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            PRIOR TO THE FIRST KING’S CORONATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Haith stumbled out of the shadows of Mistral, exhausted and alone, bleeding and heartsick, and walked out of the city and into the wildlands to finally collapse under the face of the mountain. They could smell the heavy scent of earth, mixed with the light fragrance of flowers. Even here, beneath Kernon’s attentive gaze, in the heart of his lands, Haith’s Dusk ran sluggish, and their power was lost.

      Along with their faithful wind.

      Bound to Haith’s blood, it had been left behind to become a mere guardian for an empty throne forevermore. They had torn out both Dusk and element to make sure Camillus never sat the throne as king.

      Faraway, it still whispered in their ears, wrapped in the voice of another, taunting them.

      “Haith, Haith, come back.”

      It was almost worse than the comfort and silence of the wind in the grove, which swirled their hair.

      “Haith, Haith, don’t you want to tell me no? Don’t you want to stop me? Come out, come home, Haith, and I’ll do it just for you.”

      Time passed in fits and starts until something flickered in the corner of their eye and Haith mustered the will to sit up. They got no farther before the dark shape of a Raven appeared on the edge of the sky, above the clearing. Haith watched as the Raven swooped sharply down, landing in a crouched position, and then stood tall, feathers puffing away from a still, sharp face.

      “Esdras, I assume it’s not a coincidence you are here.”

      The clawed forms of Kernon’s fingers stood between them, a jutting line of thin, bent trees leading to Kernon’s black-glass altar and Haith perched on its edge. A distance that Esdras could cross in a quick march, so long as Kernon let him pass through.

      “My Lord Haith,” Esdras said, indifference in his voice. “You are being asked to return to the Brightspir.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t.”

      And then Haith heard Camillus’s voice again.

      “Dusk Lords serve.”

      It sent a lurch of lightning through Haith’s stomach and the taste of bile rose on the back of their tongue. It was loud. Called across the clearing and not whispered in Haith’s ears.

      He’d found them.

      Camillus trekked through the trees, crown glinting in the dappled shade, echoing the curves and dips of the branches overhead, and then he was standing in the glade, under Kernon’s gaze.

      Haith wondered if he was so human he could barely feel it pressing down on him.

      “But you didn’t serve me,” Camillus accused. “So you can lie, after all.”

      He passed by Esdras to glare down the line of Kernon’s fingers at Haith, stepping into Kernon’s clutch to no effect, before stopping and turning slowly to take in the altar and the mountain rising above them, as though he’d only just noticed them. But even then, Camillus seemed to see and sense none of it but Haith. “Was this all part of your plan? Running away from the palace, your people, your duties, just to lure me here? So I can give up the crown?”

      Haith couldn’t help it, couldn’t hold it in. The hysteria started somewhere in their knees and moved up through their body until they were shaking with it.

      Camillus’s expression twisted, his face flushing, and only then did Haith realise they were laughing. The sound of it rose above the buzzing and tremor of their limbs and they wistfully wished it sounded sweeter, but it was made from chill wind and the rumble of thunder and the heat of Kernon’s gaze.

      It took some time for it to peter off into a curled smile that dripped with disdain. When Camillus flinched to see it, Haith could feel it grow wider.

      “Oh, Camillus, I did not intend this.”

      Breaking through the silent stare Camillus answered that with, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides, came Esdras’s wary, enquiring voice, “Will you? Return the crown?”

      Haith glanced over at Esdras and found Esdras looking back, something strange in his eyes. But there was no need to ask Camillus because Haith had known this answer from the beginning and, when they turned back to look up into Camillus’s face as he thought about the question, Haith knew it was true.

      “No. He won’t.”

      Camillus’s expression went blank and then turned dark, and his hand flew up to touch the crown. It dropped back down and, with a pinch in between his brows, Camillus said to Haith, “I could do it.”

      Haith resisted laughing again, but Camillus must have seen it because his eyes went hard and glassy, and the disdainful smile bloomed on Haith’s mouth once again. “Could you?”

      Camillus stalked forward and looked down on Haith. His eyes melted briefly, and he crouched down to Haith’s level.

      “Yes,” he said, almost as certain as Haith had been, and for a moment Haith’s breath caught and they thought that for once Camillus might do something entirely unexpected.

      Until Camillus smiled and his eyes turned hard again. He slowly stood.

      “But you are right, Haith. I won’t.”

      He looked down on Haith impatiently now. “Can you stand?”

      He thrust out a hand for Haith to take, eyes flicking to the side as though he was irritated he had to ask or offer to help. Haith didn’t take it.

      They struggled up from the ground, feeling the world tilt as they did, and the expanse of the sky seemed to crash into them as Kernon’s gaze beat down on their shoulders. Haith started to sink down again, only for Camillus to grab them roughly and hold them up. Whatever brief concern Camillus felt for Haith’s state, whatever smidge of it surfaced in his eyes but never made it to his face, quickly vanished under the glimmer of fervour that came after it, punctuated by the tightening of his grip around Haith.

      “Will you come back to the Brightspir?” Camillus asked, though his tone was full of the roughness of an order.

      There was a long, thin shape on Camillus’s belt that was giving off enough burning heat for Haith to feel it. The scorch of it felt white-hot as it ate through the air and Haith’s clothes, and a disorientating glance in its direction revealed the shine and sharp point of a jewelled sheath. The heat contained within it promised violence.

      Haith’s fingers crept on their own, as they looked into Camillus’s face and answered truthfully, “I won’t.”

      Their fingers blistered as they touched the knife, slipping it free without a sound, but more pain hardly made a difference now. Haith didn’t even flinch.

      It was only a small knife, sharp and eager, but they didn’t know how Camillus could ignore the growing tang of black iron that rose from blade, clogging the air and bringing the taste of blood to Haith’s tongue.

      Camillus, his eyes fixed on Haith’s face, didn’t notice. His expression grew haughty with Haith’s answer. “Ah, that is the difference between us now, Haith. The choice of what I do with the crown is mine to make. The choice as to whether you return to the palace with me is not yours.”

