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Pearl Trask watched the deckhands unlash the great, knotted ropes connecting the Grand Gesture to its bridge tower. The craft shifted restlessly—hundreds of feet in the air—as the bindings fell away. Sails unfolded from the main balloon like paper-faded dragon wings. She might have admired the clever engineering and moving parts if she wasn’t so focused on not throwing up.

“Don’t forget to breathe.”

This came from Aunt Hath. The older woman’s knee was pressed firmly against Pearl’s to keep it from shaking. Their carefully chosen tickets on the back row of the observation deck offered a full glimpse of the ship and its passengers. Pearl had researched this trade route for weeks. She’d analyzed the seating charts and ticket availability. She’d even studied the records of each of the potential ship captains who flew this route. The Grand Gesture had been an obvious choice for their task. Even Aunt Hath—who’d been smuggling far longer than Pearl—had found no flaws in the plan. A continental freighter with just fifteen confirmed passengers? A captain who didn’t closely check his paperwork? It had seemed like the perfect setup for a smuggling run.

Until this very moment.

“Quit looking at them,” Aunt Hath whispered.

Pearl hadn’t been looking, but the words drew her eyes to the front of the ship. There were eight soldiers standing in rigid formation. Right before takeoff, they’d boarded the ship. Each one had a pistol tucked into their belt and a silver-tipped spear clutched in hand. Her heart had briefly stopped beating in her chest. They were going to be arrested. The first smuggling run her aunt had allowed her to plan would end in ruin.

But then she’d noticed the boy. That almost felt like the wrong word for him. He was unlike any boy she’d ever seen. He walked with the kind of perfect posture one could only learn in the audience of kings. His unbuttoned jacket was the color of a faded rose. Definitely a city style. None of the farm boys she knew would be caught dead in such a bright color. His hair had been buzzed and it brought out the great roundness of his eyes. As she watched him walk, she’d wondered if he was the son of a famous politician or a famous dignitary. Those guesses faded, though, when she heard the rhythmic clink of chains. A far less romantic answer: he was a prisoner.

The leader of the guards stalked on board behind him, wolflike and watchful. Pearl experienced another jolting shock: he was nearly as young as his prisoner. He had long blond hair and shadowed eyes and broad shoulders. He couldn’t have been a day over twenty. She wondered why they’d put someone so young in charge of a military detail—but then, squinting, she found the answer to the question. His right hand was missing. As she watched, it would flicker in and out of her vision. Half-there and half-not. When she could see the hand, it was gloved in a pitch-black material that looked like it had been spun from the deepest shadows in the world. She could feel the absence pulsing out from him.

A null glove, she thought. He’s one of the wardens.

She’d never seen one in person. Only read about them in books. Wardens were known as the only people in Ten Tides who could pacify magic. Watching that gloved hand flicker in and out of existence sent a shiver down her spine. His presence on the ship answered another question: the captive must be a wizard. Pearl quietly reassessed the boy in chains. It was interesting that they had him physically bound even though his magic was severed. He must have been a flight risk—or else someone they considered very dangerous. She wondered what crime he’d committed.

One of the guards detached from the detail. She could feel her stomach tightening as the man began navigating up and down the row, speaking with passengers as he went.

“Steady,” her aunt whispered. “Steady up now, girl.”

It was the same affirmation her aunt used to offer before they butchered pigs on the farm. Set all that fear aside. Steady those hands. Make your work quick and clean—or else you’re a cruel god with a squealing mess to deal with. Pearl found it helped to imagine she was back there. Her feet set down in the familiar mud. All those whisper-pink creatures moving around her to form a singular mass of bodies. A great sea of snorting flesh. That image of home was enough to settle her breathing as the guard reached them. He smiled politely.

“We’re escorting a prisoner north,” he explained. “There will be one unscheduled stop before the ship continues to its destination. We’ve been assured the delays will be minimal. The captain can make up a lot of the lost time in the air. If you would, please note the locations of the soldiers we’ve posted at the front of the ship.”

The guard pointed. Pearl’s eyes followed obediently. Sweat prickled along her scalp.

“No passengers past that point,” he said. “Thank you for your compliance.”

The guard melted back into the waiting ranks. Pearl darted a nervous glance at her aunt, who hissed for her to keep her mouth shut. The ship had been gliding on all the while, navigating the subtle shifts in the wind as it crossed the city proper. Now that they were beyond the tallest buildings, aimed like an arrow for the eastern seaboard, Pearl realized there was no escape—no escape and a thousand ways that all of this could go wrong.

