, my friends,” she said. “Let us go to dinner.”
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Sera

AS SOON AS SERA STEPPED FOOT ON THE SHORES OF PELAGO, she felt her magic surge within her, a thrilling force that made her feel at once powerful and out of sorts. She had an overwhelming sense of certainty that her City was still tethered here, that this country was welcoming her like an old friend.

Then they entered the market and she became overwhelmed by all the people. There was an undercurrent of tension in the air. Misarros prowled everywhere, occasionally stopping to question a patron or a vendor. But Vada’s disguise had worked—no one bowed or knelt or treated her like a freak or a goddess.

When people did notice them at all, it was Leo they focused on. She saw an old man touch his forehead when they passed and a young girl do a double take. She was glad that Leo, at least, could pass himself off as Pelagan. And no one seemed to take any notice of Agnes.

Sera’s legs didn’t stop trembling until they were fully past the enormous market. They came out upon a wide boulevard bustling with horses pulling carriages decorated with shells or stones or jewels. People on foot wove in between them, alongside the occasional palanquin carried by broad-shouldered servants, curtains open to let in the cool evening breeze and revealing the man or woman reclined within.

Leo stopped and looked up and down the boulevard in confusion.

“Which way?” he hissed to Vada, but before she could answer, a man wearing a uniform of dark pants under a white tunic and low-heeled sandals rushed up to them. The same seal on the package her dress had been wrapped in—a swan crowned with three stars—was printed on the right side of his chest in red.

“Mr. Byrne,” he said, making an elaborate bow. “What a true honor to meet you. Mistress Ofairn has sent me to escort you, your bride, and your servants to dinner. Please come this way.”

Leo responded with a curt nod. They crossed the boulevard, deftly maneuvering between carriages, before entering a smaller street lined with dwellings made of light-colored stone, ivory and rose and pale gold. It was quieter here and Sera felt her heart rate slowly return to normal.

The servant made a sharp right, onto a street paved with blue-gray stone. It rose up in a steep incline, the dwellings on either side colored in teal and cobalt and jade. Leo was breathing heavily by the time they reached the top, and even Sera was a little winded. She liked the air in this country better than the sticky heat of Kaolin. The faint taste of brine and the fresh breeze off the water made her feel stronger, more alive. Though she was ready to take her headdress off—it was growing heavy and the beads that hung in front of her face were beginning to bother her.

The dwelling that sat at the crest of the hill was a blue as brilliant as Sera’s hair, and she liked it immediately. A low stone wall surrounded the neatly kept yard and the door was painted a welcoming yellow. A thin finger of smoke rose from the chimney and curtains patterned with flowers fluttered in the open windows. From inside, Sera heard the faint sounds of children laughing.

The man hurried up a walkway lined with forsythia, its sun-colored flowers matching the door. He ushered them inside and called out, “Mistress Phebe, I have brought Mr. Byrne and his company!”

The room was large and airy, its walls painted white and adorned with shells and flowers. On one side was a long table made of driftwood with two benches and an assortment of candles in its center, all burned down to varying heights. On the other, closest to the door, was a large bay window with a curved couch in front of it, a rocking chair, a small pouf, and a low table covered in books and newspapers. A wooden horse sat in one corner surrounded by other toys—a duck with wheels on a string, a spinning top, a miniature watering can.

A woman came hurrying into the room. She had brown skin like Agnes, but with black hair that was swept up and pinned with seashells. She wore a simple gown of pink silk, and her face broke into a smile when she saw them.

“Thank you, Aeden,” she said to the servant. “That will be all for this evening.”

The man seemed reluctant to leave. “Are you certain, mistress? I could—”

“That will be all,” the woman said again, a lick of iron in her tone, and the man bowed low and left the dwelling. She took a step toward them, her eyes fixed on Agnes. “So,” she said. “You must be Agnes.”

“I—I am,” Agnes stammered.

“I am Phebe Ofairn. My brother has told me so much about you. It is an honor to have you in my home.”

Agnes shifted, uncomfortable with the praise. “Well, um, thank you for having me. Us. Eneas was always . . .” Her voice trailed off. “Is he all right? Have you had any word from him?”

Phebe gave her a gentle look. “Don’t fear, child. He is fine. I received a letter from him—he left Old Port not a day after you did to return to Pelago. He felt it altogether too dangerous to stay in the city. Now that he had helped you escape, he could not risk working for your father anymore.”