      “No?” Haith said, holding Camillus’s satisfied gaze as they flipped the handle of the knife in their hand and pressed the poisonous tip against the skin of their belly through their shirt. They watched Camillus’s eyes drop down, bleeding from victory to shock and then to anger.

      Haith took a single step back.

      “No!” Camillus shouted and reached for them.

      “I’m done with you, Camillus.”

      Haith slid the burning dagger through their skin and the world exploded into fire.
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        * * *

      

      Camillus wrapped his hand around Haith’s, the hilt of the knife cradled between their fingers, flush with Haith’s body, sunk into it. Too late.

      Sticky, hot, iron-infected blood rushed over Camillus’s fingers. Haith’s stare trickled down to see the spreading stain of red and the layer of their hands over the dagger’s hilt. Haith slowly pulled the knife free, and Camillus couldn’t move, couldn’t think. His eyes roaming from blade to wound to Haith’s face. Haith was looking at the knife and then they were dropping it to the ground. Their body started to shake. Their eyes rolled back in their head, their knees buckled, and then they were falling.

      Camillus didn’t remember reaching out to catch them and lay them down gently, didn’t remember Esdras watching on in silence. The only thing he could see was the sparkle of Haith’s blood in the sunlight and the way it felt as it coated his hands, spilling onto the flowers.

      “But I’m not done?” Camillus heard himself whisper, and then he was shouting, “Haith, I’m not done!”

      Haith blinked dazedly back into consciousness, but their expression lacked focus, their eyes seeing past him to the sky. Blood bubbled on their lips. Camillus shook Haith lightly and felt something gathering in his eyes as Haith’s gaze slid his way.

      “Haith,” Camillus pleaded, with a voice that cracked and broke without reason, “Haith, I wanted to show you what we could be, what I could be, what we could do. Why couldn’t you choose me? Just this once, just this time. When there finally wasn’t a choice anymore, why couldn’t you just choose me?”

      Tears slid down Camillus’s face, but he wasn’t sure why. They landed and trailed down Haith’s cheeks to make them a mirror of his own because Haith had none to spare. Camillus wanted to stop but he couldn’t. Why was he crying for Haith?

      Haith gave him a weaker version of that same derisive look they often wore with him – still smiling, still laughing at him even now. But blank and frowning was the other option, and as the uncompromising light was fading from Haith’s eyes, Camillus wasn’t sure which was worse. But it wasn’t altogether gone, and neither was the sting of Haith’s words.

      “Because you are sand, Camillus. Holding to nothing, worthy of nothing, loyal to nothing,” Haith murmured with acidic sincerity. “And like sand, no matter what you may become, you are fated to fall in the end.”

      Haith’s breathing was growing harsher, and more blood was dribbling from their mouth to stain their chin, and Camillus wished the pounding of his own would drown out the sound of Haith’s voice in his ears. He wished his hands were free to cover them, so he wouldn’t have to hear. But the dimming of Haith’s moon-bright eyes had him stuck still, paralysed by the pump of blood through his fingers and the dying words of the only person he had ever wanted to impress.

      “And when you die⁠—”

      Haith coughed and spat blood and then kept going and, though Camillus hated every moment of it, he never wanted Haith to finish.

      “—like sand, your ashes will be scattered by the winds to become grit in the teeth of the people who curse your name, and before they spit you out, they will say ‘Kernon’s spite haunt those whose ambitions turn towards Camillus’s hollow bones and his loyalties made of sand.’”

      “I will be loyal,” Camillus said fiercely. “I’ll give up the crown, but you have to live. Haith, you have to live.”

      Haith shook their head, blinking slowly, and Camillus could see the effort it took to keep peeling their lashes open again. Camillus felt his heart thunder with panic, his tongue set to spinning promises, in that moment all of them true.

      But Haith’s breathing was slowing and hitching and, without flinching, they reached down and lifted Camillus’s hands from where they were pressed against the bloody wound.

      “No, Camillus. You know you could. But you won’t.”

      “I—” Camillus started, stuttered, as Haith’s eyes closed and their breath went silent, their chest barely rising until it seemed it didn’t move at all. Camillus shoved his hands back over the wound and leant down to press his lips against Haith’s, breathing into their lungs, trying to will Dusk and life and healing into Haith’s body, even though he had little blood and no element with which to give any of them. He didn’t notice how his lips came away chapped and burning, or the corroded taste of Haith’s sparkling blood when he swallowed it, trying again and again to bolster that failing breath.

      Pulling back, he punched a fist into the ground and yelled, “Save them!” to the mountain and the sky and anything in the clearing that might listen.

      Nothing answered.

      With a distraught cry, Camillus heaved Haith’s body into his arms and staggered to the altar, laying Haith down upon it. Wiping the tears hastily from his face and leaving behind a smear of blood, he called again to the mountain, “Please save them!”

      His hand hovered, trembling, near Haith’s head, dripping blood into strands of hair that were slowly turning from glowing white to something duller. Camillus tried again to fill Haith’s lungs with breath.

      “I’m not done. I’m not done,” he muttered over and over, eyes wild as he worked over Haith’s form.

      The ground hummed and growled beneath Camillus’s knees, but he kept going, ignoring Esdras’s pulling hands on his shoulders. The altar shimmered and streaks of luminescence surfaced beneath the inky glass in flashes and trails of streaking light, darting across the stone beneath Haith’s body, marred by the spreading pool of blood.

      The ground hummed again. Luminescence coalesced beneath Haith’s wound, flowing up and into it, glowing through Haith’s skin and shirt with gentle radiance.

      Camillus sat back in alarm and hid his face in his elbow as a flash of light burst in the clearing and lightning flashed down from the sky. When Camillus looked back, Haith’s wound was no longer bleeding. The gleam of smooth black glass had replaced the radiance to hold the edges of the wound together, mending the torn skin where Haith had slipped in the knife, Haith’s belly a mesh of glass and skin. Haith’s chest moved with even breath and Camillus swore he could feel the thump of their heart in their chest.

      Camillus waited, but Haith did not wake.