The secondary engines fired in the cabins below. The prow of the Grand Gesture knifed out over the water for the first time. The other civilian passengers flocked to the railings. Pearl knew why. One of the famous “port” islands was docked north of the city for trading. Their ship offered a rare, bird’s-eye view of one of the most impressive pieces of magic their world had ever known. A woman named Heatherly had created three such islands near the turn of the century. She’d pulled massive chunks of land from their continent, reshaped them out over the ocean, and enchanted them so that they could be guided by magic up and down the eastern seaboard of Ten Tides. Two were still in operation. Pearl had been looking forward to seeing the famous market island, but right now she did not trust herself to stand up without losing her breakfast.

Below them, another loud rumble from the engine room. Pearl took advantage of all the noise. “What if they check the hold?” she whispered.

“I suspect they’ll find crates. Nothing suspicious about crates.”

She sucked her teeth, frustrated by that response. How could her aunt be so calm? In her mind, she pictured the five crates they’d loaded into the ship’s hold that morning. If any of the guards noticed that something was amiss, she would end up like the boy. A prisoner on her way to some terrible fate. Her mother weeping at the trial. Her father more disgraced than he already was. The people of their town whispering that they’d suspected all along…

Pearl slammed her eyes shut. She fought off that imagined nightmare by visiting the pig pens again. She could see them wiggling all around. Snorting in that delightful way. She inhaled that other world, her home, and heard a sharp squeal from somewhere in the herd.

“Stop,” she commanded herself. “Calm down.”

The focused meditation worked. Her breathing settled. Her mind cleared. She could do this. Everything would be fine. Beneath her, the ship seemed to lurch uncertainly—but the logical part of her mind was back in control. There was no reason to be afraid. Everything would be fine.
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Marken Burke thought everything was going rather terribly.

“Oh, don’t look so sad, Burke.” Kell smiled ironically from his perch at the prow of the ship. “This isn’t your last flight. No, I daresay your feet will leave the ground again soon.”

The other soldiers laughed. Nervously, though. Marken had picked up on the tension between them. They clearly respected the chain of command, but their leader was unsettling, even to them. No surprise there. Wardens were unnatural creatures. Their very existence required a sacrifice that few people could understand. It didn’t help that Kell was so young. The youngest warden that Marken had ever met. Surely it grated to take orders from someone with so little experience. The question was how could Marken use that knowledge against him?

Ever since being captured, he’d studied them. One thing he’d learned was that Warden Kell saw the two of them as point and counterpoint. A grand metaphor for good and evil. He’d been appointed to lead the manhunt for Marken ever since the incident in West Lily. After everything that had happened with Lynch…

… No. No, no, no. That was not a door he could afford to open at the moment. He needed to remain focused. Marken settled his mind. There were still variables to play with. His magic might be cut off by the null thread that was wrapped around him, but his senses remained sharp. He could feel a probing curiosity from someone near the back of the ship. That sensation was tinted with… hints of secrecy? That was interesting. From another passenger, he sensed a grumbling distaste for authority figures. Maybe even outright hatred? He’d have a far easier time navigating all the nuances with the fullness of his magic at his fingertips.

Almost unthinking, he reached for a spell…

He saw a brief glimpse of home. The only real home he’d ever known. His valley full of lightflowers. And then an invisible thread tightened around his abdomen and chest. His vision of that other place vanished as a breathless, bone-crushing sensation consumed him. It was the most terrible feeling. A helplessness. An unpleasant claustrophobia. There was a small voice in these moments that whispered to him that it would be easier, so much easier, if he just lunged for the nearest railing and leapt from the ship. He could have the final say on his own life then. He could be in control.

No, another voice whispered. This isn’t over. You’re not dead, Marken Burke. Not yet.

His eyes flicked back to land. The buildings that were growing more and more distant. He knew he had support out there. The Guild had kept him hidden for nearly a year after the incident. He’d been a marked man, smuggled from basement to basement, never knowing when he’d be rushed out in the middle of the night. Wizards always protected their own. Surely, they wouldn’t let one as famous as him be subjected to a public execution. There would be a plan, the gears of which were turning even now, to break him free. It would not do for him to arrive in Pasca.

It would not do at all.

For now, Marken quietly studied the guards. He drank in their voices. He savored every detail of how they shifted their weight or tossed their spear from one hand to the other. Everything that a person was or wasn’t could be used against them. And so, he sat there learning how he might destroy each and every one of them.

