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Dedication

For Jim, until the end.
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Recalling the events of The Battle Drum as told by Griot Sheth

The spoken word has been transcribed onto the page; the symbol of [image: star imageparagraph break image] represents the beating of the griot’s drum.

Back again, I see? You are drawn to my tales like the audience of a ripping. The blood and gore, the pain and torture.

And then the relief. That is what you come for.

When it all … 

[image: paragraph break image]

Stops.

[image: paragraph break image]

The end approaches, you must feel it cresting the horizon, creeping closer like the coming of night.

But before we venture towards the chaos and the plight, let us take a moment to linger in the colours of yesterday, and the yesterdays before that.

[image: paragraph break image]

Let’s start with red, the heat of a burning ember, the shade of Sylah Alyana’s blood.

[image: paragraph break image]

A voyage taken to lands unknown

The Tannin taking a toll of souls

An abandoned port called Nsuo

Then bam! A cudgel knocks Sylah down

Wakes in a chattel cart, hands now bound.

[image: paragraph break image]

I see you roll your eyes, knowing the Shariha’s chains couldn’t hold Sylah long. And it is true, our Stolen, our assassin, went on the run.

But then came the storm and acid rain, and the manacles of death tightened around Sylah instead.

And who comes to Sylah’s rescue? Remember Jond, our fellow Stolen, a little disagreeable, a lot righteous? He was sent to Tenio as a penance, to be abandoned all alone. But together the old friends fled the Shariha’s enslavement along with Niha, a healer, and made their way to Zwina.

[image: paragraph break image]

Eyoh! Gone is the academy of wonders. Of eight blood colours and teachers. Floods have drowned it all.

But look skywards and you’ll see the City of Rain where the councillors of the Academy have made a new home. And here we learnt the extent of their power.

[image: paragraph break image]

The first charter is the law of growth. The power to grow what is given.

[image: paragraph break image]

The second charter is the law of connection. The command of mind communication.

[image: paragraph break image]

The third charter is the law of healing, putting back together what was once broken.

[image: paragraph break image]

The fourth charter is the law of presence. Flighting from one place to another.

[image: paragraph break image]

But once Sylah is healed, there is no aid to be had. Instead, we learn of the Zalaam, whose use of bone marrow has shifted the balance of the world. Earthquakes and acid rain! Floods and tsunamis!

Though, perhaps that is less shattering than the secrets at the centre of the Academy … 

[image: paragraph break image]

The fifth charter is the law of creation. To infuse life into the spiritless.

[image: paragraph break image]

Disbanded and forgotten, the fifth charter was once led by the prophet of the Zalaam. Four hundred and twenty-one years ago he was executed, and his community exiled from Tenio. They set sail in eight ships, each segregated by blood colour.

Four boats settled on the Volcane Isles, and two the Tannin took as sacrifice to allow the final two entry to the land beyond. A land ripe for the plucking.

Red and blue.

Do you start to see it? The circle we have swum? Embers and Dusters are descendants of the Zalaam.

And the Tannin?

A monster formed by the Academy to hunt down the exiled. Whose nightly movements cause the tidewind that plagues us.

A monster that roams still.

[image: paragraph break image]

So, while we linger by the blue shores of the Wardens’ Empire, let’s recall how our blue-blooded fared. Our disciple in the Keep, Anoor Elsari.

[image: paragraph break image]

The Tidewind Relief Bill taken to the court

Anoor seeks allies to fortify her thoughts

Uka’s life blood spilt over dinner

Gone is the mother, the warden, the sinner

Accused by her peers, Anoor seeks out the killer.

[image: paragraph break image]

Focused on her salvation and not on the tidewind, Anoor stays in hiding while the wardens home in. Only her grandmother, Yona Elsari, seems to understand her, and takes over her efforts in making tidewind shelters.

With Anoor distracted, will Yona be the one to help the citizens of the empire?

[image: paragraph break image]

Do you see my sly smile? You know something’s a-brewing. And perhaps our Ghosting friend will know. To our very own hassa beetle we go.