      Standing, with Haith’s blood burning on his mouth, Camillus instructed Esdras to pick up Haith’s body. The ground hummed once more and the altar cracked, fissures spiderwebbing through the large sheet of glass from a gash where Haith had been lying, a single tear like from the thrust of a knife. Haith’s blood spilled and seeped between the gaps.

      Camillus adjusted the crown on his head with bloodied hands and nodded to Esdras, who wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Take them back to the palace. Make sure the other Lords see. There’ll be no fight for the crown now.”
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        * * *

      

      The news was all over the Brightspir in moments. The second Esdras had touched earth, soaked in the blood of his grisly cargo, perhaps the whole city had known.

      Something precious had died, though Haith yet lived.

      Hope.

      “Kernon’s favour deserts us,” Prosper murmured to himself. “Yet how can I judge him for wanting to look away from this?”

      Haith’s chest rose and fell. From their unconscious face to the spread of their pure white hair over stone, to their arms folded across their stomach, it was the only thing that suggested there was any life left in their body.

      “You are too forgiving, Prosper.”

      Esdras melted out of shadow, stepping into the room from some folkway, with a lit taper in hand. The flicker of it brought out the gold in the blood that had dried on his clothes, on his face and hands. Haith’s blood.

      His severe gaze moved away from them as he began to light the candles that Camillus had left scattered around the chamber.

      “Diligent as always,” Prosper praised bitterly. “Why did you do it? Why did you bring Haith back here?”

      “Don’t blame me for the result of your own inabilities,” Esdras sneered, without looking at him. “You blame me, you blame Camillus. You can blame the queen’s huntsman for locating Haith. Without Evadne, Haith may have escaped Kernon’s mercy. And yet, even with the cruelty of Kernon laid out before you, you refuse to see. I may have brought Haith here; I did not make them live.”

      “You would let Camillus take the crown then? You, a Raven, sworn to the Dusk Lords. Have you forgotten the oaths?” Prosper accused.

      Esdras laughed and blew out the taper. “Dear Prosper, I would thank him for it. Between one cruel master and another, at least I know what Camillus wants. Can you say the same of Kernon? Do not pretend you do not know that the Horned Crown is a curse. One that Kernon never should have given.”

      “And now it sits on the head of Camillus, it is one he can’t take back.”

      “Good,” Esdras said. “Perhaps under Camillus, the Mountain Father will learn, as I have, that oaths mean nothing when the one with the power turns away.” His eyes slid to Haith. “Perhaps he will learn what his wandering eye does to us.”

      Something angry flickered in Esdras’s expression for a moment and then disappeared. “Perhaps he will see,” he said to Prosper, his black eyes brightly lit with condemnation. “But I doubt it.”

      “So, you will spend your life as a traitor to all that is Dusk?”

      Esdras shrugged. “Look at Haith and see what comes of being beloved of all that is Dusk. That will not be me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          COURT OF THE CROWN PRINCE – ONE SEASON AFTER THE DESTRUCTION OF THE HORNED CROWN

        

      

    

    
      Cassius was on his way to war, a war that he was fighting with words and deeds, deception and persuasion. It was less bloody than one fought with weapons but no less dangerous for a prince who ruled a kingdom that both was and wasn’t his. If he were to slip, if he gave too much away, showed too much or too little favour and revealed himself to be anything more than the prince of his father’s empire, then his hold on Mistral would vanish and its resources with it. This was a war he had accepted and prepared for.

      But the world was not satisfied. For all his work, it had sent him another test. One no one had predicted.

      “Your Highness, the council is waiting.”

      The scrivener who called him stood sheepishly in the doorway to Cassius’s office and had been there for some time, waiting for leave to speak until they could wait no longer.

      Cassius looked up from the reports piled on his desk: medicas’s reports, medical texts, inventories of local surgeries, and lists of consulting practitioners taking over the usual papers of business and governance.

      “I am waiting too,” Cassius replied, standing and indicating for the scrivener to leave with confident authority. “Tell them I will be along shortly, plead for patience if you must. At this time, they must understand, I am very busy prince.”

      He sent the scrivener scurrying away, just as Jin came pelting down the halls towards his office. He came skidding to a stop, a recent growth spurt turning his limbs awkward and graceless, and Cassius’s mood darkened when he saw that Jin had brought no letter with him.

      “Nothing,” he snapped.

      Jin huffed and shook his head, ignoring Cassius’s tone and the ire that was not meant for him.

      “It’s been nearly two seasons without word from Dorian. How long do they think I can afford to tolerate their tardiness?” Cassius allowed himself to fume for a moment, before re-collecting himself. His sighed after a moment, furious features softening a little, and nodded at Jin, the fire dying.

      “Thank you for checking, Jin.”

      He touched the back of two fingers to Jin’s forehead and scolded, “But if you have no news for me, why did you run? I can’t tell if you’re heated from that or from…” Cassius paused and took his hand back, continuing with concern, “…or because you’ve caught it.”

      Jin shook his head vigorously, still catching his breath. “Not sick, feel fine, no symptoms. Just, I knew the council was sitting, and I didn’t⁠—”

      Jin finally caught in breath in time to finish. “I didn’t want to make you late and for them to blame you. After last time, when they joked that the sickness was your father’s revenge for restoring unworthy families, I thought someone might be getting suspicious about our motives, rather than just taking a shot at Creed.”

      “Creed has made himself an easy target for my purposes, and he is a diversion that seems to be working on the council’s minds. I doubt we are revealed just yet.” Cassius felt a smile threaten at Jin’s dedication and hid it behind a stern warning. “Don’t waste your energy and provoke my concern so lightly next time.”

      He gestured for the boy to follow him as he left the office. As Cassius’s assistant and primary scrivener, Jin was required to accompany him to the meeting, but Cassius needed to know first if there had been any word from Shye and Dorian. There had not.

      Cassius’s fingers slipped into his pocket to pull out the letter he had composed while waiting for Jin to return.

      “You will not be required in this meeting. Remember before you think about protesting, that I am your prince and theirs and, as long as they believe I’m human, I am above reproach. I need you to take this to Lord Payne. It needs to be sent on the swiftest tide to Feng and then to Aura with those we trust, and if Leon hears nothing by end of season, he is to follow. We don’t know where Shye and Dorian are, but we have to hope they made it as far as Aura but no farther.”