“Greetings, sir. It is my pleasure to serve as the chef aboard the Grand Gesture. Do any of you care to…”

The voice came from just over his right shoulder. A young girl. He didn’t have to look back to know it was one of the deckhands. It would be the same one who scrubbed the decks between flights. At least, that’s how he’d always seen the work divvied up. A chef by day and a deck swab by night. Kell’s eyes swung to where the girl was standing.

“Get my crew anything they want,” he said. “Nothing for our guest.”

He offered that lifeless smile, but Marken preferred it this way. Food was as good as wine for distraction. A guard holding a sandwich would give away details that a guard holding a spear might not. Eat, he thought, and I will learn how to beat you. Marken looked out at the distant horizon as the guards figured out their rotations. Nearly an hour passed. Some of them on duty while others ate their meals, grumbling that they’d find much better food when they ported. Service seemed slow. It appeared that the girl had been ordered to serve the guards before the actual paying passengers. Marken was still staring out to sea when his senses spiked.

Magic.

It was the second time he’d felt a slash of it in the air. Someone on board was performing a spell. Could this be his savior? He shifted his body, every muscle drawn taut for the coming ambush, until realizing that they were sailing over the ocean. Any ship that crossed over open seas had to, by law, employ a windmaster. That was who he was sensing. A person with the most meager, workmanlike magic that existed. Most of them weren’t even official Guild members. He suspected that Kell had handpicked the man too. A pity. He’d find no sympathy there.

There was movement off the starboard side of the ship. Flyers were swinging in great loops around the dirigible, spreading their canvas wings to catch the updrafts. Earlier, he’d watched the ship pass over one of Heatherly’s famous moving islands. They must have flown far enough north to reach the first of the coastal cantinas. Marken guessed that—seeing the dirigible pass above—the flyers had taken up their wings in the hopes of striking a few deals. It was normal for these journeys, but what if this was where his help would come from? Some of the guards seemed to have the same thought. He watched their protective formation tighten. Grips setting and resetting on spears. Their sudden focus on the flyers offered him just enough of a distraction to glance back at the other passengers. It was a terribly small group. A dozen? Maybe more? He was quietly compiling numbers and organizing them into groups in his head when his eyes landed on the girl.

You.

The one with the secret. He could feel it pulsing inside of her even now. Like a flame she couldn’t fully hide from the world. At least not from someone who’d used magic for as long as he had. She looked to be the same age as him. Maybe a year or two younger. Her hair was beaten gold by sunlight, her forearms tanned dark by the same. She had notably deep-set eyes that made it seem as if she were looking out from the shadows of her own face. He sensed her secret, but layered over that were hundreds of questions. His lips nearly curled into a smile. Most of the questions seemed to be about him. Tell me, friend, what do you want to know?!

Their eyes met. The girl jumped a little in her seat. She blushed instantly. Before she could look away, Marken threw her a wink. No one else saw the exchange. Not even the warden, who was whispering an order to one of the guards. He doubted it would do him much good on such a short journey, but if this was truly his last flight, why not wink at her? Why not take in the sunlight that was cutting through the western clouds to warm his skin? He turned back the way he’d been facing, and for a moment, he shut his eyes to the world and did exactly that.

The great ship continued its steady progress up the coastline. The guards shifted and rotated. The crew attended to the ropes and sails. It might have been like any other flight if his arms and legs weren’t chained together. When he finally opened his eyes, he saw a different hope emerging on the horizon. Clouds were gathering. Gray streaks bending to black. Marken noted their formations, their quiet threat. Below, the waves were beginning to toss with excitement. A storm was coming.

For the first time that day, Marken Burke allowed himself a smile.
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Just as Pearl’s stomach finally settled, a new set of knots began to form.

Why had the prisoner been looking at her? And was that really a wink? Maybe it had been a random twitch. She was letting her imagination get the better of her, surely. After all, she’d never been the sort of girl who received winks. Only the loneliest boys in her village had ever really paid any attention to her. Certainly, no one who looked like him had ever given her more than a second glance. The truth was that she didn’t want his attention, or the attention of the warden. Even thinking about that null glove and it’s flickering existence sent a shiver down her spine.

A welcome distraction came from above. One of the flyers finally dove down through the clouds, arrowing toward the ship. He fell straight toward the largest pack of passengers. At the last possible second, he thrust out a pair of brightly constructed wings, coming to a hovering stop and lighting delicately on the railing of the ship.

“Fried turtles!” he crowed. “Two marks for a sack! Fried turtles! Best in Ten Tides!”