[image: paragraph break image]

A promise from a friend, a promise kept

Look after Anoor is what Sylah said

Hassa’s time in the city is spent underground

But above she finds bodies with holes in their bones

Together with Kwame she investigates the unknown.

[image: paragraph break image]

Bone marrow it was, taken from the hip bone and the back. A slow death, sucking them dry, worse than the rack. Does it remind you of anything I said a few moments ago, the Zalaam’s power rooted in the magic of bone marrow?

But who was it, in charge of the shelters? Whose orders were followed? Who was Anoor’s mentor?

[image: paragraph break image]

So, we come to the final hue of the story, the yellow of sunlight. Our yellow-blooded member of the Zalaam, raised in God Kabut’s eye.

[image: paragraph break image]

Nayeli was the name she’d had all her life

Then claimed she was reborn as Kabut’s Wife

Searching for the Child of Fire, the catalyst foretold

She ventured across the sea, across the colour threshold

And became warden, an empire controlled.

[image: paragraph break image]

Nayeli, Wife, Yona. Three names she’d had until “grandmother” was uttered, and it was then that Anoor was discovered. Was she the one that the prophet foretold? The one whose Battle Drum will start the Ending Fire proposed?

[image: paragraph break image]

Do you start to see the web of the story? The silver threads tying each piece to the other? But one is broken, ripped apart in the middle.

[image: paragraph break image]

Kwame, a spectacle, a ripping, no longer with us.

[image: paragraph break image]

It was as if the world felt the grief too, for leagues away the Shard Palace fell, and the Queen of Tenio was taken from the world.

[image: paragraph break image]

The colours of yesterday have swirled to take shape.

[image: paragraph break image]

Clear!

Hassa’s heart torn, like Kwame’s organs. Now alone, she spends her time mastering bloodwerk.

[image: paragraph break image]

Red!

Sylah, whose fury inspired the Blood Forged, leaves the battle behind to return to her love.

[image: paragraph break image]

Blue!

Anoor’s been caught in the spider’s game. The disciples, her new allies, aren’t what they seem. The Sandstorm and the Zalaam are one and the same.

[image: paragraph break image]

Yellow!

The Wife has found the Child of Fire. Now it’s time to leave the empire.

[image: paragraph break image]

[image: paragraph break image]

[image: paragraph break image]

Do you feel it? Cresting the horizon? The darkness drawing in, the shadows elongating.

[image: paragraph break image]

The Ending Fire comes.




PROLOGUE

The tidewind came every night.

It billowed in from the Marion Sea between the clock strikes of nine and seven. A year ago, the hurricane ruptured the evening for only three or four strikes of the clock, but now its presence lingered, wreaking destruction like never before.

From Gorn’s vantage point in the Wardens’ Keep she watched the tempest roll in from the Farsai Desert. Her gaze followed its swirling path from the decrepit buildings in the Dredge in the distance, through the Duster Quarter and across the Tongue that bridged rich and poor—but the tidewind made no distinction between the classes of the Wardens’ Empire. Whether your blood ran red, blue or clear, the tidewind wielded each gust like a serrated knife, tearing skin from muscle, muscle from bone.

Closer and closer the roiling storm came. It waged war against the architecture of the Ember Quarter and slipped its tendrils through the iron gates of the Keep. But still Gorn lingered by the open window. The promise of death stirred feelings in her chest that had long grown numb.

She shifted her weight, disturbing a stack of zines by her feet. The colourful pages spread across the floor. Anoor’s room was just as she had left it. Where once jewellery and trinkets had littered her desk, now notes and half-finished sentences fluttered in the breeze. The pages were full of Anoor’s dreams for the empire.

But her dreams had been waylaid, and so had Anoor.

Where did your grandmother take you?

The thought felt distant, like it had been whispered across a vast chasm where she had buried her pain. Her fear.

Gorn felt sand strike her cheeks and stick to the tears that flowed there. At first, the sand was a caress, the softest of touches from death, but then tears became blood.

She slammed her helmet closed with a clank. It hadn’t been difficult to have Anoor’s tidewind armour from the Aktibar trials altered to fit her. Just a bribe to the armoursmith and a few measurements. Gorn had paid a little extra to have the green metal reburnished to a dull bronze. She didn’t want the wardens to trace the armour back to Anoor.