      He held out the letter for Jin to take.

      “They may not know it yet, but Shye and Dorian have a new mission.”

      Jin took the letter and, with a quick bow, pelted off again. Heaving a tired sigh and rubbing his cheeks to bring some colour into them, so the council would not know of his sleepless nights, Cassius carried on towards the council chambers.

      “They have their unenviable mission,” he muttered darkly to himself, as he approached the doors behind which his latest battle lay, “And I have mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Dear Cousin,

      We have arrived in Aura. We meet the city captain soon to present her the formal declaration of independence from the lands of Emin Rif and its (former) crown. I write former because according to the representative of the quarter in which we’ve docked – known as the Keel – the quarters voted under the watch of the third city captain to disregard most imperial rule. Apparently, each quarter – Keel, Rudder, Shrouds, and Nest – have a vote on important matters within the city and each quarter appoints a representative for the people, while the city captain acts as overseer. I suppose it makes sense to treat the city the same as a ship, most of it is made of the same material and while half of its supports are sunk into a sandbar and the shallows of the Nest, the rest just disappear into the sea. It’s certainly a sight worth seeing, it really does seem to be a floating city. You won’t be surprised to learn that most of the population is Blooded here or that with such an indifferent attitude towards the rule of empire we heard nothing of Shye’s existence until those fateful dockings in Phirrun and Corentin. Write to you with more news soon. And in your next letter, more news and less complaining about Creed’s teasing. Alice has taken to her new role with enthusiasm, so you have to keep him.

      

      Dorian

      

      Dorian crumpled the letter in their hand and then smoothed it out again, a number of crinkles old and new scarring across the words. With grim optimism, Dorian refolded the unsent letter and lit a taper, melting half a stick of wax on the seal of the paper and stamping Shye’s ring into the cooling patch of royal blue. They dropped the letter into the pocket of their coat, as if they had a real intention of actually sending it this time, instead of shoving it back into the draw they hid it in, underneath the writing implements they brought out every time they tried to do this.

      Dorian had gotten used to the rocking of the Oathbreaker in dock, but all previous attempts to write had ended up in the fire all the same. Enough for Dorian to stop pretending the motion of the ship still had anything to do with it.

      Yet, Dorian tried.

      “Dear Cousin,” Dorian began, before sighing and slumping back in their chair as they struggled to find the words to explain that the news they had promised had never appeared. That the Feng council had hurried them out of Thorel the moment Dorian had handed over Cassius’s edict and that their mission in Aura had come to an end as well. That the territories of Feng and Aura were now free of the Empire, but that Shye…

      Dorian cut that thought off quickly and hovered the pen over the paper, guilty of having nothing to report and knowing that Cassius deserved to know that Aura had accepted his charter of independence. But if Dorian sent the first letter, then Cassius would expect another, and when he received this one, he’d realise he had to recall to them to the capital. That he was wasting a good hunter and his ambassador to the Blooded on a mission that had been completed long ago.

      Finally, they simply ripped off the top of the paper and tried again.

      “Dear Cassius…”

      They were no more able to continue this letter than they had been able to post the first, which had been written spans ago. As long as Dorian didn’t send it, they wouldn’t have to go back yet. They weren’t ready to face Mistral again so soon after escaping it. But Dorian owed it to Cassius to at least make the attempt until Aura lost its appeal and boredom finally convinced them that idling here was worse than returning. Or until the wind returned to whisper a new, exciting destination. Shye’s wind.

      The Oathbreaker gave a sudden, great roll, splashing ink from the bottle all over the paper, eating Dorian’s pathetic attempt with easy disdain.

      Dorian watched the ink creep and scoffed, “Saves me the trouble, I guess,” tossing the ruined paper into a waste bin stacked full of similar, sad pages. Standing, they began the familiar tramp from the captain’s cabin – graciously loaned to them – up towards the deck. Sunlight spilled down from above as they rose into the lightrise and fresh air finally greeted them. Ahead of them at the bow, a figure stood, swaying to and fro with the movement of the ship, his hair glinting white and near luminescent under the strong sunning.

      Dorian began to make their way towards Shye as though drawn inevitably forward by invisible string, stopping only briefly as they passed Muse on railing. The man’s golden eyes lay focused on the water at the edge of the horizon.

      “We going anywhere?”

      Their eyes flicked to Shye, watching him suddenly clamber onto the railing, holding a rope line for balance, eyes roaming, face tight with concentration. Muse moved to watch him too.

      Shye’s eyes slowly closed but he did not lose his look of concentration as his body strained outwards, leaning over the water.

      Muse shook his head. “No word yet.”

      Dorian sighed and continued over to Shye. They waited below the railing as Shye leant out, searching, until something in Shye’s face gave way, his breath seeming to stutter before his body began to dip dangerously over the side. Dorian jumped forward and towed him by the waist back onto the deck.

      “Careful,” Dorian admonished, stumbling back with Shye in their arms.

      Shye’s eyes were dazed, but hope bloomed in Dorian’s chest as he looked around and said, “I thought I heard…”

      A breeze rose around them, tangling up Shye’s hair, and his expression crashed into disappointment and shame with such speed it stung Dorian to see it, before crushing their budding hope under its heavy weight.

      Shye rubbed his eyes. “It was nothing. I didn’t hear anything. I’m sorry.”

      Dorian’s heart ached for him, and their hands at Shye’s waist squeezed in comfort.

      “I know you’ve been sleeping badly, evidently worse than I thought if you’re close to falling overboard, but you do not need to apologise to me. Your wind will return. Perhaps it just needs a rest, as you do.”

      Shye shook his head, eyes turning to the sea and the breeze that rattled through the furled sails. “No, it’s still here, I can still feel it. It just has nothing to say. And without it, I have no idea where we’re supposed to go.”