He unbuttoned his jacket to reveal a bare stomach, carved and tan, along with several greasy pouches that hung from a makeshift utility belt. A few passengers fished through their pockets for coins. The treats were a delicacy in this area, and his prices far more reasonable than the onboard offerings. “Easy! I’ve plenty for all! Come on, then. Exact change, please!”

A few exchanges were made before one of the guards worked his way through the knot of waiting passengers. He raised his spear, shouting something she couldn’t hear. The flyer let out a bright laugh before back-diving off the railing. His wings flung outward, dreamlike in how they caught the wind. Pearl watched him ride the thermals higher, his laughter tinkling faintly back to them through the clouds.

“Greetings, madam.”

The proximity of the voice made her jump. She hadn’t noticed the deckhand arrive. The girl was fairly short with her hair trimmed high and tight. Her skin was a delicate chestnut color.

“My name’s Agnes. It’s my pleasure to serve as one of the chefs aboard the Grand Gesture. Are you interested in dining with us?” The girl waved a notepad in the air. “It’s seven extra marks.”

Aunt Hath leaned across her. “Seven?! Gods. Pick our pockets, why don’t you.”

The deckhand blinked. “I don’t set the prices, ma’am.”

“We could have had a sack full of turtles for just two marks!” Aunt Hath pointed out.

The deckhand’s eye swung to the now-empty railing. “Looks like that option is no longer available…”

Aunt Hath scowled. “Oh? Wow. You know, you’re pretty cheeky for a—”

“What are you serving?” Pearl cut in. Aunt Hath had the sort of temper that ran hot and fast. She’d raised her voice without noticing, and right now, they didn’t need to catch the attention of any of the nearby soldiers. Especially over a few marks. This smuggling run would cover that minor cost a hundred times over. “We’d love to know what we’d be getting for our coin.”

“I’m happy you asked,” the deckhand replied, clearly biting her own tongue. “Main course is a flame-seared duck topped with garlic promenade and dribbled bits of basilisk tongue. It does have several pinches of flare pepper, so if you’re allergic, our alternative option is an open-faced sandwich with Parnuskan cheese and spiced tomatoes, accented just so by stocking mustard.”

Aunt Hath looked annoyed, but after a sharp look from Pearl, she said, “Fine. We’ll split the duck. I’ve a tab with Captain Lyn.”

Pearl felt relieved when the deckhand logged their order and moved on to the next row of passengers. She heard the woman repeat the same information. Aunt Hath pushed to her feet.

“I’m going to check the crates. Act normal, please.”

Right. Act normal. She watched her aunt walk down their row. The meditation Pearl had done earlier was still working. Her leg had not started shaking again. The rational side of her mind whispered that Aunt Hath knew what she was doing. The woman was an experienced smuggler at this point. She’d been taking on these side jobs ever since Pearl’s father had his first episode. As their pig farm started bleeding profits—and her father retreated more and more—it had been Aunt Hath’s extra earnings that kept them from going bankrupt. Pearl felt duty bound to learn this part of their trade—or else they’d always be relying on someone else to save them.

She took another deep breath and focused on the movement of the ship. They were nosing away from the main continent now. Farther out to sea. She’d researched the route, so she knew there were far stronger wind currents out at sea. The captain would harness those in an effort to cut their travel time in half. That was good. The sooner they arrived, the better. She could not resist eyeing the captor and the captive. Both of them were undeniably handsome. Both were also frightening in their own ways. When she started feeling heat in her cheeks, she would look away, preoccupy herself with the sea or the other passengers. As they sailed, the skies grew more and more ominous.

Again, Pearl did not panic.

She had mentally prepared for this. Coastal routes were constantly besieged by storms. That was why there was a windmaster on board. Even the strongest storm could not touch them. As those dark clouds loomed closer, she searched for their ship’s hired man—and eventually spotted him just a few rows ahead. Every now and again, he’d lean back in his chair and gesticulate strangely with one hand. She could just barely see the way the air in front of him fractured—the light angling in the wrong direction for a brief moment—and then his hand would slump back to his side.

Pearl knew he was making minor adjustments to the protective layering around their ship. When she’d done her research, she’d admittedly imagined the windmaster looking more dramatic. More like the warden, she supposed. A handsome man standing confidently at the prow of the ship. Perhaps even wielding a staff dramatically as he called out spells in a booming voice.

She had not imagined this man. He was old and frumpish, sitting with terrible posture, and she even spotted a dark stain along his collar. It looked as if some chocolate had dribbled down and melted in the glare of the sun. At one point, he openly picked his nose and then reached down and wiped it beneath the seat.