Not that she can be traced.

Gorn had tried for a time. She had hired an eru and ridden it all the way to the gates of Nar-Ruta, hoping to follow wherever Yona had taken her granddaughter. But when she reached the edge of the plantations she had hesitated. She watched the Dusters’ welts glistening in the noonday sun as they hacked at the bark of a rubber tree. They fought against sand banks that ran deep into the groves, a testament to the increasing duration of the tidewind. Gorn realised then that finding Anoor was not the path destined for her. Perhaps if she still had Kwame by her side, they could have achieved it.

There was a sharp pain in her chest that felt faintly like grief, but she had hidden it so deep that it had become a dull ache.

Now I am alone and have other battles to wage.

The tidewind slammed into her side, bringing her out of her thoughts. A large piece of whitestone had caught her just below the ribs. Although it winded her, the armour did not suffer damage.

Anoor’s room was not quite as lucky. Gorn watched through the reinforced glass visor as the zines were shredded to colourful confetti and Anoor’s sheets ripped from the bed.

It should have hurt her to see her home destroyed so, but instead it fuelled Gorn’s resolve for the war that was to come.

“I will leave them nothing of her,” she growled into her helmet.

She pulled open the dressing-room doors and the chest of drawers, letting the tidewind take and take. Silks and taffeta were brought to life by the winds, dancing like ghosts made merry by firerum. Jewellery was plucked from stands by greedy gusts, adding beautiful sparkles to the frolicking procession. The pieces of clothing haunted the room with their empty-chested joy before being dragged out into the night. The gemstones were tugged along too, pulled towards the hearths of unsuspecting new owners.

And as the tidewind grew bloated with the remnants of the home she and Anoor had built, Gorn had only one thought before she left.

The wardens will come to know a mother’s wrath.





PART ONE

[image: line image]

Recover

Patience has the ability to heal all things.

—Zalaam proverb
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CHAPTER ONE

Hassa

KEEP TOWER DESTROYED BY TIDEWIND

Excavation efforts have begun in the eastern tower of the Keep where the tidewind caused irreparable damage. Allegedly, it struck the rooms of the former Disciple of Strength, Anoor Elsari, recently accused of Uka Elsari’s murder. No one is believed to be hurt, but the tower will be uninhabitable for some time.

—The People’s Gazette


Hassa lifted her gaze from the Book of Blood and into the eyes of a ghost.

It cannot be.

The apparition spoke. “Hassa?”

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Hassa’s blood seeped down the pen nib and onto the floor. As each droplet hit the ground, the ghost of Sylah flinched.

“Hassa?” She said her name again. “Did you just bloodwerk?”

The table that Hassa had just pushed across the room with runes separated her from the phantom image of her friend. But Hassa didn’t nod—she couldn’t. Her body had frozen with disbelief.

Because it was not a ghost. Sylah was really here.

She looked like she’d weathered a storm. Her eyes were deeply sunken and her skin was sallow, ageing her beyond her twenty-one years. Though her hair had grown, her braids looked thin, the trinkets weighing them down, falling just past her ears. And if Hassa wasn’t mistaken there were bald patches among the treasures, silvered and spherical like scars gifted by the moon.

Sylah took a step towards Hassa. A small frown growing between her brows.

“Are you all right?”

Was she all right? What a stupid question. Of course not. Kwame was dead. Anoor was missing, and the world seemed likely to implode at any minute.

And she could now bloodwerk.

Hassa carefully removed the quill from her wrist, then signed, Yes, Sylah. I am all right. How are you?

Sylah tried to smile, but her lips faltered in a grimace. “Yes, Hassa. I am all right.”

They held each other’s gaze, Hassa’s a touch defiant, Sylah’s a touch too knowing. Then they bridged the space between them until they grasped each other, holding onto the safety of their fierce friendship.

Hassa felt Sylah’s tears on her shoulder, sparking a sudden terror within her. The embrace was too tight, her love too strong. Hassa pushed her away and stood back, trembling.

“Hassa, what is it?”