      Nodding once to himself, while avoiding Dorian’s tracking gaze, Shye said, “We should head back to Mistral,” accepting the circumstances with a wretched serenity that inspired both envy and aggravation in Dorian, because they could never face their truths so easily. And worse, it reminded them of the ease of his surrender to them. Though that surrender had turned out to be necessary for the Blooded’s survival, under this sun it tasted too much of defeat.

      Which was why they said, “No. We’ll give it a little longer.”

      “What—” Shye questioned, with the flash of a bright smile appearing from the cloudiness of his expression. “Until Cassius sends the Huntsman after us to fetch us back?”

      Dorian could see thoughts turning over in his head, the guilt of their circumstance briefly abating.

      “Precisely.”

      Basking in the warmth of that brief smile, Dorian squished themself closer to Shye, arms banding around his waist until the two were properly pressed together.

      “Besides, perhaps this silence simply means that we are where we are meant to be. In this city you once called home, under this lovely sunning, where we can swim the sea and relax for a bit, before worrying about what’s coming next after destroying my cousin’s crown and overpowering various murderous family members…”

      Dorian held Shye’s gaze, watched his pupils dilate as they brought their face closer with every word until they finally kissed him. His lips moved softly against theirs, Shye’s hands finding their way beneath Dorian’s coat, and Dorian was just about to suggest they retire to their cabin for a spell when a rough voice coughed loudly beside them.

      Shye pulled away hastily, red-faced and self-conscious, and Dorian turned to face Edge, a satisfied grin curling at the corners of their mouth.

      Edge stared back, dead eyed, pale purple bags sagging under his lifeless glare, turning his handsome face haggard.

      “Get off my ship if yer doing that rubbish.”

      “It’s not your ship,” Dorian quipped back quickly, hoping to engage Edge in another battle of retorts and insults. At some point, Dorian expected to win a round against the man, but it hadn’t happened yet.

      Unusually, Edge didn’t take the bait and simply said, “Ain’t yours either.” His eyes dodged past Dorian to Shye, and he continued brusquely, “Move. Some of us ain’t waiting on the wind to give us work to do.”

      Some of the clouds returned to Shye’s expression but he hopped out of the way without complaint, pulling Dorian towards the gangway by the arm. “Sorry, we’ll go,” he muttered at Edge as they passed.

      “Ignore Edge,” Muse called, as Shye continued to tow Dorian off the ship. “He’s just grumpy. Woke up on the wrong side of the hammock.”

      Muse paused and then muttered a final, “Just like everyone else,” and yawned.

      Dorian turned to Shye. “Am I the only one getting a good rest come nightrun on this whole boat?”

      Shye didn’t answer them, instead saying with a tired smile, “It’s a ship, not a boat,” and, lacing his fingers through theirs, he began to pull them off towards the Shrouds Quarter.

      “I hope you’re taking me to somewhere where we can rent a room?” Dorian replied, looking sideways at Shye to wink, his fingers squeezed between theirs.

      Accepting Dorian’s public attention was something Shye was still getting used to. Just as Dorian was still getting used to having a hand that was cool as the glass that held it together and lent them more stares than they usually sought, especially when it was wrapped up in the grasp of a Stormborn.

      Dorian sensed that Shye was reaching his limit for the rise. After all, that kiss on the ship would never have happened in front of the crew if Shye hadn’t been comfortable with it, comfortable with Dorian and the thing between them. A season ago in Feng, he’d still been cautious and the sentiment between them had been new in full expression. So, though Dorian teased, they didn’t stop him or act offended when he blushed and pulled his hand free, arms crossing across his chest.

      But Dorian’s own hand did seize for a moment, stuck because they hadn’t started to let go with enough time to make a smooth transition, before it relaxed. Though Dorian didn’t really mind the odd sensations of glass meeting skin or the staring, having courted enough of the last before the glass had been fused into their skin, they weren’t sure they’d ever adjust to having one hand that didn’t work as deftly as the other.

      “I was actually going to take you diving for offerings.”

      Dorian’s previous thoughts stalled as excitement zipped through them, and they hastily shelved those thoughts of alone time with Shye to be retrieved later.

      “For the Nain?” Dorian clarified quickly.

      Shye nodded, his eyes brightening at Dorian’s sudden peak in energy, his arms coming down by his sides. Dorian carefully snatched Shye’s hand back, with enough warning to allow him to pull back if he wanted, and pretended to be considering the offer. As if they’d ever say no.

      “Will it involve taking your clothes off?” They asked at last, with a terrorising grin.

      “Maybe,” Shye answered, with a bold lie to their face, a smaller, happier smile digging its way into the corner of his mouth and staying there. His eyes didn’t flinch from theirs, and Dorian had to admire it from someone whose disposition was a truthful one.

      Delight and anticipation bubbled up within them, warming their whole body, and they couldn’t help but laugh a little and gesture forward with their linked hands, black opal and sunstone flashing with the motion.

      “Then lead the way.”
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      Diving for offerings was not at all how Dorian had pictured it when Shye had suggested bringing them along. At first, it just seemed like glorified window shopping, as Shye led them both through the Shrouds Market, peering at a number of glittering trinkets and handcrafted wares. Dorian fought to keep hold of their initial excitement and hoped that with some patience “diving” would turn out to be more than just a colourful term. But it wasn’t easy.

      Idling closer to where Shye was perusing a stall of finely decorated combs of glass and wood, Dorian peered over his shoulder to get a better look. Their nose unconsciously scrunched at the intricate caul that had caught Shye’s interest, disdaining the emerald-steel netting designed to trap one’s hair in place. It was long past the rage in Mistral. The matching comb of dark wood threaded with emerald-steel prongs like shiny teeth also did little to rouse Dorian’s spirits.

      Glancing doubtfully at the other wares on offer, their eyes caught on a simple black hairstick, shimmering lightly on the bench. Cracks of iridescence seemed to shift under the dark glossy surface, occasionally flashing through in oranges, golds, greens and blues before streaking out of sight, swallowed by smooth curves of the shadowy glass.

      “I like this one,” Dorian declared, pointing.

      Shye glanced up and frowned at the understated black piece.