“Disgusting,” she muttered.

Finally, Aunt Hath emerged from the hold. This inspection was planned as well. They’d learned that it was customary for customers to check freight during a flight, just to make sure nothing had shifted during takeoff. She watched as her aunt eased back into her seat.

“And?” Pearl asked.

“All is well. The guards already inspected the hold and found nothing suspicious. One of the deckhands said we’re not far from the drop point for the prisoner. They’ll have no reason to check the hold again. We’re in the clear, kid.”

Good. That was good. Pearl’s eyes swung back to the prisoner. She had a thousand questions about him that she’d never get to ask. Maybe they’d read about him one day, and she’d finally learn what fate befell him. She was about to ask her aunt’s thoughts when she noticed the windmaster slumping even further down in his seat.

“Look at that,” she whispered. “His magic is so boring he’s falling asleep.”

Aunt Hath snorted. “Well, the best wizards don’t take these kinds of jobs. Three marks says he didn’t even graduate from his university.”

Pearl didn’t take the bet. She’d researched the surrounding universities and learned a little about magic in Ten Tides. Once, wizards had been viewed as rogues or outlaws. A tool that was as dangerous as it was useful. When the Guild—a self-governing group of the most powerful and well-trained wizards—officially formed, they’d quietly transitioned from rogues to respectability. Within a decade, they would be viewed as a pillar of Ten Tides governance. The very best would be commissioned by the government and tasked with traveling through the provinces, solving all kinds of problems with an ever-expanding arsenal of magic. Pearl guessed that the prisoner fit in that category. He wouldn’t require such a large escort if he was not deadly. A far higher percentage of hopeful wizarding students ended up like the windmaster. Performing basic grunt work. A dependable job that made a fine wage, but the duties that befell them, at the end of the day, were not all that different from magicless work. At least, she doubted the windmaster had gone to school dreaming of manipulating the same wind currents every day for the rest of his life.

Before she could comment on the subject, the windmaster’s arms flailed out unexpectedly. She saw his hands reaching for the back of the nearest seat and failing to find purchase. Pearl frowned. He wasn’t snoozing, as she’d assumed. In fact, his face was bright red. His chest heaving.

Something’s wrong.

Pearl bolted to her feet. There was no time to think. She raced down the aisle. No one else seemed to have noticed the man’s struggling. She’d reached the end of their row before the elderly woman seated closest to him finally raised the alarm.

“Oh. Oh, dear. Help! Someone! Do—do we have a doctor on board?”

Everyone turned to stare. Pearl reached them and found the windmaster already on his back, hands grasping at the collar of his shirt. Most of her medical expertise was with animals. She tried to think back through everything she’d read, hoping desperately those methods applied to people, too.

First, a comforting voice.

“I’m here. Hey. I’m here. You’re going to be all right. Everything is all right.”

As she spoke, she pulled the small skinning knife from her belt. The man was still tugging at his collar for some reason. She pushed his hands aside and slit the harder fabric there. Maybe he was choking? It loosened instantly, but he continued to panic. One of his hands seized her wrist. His grip was so tight that she gasped.

“It’s okay,” she gritted out. “Hey. I’m still here. I’m not going to leave you.”

Having something to hold seemed to anchor him. His eyes had been darting wildly about, but now that bloodshot stare fixed on her with magnetic focus. The rest of his face was drained of color. She was terrified, but she tried to keep her voice calm.

“Can you speak? Can you tell me what’s hurting?”

His mouth twitched. The only sounds that came out were slurred. Unintelligible. Pearl was speaking to him in short, affirming sentences when someone else finally thundered down the row to help her. She looked up. It was the captain of the ship—Arnol Lyn.

“Doctor, what can I do?” he asked. “Tell me what you need.”

Pearl stared back at him. “I’m not a doctor!”

The captain looked bewildered. “But—but you’re tending to him!”

“Because no one else would!”

The windmaster’s eyes shocked a little wider. His body spasmed. Once. Twice. She knew their panicked conversation wasn’t helping. She took a deep breath and then locked eyes with the struggling man again. “Hey. I need you to tell me what hurts. Are you choking?”

The smallest shake of his head.

“All right. Not choking. Is it your head? Your chest?” His eyes went wide and she knew. Of course. The way he was grasping at his own collar. The shortness of breath. The inability to move. He must have been having some kind of heart attack. Her eyes swung back to the captain.

“Where’s your med kit?”

“They’re getting it now.”