Agnes exhaled. “Oh, that’s wonderful news.”

Phebe’s dark eyes turned to Sera. “And you must be Sera. Leo told me all about you.”

Sera felt the time for hiding her face was over. She carefully lifted off the headdress and Phebe gasped, one hand flying to her chest.

“In the name of the goddesses,” she murmured. “You do look just like Saifa.”

“I am no goddess,” Sera said. “I am a Cerulean.”

Phebe’s eyes grew wide at what must have sounded to her like musical gibberish—that was how Agnes had described Sera’s voice before they blood bonded and were able to understand each other. Leo translated for her now. Sera clenched her teeth in frustration. There had to be a way to communicate without the help of translators or the dangerous intimacy of blood bonding.

“You said that before, in the market. Cerulean.” She sounded it out as if unsure. “I still don’t know what that means, but you are welcome in my home, Cerulean or Saifa or whoever you may be. Come, you must be starv—”

But she was cut off by a young boy scampering into the room.

“Mama, Mama!” he said, tears in his eyes. “Parisa took my—” He stopped and frowned. “Why you speaking Kaolish, Mama?”

Sera could never tell who was speaking what language since they all sounded the same to her. She thought it very kind of Phebe to speak to Leo and Agnes in their native tongue. But now she realized it was also dangerous—and even more dangerous for this little boy to see a goddess in his house. Quickly she put the headdress back on.

“Carrick, go back to the kitchen to your father,” Phebe said sharply. “Mama has visitors, I told you that before.”

A wiry man with pale skin and long hair the color of honey came hurrying in, an infant squealing and stretching in his arms.

“I’m sorry, love,” he said, taking the boy’s arm. “He got away from me. I’ll—”

But he stopped short at the sight of Leo and gasped. “He looks exactly like her.”

“I told you,” Phebe replied.

“Princess Rahel?” Carrick asked, looking up at Sera. “Mama, you bring princess home?”

“No, darling, these are Mama’s friends,” Phebe said. “Princesses don’t come to dressmakers’ houses; she came to my shop like I was telling you, remember?”

Carrick smiled at Sera smugly. “My mama is famous,” he said.

Phebe shot her husband a pleading look. “Get him to bed, Davin.”

“Did you see the evening papers?” the man asked.

She gave him a curt nod that effectively ended the conversation.

“Come now, Carrick,” Davin said as the baby in his arms let out a wide yawn. He kissed Phebe on the cheek. “Dinner’s all ready. I sent Tabitha away, as you asked.” He glanced at Leo. “I see why now.”

Once they were gone, Sera removed the headdress again and shook out her bright blue hair.

“My apologies,” Phebe said. “The children weren’t meant to be up now but, well, with a seven-year-old, a five-year-old, and an infant, Davin and I have very little say over how things go in this house. Though I wish Carrick hadn’t heard me speaking Kaolish.” She sighed and rubbed her forehead.

“We didn’t mean to put you in any danger,” Agnes said.

Phebe gave her a weary smile. “You are the closest thing to children Eneas ever had. It’s no trouble, we’ll just have to have a talk with him tomorrow. Please sit,” she said, gesturing to the driftwood table. “I’ll be right back.”

“I’m so glad Eneas is okay,” Agnes said as they took seats on the benches. “I was worried.”

“Phebe seemed quite accepting of Sera,” Leo said. “That’s a good sign, isn’t it?”

“She is one person and was prepared for her,” Vada said. “I do not think we would be getting the same reaction in the market.”

Sera agreed.

“What did her husband mean about the newspapers?” Agnes asked. Sera had noticed that too.

“We should have been buying one when we first arrived,” Vada said. “But with the Misarros and Dorinda and Princess Rahel, I forgot.”

Sera wanted to know more about this princess they’d seen, but Phebe returned then and a most familiar and delicious scent filled the air.

“Fried squash blossoms,” she said, placing a platter on the table. “An old Ofairn recipe. And here are some dates dipped in honey and stuffed with blue cheese. We would have made lamb but Leo tells me you are vegetarian. I’ll be right back with the main course.”

The squash blossoms were not quite the same as the ones she was used to—the flowers were orange, not yellow, and they did not seem as crispy. But hot tears filled Sera’s
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