      “For you,” Dorian clarified, gathering up their own wild hair – grown out over the spans into half the rampant mass it had been before they’d cut it – and stabbing the stick through it, sweeping it up into something half-up, half-down and an incredible mess. They inspected their face in the large number of small mirrors lining the awnings of the stall. “You always use that winterhide. You’re a Lord now, don’t you want to try something nice?”

      Shye shook his head at them and said, “If I hadn’t bought this, I wouldn’t have met you. And I had enough of nice back in Mistral, playing dress-up the Stormborn for your cousin.”

      Grunting in dissatisfaction, Dorian slid the piece free and held it out to Shye, “I can’t do it justice. At least try it on for me.”

      Without waiting for permission, Dorian stepped forward, reaching for Shye’s windswept, glinting curls, suggesting cheerily, “How about a cute little bun for once?”

      Shye batted Dorian’s hand away, catching Dorian’s wrists and holding them out of reach of his face. His hair tumbled into an ordinary brown.

      “We’re not buying for me,” he said, affectionately firm.

      Shye released Dorian and leaned over to the vendor, paying for the comb but not the embellished netting. Dorian waited until he had wandered over to the next stall, looking down at the simple clasp in their palm.

      “Aren’t we now?” Dorian murmured with a smile and slipped the vendor the glass. Thanking them, Dorian tucked the piece into the breast pocket of their coat and wandered on after Shye.

      Though he glanced around at the stalls they passed, Shye didn’t stop at any of the others and before long the market started to clear into a large open space, with something raised and circular in the middle. Dorian bumped into Shye’s back as he stopped thoughtfully in the middle of street.

      He huffed, fingers tightening on the comb he held. Bringing it up to inspect it once more, his shoulders dropped a little in disappointment.

      Dorian leant over his shoulder to ask, “What is it?”

      Shye glanced back and sighed. “I could only find one offering.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      Dorian’s brows rose in confusion, as Shye frowned at the comb before handing it over his shoulder to Dorian, saying at length, “No. Just when you get down there only take one, since I bought this offering for you and don’t have another in replacement.”

      Dorian took the comb gently, handling it with as much care as Shye had, a suspicious light flaring in their eyes, and they narrowed them at Shye.

      “When I get down where?”

      Shye took their hand, pulling them through the last stuttering collection of stalls and pointed at the large structure in the middle of the circular district that halved the Shrouds Market in two, the fluttering banners of more stalls waving in the wind beyond the wide-open pavilion and the great well in its centre.

      Made of slick dark stone at the bottom, with planks of dark wood wrapping around the lip to form a sturdy platform, it could’ve been mistaken for a rather boring ornamental fountain, if not for the stillness of the waters, which ran high enough to lap at the mouth of the stone and dark enough to tell the deepness of the pool, and the air of reverence that came upon the air when Dorian saw it.

      A sailor stood on the boards at the lip of the well, muscles corded and toned so finely that Dorian could see them shift from where they were, even if they couldn’t tell the exact age of the person. A cropped and sleeveless sailor’s coat covered the sailor’s bare chest, which was as flat as Edge’s but without the scar of amendment. Long, strong legs flashed through slits in the wrap skirt that fell down to their ankles, damp up to the knee.

      A man’s head suddenly broke the surface of water inside the well. Dorian’s attention snapped from the sailor to the man inside the well and as the man reached out a hand to the youth above, Dorian saw why this person was there, almost guarding the well, and the reason for their strength.

      The sailor reached down and effortlessly grasped onto the man in the water and hauled him up onto the boards beside them.

      Dorian watched as the sailor nodded to the man and helped him down to the street. In return, the waterlogged man handed the sailor something he’d been clutching in his hand. The sailor carefully inspected it, though Dorian was too far away to see exactly what it was, spoke a few words and handed it back, pointing the man towards the Rudder Quarter. The waterlogged man hurried off in that direction.

      “What just happened?”

      Dorian cocked their head at Shye and waited for an answer, as Shye moved them both farther into the open area. Dorian’s pulse picked up as their interest peaked and they thought, There might be more diving involved in this than the window shopping led me to believe.

      Dorian caught on the pleased little smirk crossing Shye’s lips and Dorian suppressed their own. And he knows it, cheeky little thing.

      He had nearly their whole attention when he answered. “The Nauz was verifying that man had received a proper offering for what he gave.”

      In the centre of the pavilion, the sailor stepped back up on the well’s platform, eyes roving the crowd, which had constantly shifted and skimmed the edge of the open space.

      “The Nauz?” Dorian asked, accidentally catching that quick-moving gaze and quickly looking back to Shye.

      “Apprentice sailors are chosen to serve as Nauz to gain the Nain’s favour before they put out to sea as full crew. They guard the Well of Treasures and the offerings given and retrieved from it, and they tell those that dive where the sea would best carry their offerings to the Nain.”

      Dorian eyed the Nauz’s ensemble with slight envy and sniffed. “It would hardly cause a stir in Mistral but without a doubt it has masterful construction. It’s simple but the simplicity makes it better.”

      Dorian could see Shye watching from the corner of their eye, but they were too mesmerised by the fabric of the skirt as it moved with the wind. With effort, Dorian tore their gaze away from the Nauz, back to Shye, who was smiling so wide and bright that Dorian felt their ears start to heat from the silent appreciation that was suffusing off the Stormborn in Dorian’s direction.

      Shye didn’t share Dorian and Cassius’s passion for customised fashion – though Dorian and Cassius’s tastes ran in opposite directions. Dorian suspected that might have a fellow tailor’s blight in Alice or even possibly Creed – but it was obvious even to Dorian that Shye liked them enough to appreciate their interests as much as he appreciated the attire that came from them, the body beneath those, and the mind and heart beneath that.

      I’m so lucky, Dorian thought so hard they felt their feet move before their brain had even realised what their body was up to. They reached for his waist, leaning in to express the feelings caged between their ribs. Heat welled under their skin. They wanted to abandon the crowd for a dark alley somewhere. They wanted to touch him. They wanted to kiss him. They wanted to return that appreciation, wanted to show it to Shye, but were still learning how.