A quick glimpse showed that every passenger on board had stopped to watch the scene. She saw, too, that there was commotion near the prow of the ship. The prisoner was begging to be freed. He was loudly claiming that he could save the man, but the guards weren’t having any of that. One responded by bringing the butt of his spear slamming into the boy’s stomach. The warden watched it all with hooded eyes. Pearl was considering begging them to let the wizard try to help when another solution dawned on her.

“Aunt Hath! Your medicine!”

Her mother and aunt both suffered from the same heart issues. Hathaway Trask could work like a horse nine days out of ten, but if she ever forgot to take her pills, she’d get lightheaded. Sometimes she’d even be confused about where she was. Pearl doubted the pills were a perfect solution for the windmaster, but if they could provide any relief, they’d be better than nothing. Aunt Hath tossed them. Pearl fumbled the catch and the capsule went rattling down the aisle. Captain Lyn pinned them with his boot and then slammed the bottle into her palm.

“What are those?” he asked.

“A temporary solution,” she grunted. Carefully, she tilted the bottle and two pills tumbled into the windmaster’s gaping mouth. “All right, I’m going to ask you to do something for me. I need you to think about how your throat works. Imagine swallowing. Remember the way you’ve always swallowed. Put all of your mental energy into that motion. Do you understand?”

She waited for his eyes to find hers. There was the smallest of nods.

“All right. Now!”

His mouth shuddered obscenely. Pearl watched his throat convulse. She wiped the sweat from her forehead and smiled down at him. “Good! You did such a good job. Okay, I think you’re having a heart attack, but those pills will help. They’re going to…” She tried to think of something that would sound even close to accurate. “They’ll break up the clots in your vessels. They’ll loosen that tightness in your chest. You’ll start feeling better soon. I promise. Until then I just need you to stay calm, okay? For me?”

More arguing at the front of the ship. Louder now. The prisoner—in spite of being struck once—was offering to help again. The young warden shouted for him to keep his mouth shut. Other passengers were turning, though, clearly uncomfortable with the lack of action. The guards wore the seals of the official Ten Tides government. “Sworn to protect” would normally mean helping a man who was about to die. She saw the looks on the faces of the passengers echo into concern in the expressions of the guards. One of the stockier guards warned everyone to stay back. A small powder keg was forming on the deck. It might explode at any moment. Pearl was so distracted by all the noise that she nearly missed the windmaster’s sudden convulsion.

“No. Wait, no, no, no…”

He shook more violently than before. His fists tightened and his eyes bulged wide. Every vein stood out starkly against his drained skin. Pearl reached for his hand, clutching it tightly, but saw she was too late. His body went rigid. There was a gasp behind her. Captain Lyn stared down in shock. Pearl couldn’t believe it either.

“He’s… he’s dead.”
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Down in the cargo hold, she lifted her head.

The air had grown fickle and charged. Some barrier had just fallen away. The creature was trapped, cut off from the immediate physical world, but she could still reach the world that existed beyond that one. Her own sentience probed outward. She felt dead things gathered in meaningless piles. Beyond those, she felt them. Insensates. All moving around, consumed by their own brief universes. One consciousness prickled against her touch and she retreated, watchful. When she was content that she’d not been discovered, the creature took mental flight again. This time, she called out to sky, to sea, to earth. She screamed in a voice that only the most ancient forces in the world might hear. A language that was more like blood and stone.

Come for me! Break these bindings! EMBRACE ME AGAIN!

In that lightless prison, a response.

Dark beckoned to dark.

It was coming for her.

Yeeeeessssssssss.
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Marken felt the change a split second before the others did.

The windmaster was dead. He couldn’t even see the man, but he knew it was true because all of the man’s protective spells died with him. A slash of cold air rushed over the now-exposed deck. His magic might have been simple and repetitive, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t useful. He’d clearly been keeping the ship at a far more agreeable temperature for them. Now cold descended upon them. Great gusts of wind harassed the passengers. He saw a stray scarf go flying overboard. The sudden chaos had Marken smiling.

Finally, his chance had arrived.

“Unbind me,” he commanded. He was no silvertongue. He could not bend others to his will with a magic-laced word, but even the warden had to see exactly how much danger they were all in right now. All Marken needed to do was guide his captor to the reasonable choice. “Look, if you want to save all these people, remove my chains. Dispel your null thread. I can guide the ship back to land before this gets worse. I can ward us against these storms. It would take little more than a snap of my fingers, Kell, and you know it. All you have to do is free me.”

Free me, he thought. And I’ll never allow myself to be bound again.