Hassa moved her arms, the sign for his name too painful to convey without pushing through the heavy weight of grief.

Kwame. Kwame is dead.

Sylah shook her head in disbelief, flinging tears left and right. “No.”

Hassa nodded firmly and repeated the words, over and over and over again to match the even keening of Sylah’s cries.

Then they were back in each other’s arms, their bodies forming a mound of grief and loss. The only sound was the heaving of their breaths and the beating of their hearts in their throats.

They stood there for some time before Sylah rocked back on her heels and asked, “What happened? Tell me everything.”

Hassa looked to her wrist and down to the space where a hand once was. The skin around the scar was a deep grey, dulled by the clear blood that ran through her veins. Like all Ghostings, Hassa’d had her hands and tongue removed as a babe—a penance to silence the indigenous people of the continent. But the Ghostings weren’t silenced. They’d created their own language, and bided their time, because war was coming.

But what Hassa hadn’t realised was that the battle had already begun.

“Hassa?” Sylah prompted her again.

She dragged her thoughts away from her ancestral scars and back up to the red-rimmed gaze of Sylah. Red like her blood. Red like an Ember.

Red like Kwame.

Her heart constricted as she was taken back to the scent of iron in the air. Kwame had died quickly—it took only twelve turns of the rack—and for that Hassa had been grateful. She had once seen a Duster make it to thirty turns before their limbs were finally torn from their bodies. She squeezed her eyelids, trying to shut out the image of Kwame’s body. But it did nothing to stop the cheers of the crowd surging up from her memory. The Dredge-dwellers had rejoiced in watching an Ember murdered by the device used to kill only Dusters and Ghostings, those discarded to the edges of society. Hassa couldn’t begrudge them their joy of vengeance.

But he hadn’t been just an Ember to Hassa. He’d been her beloved.

Hassa stood and went to withdraw a bottle of firerum from her supplies. The Nest was all but empty now the Ghosting elders had left, but Hassa spent a lot of time in the underground cavern and had stocked it with the essentials. Firerum was the preferred vice of plantation workers. It numbed the wounds of the flesh and mind. Hassa knew they’d need it now.

She poured a tall glass for herself and Sylah.

There have been three deaths of note since you left, Hassa started. First the Warden of Strength was murdered.

“What? Uka Elsari was killed?”

Drink, Hassa commanded. It will make it go easier.

Sylah scowled and took a sip of the firerum. She grimaced. Hassa found it odd. Normally Sylah could finish a bottle without a twitch of a brow, and here she was balking at a mere taste. More had changed about Sylah than Hassa could know.

Warden Uka was killed in her home three mooncycles ago. Anoor was accused of her murder. As both her daughter and the person to have found her, it wasn’t a difficult leap to make.

“Of course she didn’t kill her.”

Hassa looked up. Heat rose in Sylah’s dark cheeks and the fierceness of her gaze was so scalding the edges of Sylah’s silhouette blurred like a flame.

This is love, Hassa thought. Unquestioning, unwavering love. Because not for one second had Sylah entertained the thought that Anoor could have murdered her mother.

Hassa looked away. She had to, for she couldn’t watch as she broke Sylah’s heart.

No, it wasn’t Anoor. It was an act of revenge—one of Anoor’s Shadow Court, a new addition, killed her. Zuhari, she was called. But she inadvertently set up Anoor’s demise, leading the wardens to think Anoor had done the crime. Anoor had no choice, she had to go into hiding.

The glass of firerum clinked as Sylah set it on the tiled floor with too much force. Her lips were a firm line. “Where is she?”

Hassa didn’t want to answer the question. The last time they had gone to Anoor’s hideout, she hadn’t been there.

I don’t know.

“What?” Sylah looked to the tunnels as if she were about to launch out into the tidewind to find Anoor.

Let me rejoin my tale, Sylah. Hassa chastised her with sharp movements.

Sylah waved a hand for Hassa to continue.

While Anoor was in hiding I discovered that people were going missing in the Dredge. Before Uka’s death Anoor launched the tidewind relief bill, and one of the elements was offering succour and food to those who needed it. A shelter was built in the Dredge. But it became clear that those who entered didn’t always come back out.