      So, it came as a surprise when Shye suddenly turned Dorian away, spinning them around and pushing them a little forward of the crowd, saying into their ear, “Maybe you can ask him where he got it from?”

      “What?” Dorian hissed but Shye had already stepped back, and Dorian looked up to find the Nauz’s eyes on them.

      He beckoned Dorian to the platform.

      “Take only one,” Shye reminded at their back and a quick glance over the shoulder reassured Dorian of Shye’s encouraging look. Dorian grunted and started towards the platform.

      When they got there the Nauz looked down on them serenely and asked, “Is this your first time offering?”

      Dorian nodded, the fingers of their good hand gliding along the teeth of the comb. The Nauz held out his hand. “Show me what you have brought to the Well of Treasures.”

      Dorian held out the comb for the Nauz to inspect. He reminded Dorian of Shye, with his smooth, sunned skin, and of Butler with his long, dreaded hair held high by a simple wooden clasp. It occurred briefly to Dorian that while many Aurians had diverse blood due to the nature of the man-made island, it was unusual in Shye, whose known family were Mistral-born. In the capital, he stuck out, but in Aura he looked like he belonged.

      Dorian hastily cleared those idle thoughts as the Nauz nodded at them and helped pull Dorian onto the platform with ease.

      “You may only take one treasure in exchange,” the Nauz instructed.

      Dorian agreed absently, gazing down into the water rippling beneath the platform. They had expected it to be dark. As endless in its appearance up close as it had seemed from far away but, although it was certainly deep and wide, glowing lights shimmered beneath the surface of the water, fixed along the walls of the well. Leading down.

      “To receive the blessings of the Nain, you must dive and find your treasure’s place among the others. In return, you may take the one which calls to you as an offering. Present it when you return, and I will tell you where the sea will receive it and carry it to the Nain.”

      Dorian stretched their fingers down to touch the surface of the water and then pulled away. It was cool but not cold. Somehow, it almost seemed inviting with the glow of the lights and the promise of treasure. Excitement rippled through Dorian’s limbs in echo of the water’s movement below, anticipation waking in their blood as they thought of passing this rite. Standing above the water, Dorian could only feel a closeness to Shye, and when under it, within it, perhaps they could seek to feel, even just a little, the Strange spirits who’d raised him before Creed.

      The Nauz waited.

      Without another moment of hesitation or even removing their boots, Dorian dove in.

      Downwards, they swam, the water turning their clothes heavier with each pull of their arms, each kick of their legs through the gently lighted water. Dorian inspected the little lanterns made of metal and glass with Strange burning lights inside as they descended.

      Leon would love to study these, Dorian thought, Figure out how they work. Edging closer to the wall to get a better a look inside, they only ended up wasting precious breath; the small ball of flame suspended in the glass, flickering multiple colours but somehow only projecting that lovely, gentle glow, was not something Dorian had ever seen before. Reaching out to touch the glass caging it, they suddenly saw, in the ripples of light thrown by the mess of glass in their skin, little recesses carved out of the wall of the well. Kicking their way into the middle of well, Dorian squinted through the placid waters to see the little nooks covered the whole interior of the well’s stone, excepting those places where the lights were mounted, and were filled with trinkets and treasures left by others who had come before.

      Dorian clenched the comb in their other hand and kicked down, gliding through the water and breaks of light in search of an empty one. Halfway down, a light seemed to flash in the corner of Dorian’s eye and Dorian pressed through the water towards it. Feeling along the wall, Dorian’s fingers hooked into an empty recess between an offering of a glass-wrought headdress and a clear box of crushed pearl powder and a swirled vial of perfume. Smiling to themselves, Dorian tucked the comb away in the empty space in between.

      Breathing out a curtain of bubbles, Dorian felt their lungs begin to ache. They wondered if they should just take either of the offerings beside their own, but the Nauz’s instructions ran through their head, to take the one that called to them, and from these Dorian felt nothing. Pushing off the wall, Dorian squinted towards the opposite hollows of stone, strained their gaze down beneath them and then flipped to strain upwards along both walls, twisting in the water as they searched aimlessly for something to catch their attention. The ache grew more persistent as they wavered.

      Peering through the depths above them, Dorian tried to discern the shape of the Nauz, as their heartbeat rattled their chest, which burned with neglect and need for air. Was it also their job to light all these lanterns? Would Dorian be saved from drowning if they became stuck or ran out of air? Surely, that was part of their duties. The Nauz had certainly looked like a strong swimmer.

      How embarrassing for Dorian though. They hoped they would not let Shye see such a sight. The pressure increased as Dorian simply floated there, before the pain of holding their breath drove them upward, heart giving way to disappointment as they passed treasures they weren’t sure they could take. When another light flashed in the corner of their eye as they passed it, Dorian startled and lost another mouthful of air, their heart jumping in their chest, flooding their body with sudden burst of adrenaline.

      Something glittered at them within the trove of treasure.

      Dorian kicked strongly to pull themselves alongside the light that had guided them, their glass-tipped fingers gouging into the stone recesses to keep them still as their eyes darted over the offerings there. Dorian’s gaze fell upon the gleam of silver and amethyst. Another hair clasp, this one finely made, in a cylinder of thick silver. Along the smooth-edged face, the silver was scored to reveal the glimmer of amethyst, peeking through in a pattern of swirling clouds.

      Dorian brushed the fine metal with their fingers not holding onto the wall and gently pulled it free from the stone, cupping it in their hand. The lights made the silver flicker and flash, and Dorian felt giddy as their fingers curled protectively around the clasp, their chest aching with every throb of their pulse until they were lightheaded. They pushed off the wall, feeling their clothes billow around them and the drag of the water pulling them down as Dorian began to rise through it. With the motion of their arms and the swell of their coat, out of mind in the breast pocket, the gift Dorian had bought for Shye slipped free.

      It floated upwards for a moment, in front of Dorian’s face, and then began to fall down. Dorian watched it for a moment, drifting down towards their boots, before it knocked with a light clatter against their foot and recognition lanced the sluggishness of Dorian’s thoughts. Panicked, Dorian tried to dive after it.