Great drops of rain were streaking the young warden’s face. He considered the storm for a long moment, and then spat on the deck between them. “Free you so that you can commandeer the ship for yourself? I’m sure you’d bring us crashing back down in a place of your choosing. Somewhere you could make another escape. No, I think not, Burke. Take your seat before I come over there and help you back into it.”

It was the darkest tone he’d heard from the warden so far. One that he knew better than to test. Defeated, Marken took his seat. No point in earning himself a shattered kneecap. Besides, the wind and the rain and the thunder promised all of this was about to get far worse than it already was. The other passengers were being herded like sheep down into the hold. Warden Kell sent a few of his soldiers to determine the best option for their prisoner. Rain soaked through their clothing as they waited. All Marken could do was silently watch as the captain and his crew slashed around the deck like ghosts, their faces blurred by the rain.

Captain Lyn had not stopped shouting since the windmaster died. Marken saw that two of the braver crew members were being fitted with the ship’s mandatory flying gear. They held their wooden wings tight to their sides as the first officer adjusted latches and buckles around their bodies. A little compression engine was hooked up against their lower backs.

The Grand Gesture was being dragged farther and farther away from the coastline, but Marken thought that a talented flyer might be able to reach land. From there, the coastal watch boats could be alerted to what had happened. The nearest airship tower would have searchlights they could activate to track them. Rescue ships would be arranged for when the storm abated. He couldn’t decide what to root for. He supposed a crash was his best-case scenario. A situation where his magic—and thus his freedom—was the one thing that might keep the group alive. Lightning stroked the western sky. He frowned at the terrible rumble that followed.

Perhaps just a small crash would be ideal.

The two deckhands were led to the railing. Close enough that Marken could hear the words Captain Lyn was screaming at them. “And if you forget those coordinates, Dawley, I will come back as a ghost and haunt you until the very end of your days. Do you hear me, boy?!”

One of the flyers nodded fervently.

“And do I strike you as a kind ghost, Dawley? Do you want the likes of me stalking you for the rest of your mortal days?”

“No, sir.”

“Then fly,” Lyn replied. “Do your duty to this ship.”

Both crew members were helped up onto the railing. After a count of three, they leapt, aided by a shove from the officers behind them. Marken craned his neck to watch their descent. Two smoldering lights announced that both engines had kicked to life. The flyer on the right pushed his wings out. They caught the wind, spiraling him in a tight circle, before leveling out. The second flyer—Dawley—wasn’t so lucky. His wings spread, but the right one buckled and snapped. A snatch of wind tore the wing from his shoulders and spun him helplessly into the sea.

All of them saw the splash.

“May your soul find rest, Dawley,” Captain Lyn said before turning back to everyone else on the deck. “Helene! Get us turning. Agnes, get downstairs and start covering the exterior windows! Get moving, get moving. Every single one of you! There’s not a second to waste!”

There was an answering rally cry from the crew. A few seconds had passed and Dawley was forgotten. His memory belonged only to the sea now. Marken couldn’t help wondering if this was the fate that awaited him in Pasca. A quick trial, a brief sentencing, an execution. Would the people of Ten Tides forget him just as easily? Would any memory of his service to them—all the countless ways he’d helped the wider population—carry on after his death? Feeling the sudden weight of oblivion on his shoulders, he turned to the warden one last time.

“We are all in danger,” he whispered. “Unbind me. Please.”

The warden spat on the deck again. He called for the nearest guard.

“Take him downstairs.”

Marken was led by the guard who liked to rock back on his heels. They called him Withers. He was tall and lean. Earlier he’d heard Withers say he had two boys back home. One was a scoundrel and had been caught picking on the other children. The guard thought that better than being the one who got picked on. As they descended, Marken noted the way the man’s grip on his collar tightened, as if afraid to lose him in the dark passage. Everything a man was could be used against him. Everything. Too bad there wasn’t anywhere for him to go at the moment.

“Open the door,” Withers called. “I’ve got Burke.”

The remaining guards were here. All the other passengers had been put elsewhere. As Marken looked around, he noted that their only company in the hold was the windmaster’s corpse.

“How charming,” he said. “Is he dinner? If things don’t go as planned?”

“Shut your mouth.”

Right. No sense of humor in this bunch. A cannibalism joke didn’t stand a chance. He assessed the room, more out of habit than actual curiosity. There were crates stacked all around them. The hold was far from full, but several larger crates filled the shadows on his right. He frowned. There was a peculiar sensation. Prickling at the very edges of his senses. As if someone had gone through great pains to hide something. He looked away from the spot. Whatever it was, he didn’t want the guards to find it. Knowledge was power.

“So,” he said. “How is everyone enjoying that famous Ten Tides coastline?!”

“I thought I told you to shut up.”

It was the same guard who’d shouldered him a few moments before. Short, stocky, bearded. He’d heard the others call the man Levi. If memory served, the man had no family. Earlier, he’d grown bored of the conversation about children back home, but he’d been quick to chime in when they started discussing favorite brothels. Marken had also determined that Levi was the one guard assigned specifically to work with the warden. The others were likely a small unit that had been reassigned from other roles in the province where he’d been captured. Forced to take on a temporary escort role. Levi, on the other hand, showed a familiarity with Kell that the others lacked.

Such assignments were common. To become a warden—and to gain the ability to wield null threads—required terrible sacrifice. The forced amputation of a limb. The few who survived those surgeries and gained access to the waiting anti-magic that came with them were left with a potential physical liability. Sure, they trained in one-handed combat, but government protocol was to assign them an expert duelist for added protection. All of that told Marken that Levi was the most dangerous one in the group. A natural-born killer. Marken also recognized something he despised in the man. A person who, when he had power over someone, was eager to abuse it. He’d seen that so many times before. He’d been on the receiving end of those relationships. The sort of small-minded man who made himself bigger by hurting others. These facts did not stop him from probing now to see what fractures existed between Levi and the others.

“Look,” Marken began. “I know you’re all loyal, government men—through and through. But that storm out there? It’s not going to quit for hours. We’re being dragged out to sea. All you have to do is say the word, and I could put a stop to all of that…”

The expected blow came. Marken took it as well as he could, turning his jaw in the right direction to lessen the force of Levi’s strike. It still stung like hell.

“Right,” he said, licking blood from a split lip. “Well, don’t say I didn’t offer.”

The room fell to silence. The normal chatter amongst soldiers was drowned out by the prospect he’d introduced. Could their ship really be dragged out to sea? What would happen if the storm didn’t abate? Good. Let those doubts really sink in. Let them fester. He wanted the group divided over what to do. In the quiet that followed, he noticed a detail that he’d missed before. The windmaster’s corpse had been covered by a storm blanket, but the material wasn’t quite long enough. His boots were sticking out and one was partly unlaced. It exposed the skin of his ankles. The light down in the hold was fickle, but the detail he noticed now was impossible to miss.

“Might I take a look at the deceased?”

Levi readied another blow, but Marken quickly pleaded his case.

“Hey. I’m not trying to be a prick. I just want to make sure he doesn’t have the rot. If we’re trapped down here—breathing the same air—we’ll all get sick. Be smart about this.”

His words caught the attention of the taller guard—Withers. Rot could stay with a man for years and there were notoriously bad cases amongst soldiers. Some of the worst cases led to death.

“Rot can set in that quickly?” Withers asked. “I thought it took a few weeks.”

“A wizard doesn’t live the way you do, and I promise they don’t die the way you die either. There are different variables at play. His magic will accelerate any festering.”

The guards exchanged glances. Marken had learned this trick when he was just ten years old. He could get away with pretending that wizards were more mysterious than they actually were—and there were very few people who knew enough to know when he was lying. He sat there, waiting for them to decide something that had already been decided.

“Go on, then,” Withers said. “But if you make one wrong move, we’ll gut you.”

Doubtful, but Marken nodded as if that were true. “Of course.”

He was permitted to waddle forward, and nearly fell because of the unsteady rocking of the ship and the limitations of his chains. It was even harder to kneel, bound as he was, but after gathering the shackles in a pile behind him, he managed to drop to a knee beside the windmaster. The two guards maneuvered closer, hanging over him like a pair of angry spirits, their spears angled for killing blows just in case. He ignored them and assessed the pattern he’d noticed from across the room. Dark colorations ran up both sides of the man’s ankle. A strange symptom if this was just a heart attack. Careful not to directly touch the skin, he began working at the man’s laces.

“Hey now,” Levi said. “None of that.”

Marken glanced up. “Really? My hands and feet are bound. I have a null thread wrapped around me and not a speck of magic on hand. Do you really think that I can kill you with a boot?”

The guard stared back at him. It was not the first time he’d witnessed the effect of his own mythos on another person. If all the rumors the city governors had spread about Marken Burke were true, it was possible that he’d killed several men with no more than a boot. He allowed himself a private smile, set the shoe aside, and began working the other one away. Next he removed the windmaster’s socks. The bottoms
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