      Fighting the sudden onslaught of dizziness as their blood rushed to their head, Dorian reached out to grab the falling ornament, straining to reach as their vision darkened and blurred. They brushed the smooth surface with a fingertip and nails of black opal, before their hand twitched with the strain and flicked out, sending it twirling, light flashing inside the black glass. It sailed lightly out of reach and into the deepness of the bottom of the well.

      Dorian’s last bit of air was lost to the water in the silent cry they made, watching it fall, before they forced themselves to turn back to the surface and push upwards until they broke through the waterline. Water dripped down their face, into their eyes, as they broke the surface of the water, slicking their hair to their cheeks, and air came rushing back into their lungs with desperate gasp.

      They clutched their offering tightly in their good hand and looked down into the water, as though with enough air in their lungs they might dive again, might go down to the depths in hope of retrieving so small a gift, burning up their lungs for the chance, suddenly, absurdly upset at their loss.

      The Nauz reached out a hand to Dorian and Dorian paused for a moment, torn, and then reluctantly grasped it, letting the Nauz haul them out of the water, until they stood panting on the platform above. The Nauz shrugged off the texture of Dorian’s hand with equanimity, though, as with many, curiosity lingered in his eyes. Under the Nauz’s dutiful watch, Dorian uncurled their fingers from around their prize.

      “Go to the Edge of the Nest, where the water is both shallow and deep. There, the sea will receive this,” the Nauz said and then said nothing else.

      Locking the treasure back beneath their fingers, Dorian hopped down from the platform, fighting off the mood that descended upon them on losing Shye’s gift. Dripping their way over to Shye, Dorian stopped in front of him, wet boot prints tracing their way to the puddle forming at their feet and forced their scowl into something half teasing.

      “I have been ordered to toss this bauble off the edge of the Nest. I am very wet, and you did not take your clothes off. I am no longer sure I am having fun.”

      Shye eyed them up and down with a pleased twinkle and shrugged. “I am though.”

      Under the sun, Dorian’s hair and clothes slowly began to drip dry and Dorian tried to hurry the process along with some vigorous wringing, discontent writing itself into the scowl on their lips. They looked up from where they were trying to wring the water from their hair to make it dry faster when Shye said, “Come on, I’ll take you to make the offering. I promise we can do whatever you want after,” and saw him smiling at them fondly.

      Dorian felt their heart thump, their blood rush like they were still holding their breath, and the lingering discontent skulked away from the sudden infusion of bone-deep feeling. Their mood improved with impressive speed; the scowl vanished from their mouth. They released the grip on their hair, shook their hands free of droplets and said, “Acceptable,” before dripping after him through the city.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      “You did well.”

      Shye held Dorian’s hard-won offering up to the light, watching it glint in the last of the temperate sun before it disappeared behind the high walls of the cool, shaded cove. Pleased, he tossed it easily back to Dorian.

      Dorian looked away at the praise, a little embarrassed at the smile it brought to their lips. They focused instead on the little canoes that glided beneath their feet, under the boardwalk, as they let Shye lead them into the shadows of the Nest. The Nest could hold no big ships in its shallow, enclosed waters, but the little canoes that cruised the waterways throughout the Shrouds Market could easily slip through the entrance. Gliding beneath the raised walkways, they ferried themselves back and forth to beach on the small strip of sand at the cove’s left side or roped themselves to the extensive rambling of boardwalks and shacks that formed the Nest itself.

      Half the cove looked this way, with the comings and goings of boats, wooded walks and huts supported from the sand and shallows out into the flowing sea and the rest of Aura’s quarters, with the captain’s residence ensconced within a large outpost scaling the left side wall. However, the right of the cave was deep water compared to the rest, with boardwalks extending into blue-black tinted stillness. A quiet, abyssal place to make offerings, far away from the noise and bustle of the city, which the Nauz had called Nest’s Edge.

      Dorian could not see through the sparkling blue here to the bottom, just like they were back at the Keel, and there were no friendly lanterns to light the deep like in the Well of Treasures. Out here, everything was still, and Dorian’s senses narrowed to the brush of Shye’s arm as they ambled down to the end of the pier, the ease of both their breathing as the heaviness of the water’s serenity enclosed them. The boardwalk seemed to stretch across the water endlessly.

      “Like water,” Dorian interrupted the peace suddenly, glancing to side at Shye. “The Nauz’s skirt earlier. I liked it because it flowed like water. Tell me more about the them.”

      Tell me more of anything.

      Shye’s eyes crinkled in the corners with the widening of his smile, so many of them spared just for Dorian, his hair flowing to a vibrant lilac-white glow, reflected like the light of the moon in the water not far below their feet.

      “The Nauz and their choice of uniforms look the way they do because they are the landed representatives of the Nain. Since the Nain have no concept of human biology, they have no delineation between male or female, both or neither⁠—”

      “I thought the Nain were female spirits?” Dorian interrupted, not bothering to hide their surprise or their interest.

      Shye laughed at the idea. “They are just as likely to form into a horse or a serpent. They are water.” He shrugged. “They don’t really need concepts like that. I’m not sure they even understand them, and if they did, I doubt they’d adhere to them.”

      Shye shot them a look that read “sort of like someone else I know”.

      Dorian’s mouth snapped shut and they fought away the oddly proud buzzing that filtered through their brain and the blush that started to rise in their face, hungry for every look, every word.

      Shye politely pretended he didn’t notice it and continued. “The Nain can’t help the way humans picture and depict them or the way that constrains them under the eyes of mortal men, but the Nauz can at least try to amend the reference through the way they are seen and known, striding a balance between our variety and their simplicity.”

      Dorian rolled their offering between their hands and held it. It barely glimmered in the coolness of the cave with little to shine on it.

      “Then why offerings like this? Do they wear them?”

      Shye shook his head and explained with a little difficulty, “The Nain can change the nature of the offerings… Sort of like how Cassius can change materials into glass, except with less limitation. They make the offerings mutable themselves and take them into their water forms to colour and pattern them. To make them unique.”

      Shye paused and sighed a little ruefully. “I can’t really explain it very well and it’s hard to describe
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