“What has this got to do with anything?”

Hassa bared her teeth. It has to do with everything, Sylah.

“Sorry,” Sylah said, looking a little guilty. “I am impatient to understand what’s happened to her.”

I shared my findings with Anoor, and we decided to try and get someone inside to investigate. Hassa hesitated.

In that moment Sylah spoke.

“Wait, you said there were three deaths. The second must have been Kwame. Who was the third?”

When we took Anoor out of the Keep we brought her to Lio’s. We thought your mother would protect her, given the fact that Anoor is Lio’s blood daughter.

Sylah cocked her head and frowned. “Anoor was staying at my house?”

Hassa wanted to counter the comment and say that it wasn’t her house any longer, that Sylah hadn’t been here, hadn’t known what they had all been through while she was away. But Hassa knew her next words would be a blow.

Lio agreed to go into the shelter to investigate. The first time she found nothing. The second time … 

“Yes?”

She didn’t make it.

“What do you mean, she didn’t make it? She didn’t make it out?” Sylah’s voice was full of anger, but Hassa knew it wasn’t directed at her.

She died, Sylah.

Tears were falling from Sylah’s eyes again. Hassa watched them with a curious fascination. Sylah was frowning, her expression confused as if she were unaware that she was grieving, or rather, was in denial about it.

Sylah and Lio’s relationship had always been complicated at best. Lio had been part of the Sandstorm rebellion—a group of Dusters who had stolen children from their cribs and raised them as weapons to one day infiltrate the empire. But then they had all died, killed by the Wardens’ Army after they were discovered. Only Lio, Sylah and another of the Stolen, Jond, had survived.

I would rather have had no mother at all than Lio, Hassa thought.

Hassa’s own mother, Dahlia, had been killed while pregnant with Hassa. Her father had been the son of an imir who hadn’t wanted his line of succession sullied. Mixed couplings were illegal, so it wasn’t difficult to have Dahlia killed.

But the assailants hadn’t accounted for the Ghostings’ tenacity for life. Once Dahlia had been left to die, Hassa had been cut from her womb and saved.

Hassa was still the only mixed-blood coupling she was aware of who had survived in plain sight of the wardens.

She drank from her cup of firerum, enjoying the burn down her throat. It numbed the old grief, just like she wanted it to. She pressed on with her telling.

Kwame and I found out not long after that the healers were draining people of bone marrow. He got caught during the investigation and paid the price. They ripped him, Sylah. Ripped him in half on the rack.

Sylah recoiled, her shoulders shifting backwards as if the words were hitting her like invisible runebullets.

Gorn and I, we went to see Anoor after Kwame was captured. And she was gone. We don’t know where she is. Yona is missing too, along with the other disciples—

“The disciples are part of the Sandstorm.” The words tore out of Sylah’s throat.

Hassa had to reach for her firerum. She swallowed some before she signed, Explain.

“Jond told me. It’s why I came back.”

Sylah’s expression splintered and Hassa saw something dark cross her features. Hassa wondered what Sylah had been through to make it back to the empire.

What happened?

Sylah began to answer, but no words came out. Tears rolled over Sylah’s lips and into her open mouth. Suddenly her muscles went rigid.

“Did you say bone marrow?” Sylah whispered.

Yes, what do you know of it?

Sylah looked scared. Hassa didn’t think she’d ever seen that expression on her friend’s face.

“The Zalaam. The Zalaam are here already.”

The tidewind had stopped howling by the time Sylah had finished her story. Hassa could see she was itching to go and search for Anoor.

Sea monsters and deathcraft. Queens and councils. You sound like a griot, Hassa signed.

“I know. I wouldn’t believe myself if I hadn’t lived through it.” Sylah scrubbed her face with her hand, but the gesture couldn’t smooth the lines of grief that now shadowed her expression.

Hassa had believed the Tannin was real, though many dismissed the sea creature as just another children’s story. Hassa had seen too much to believe that monsters lived only in tales. Too often the truth was much worse.

But she could sense there was something Sylah wasn’t telling her.

You say the Tannin will take a soul for every person who needs passage. And on the way there the elders sacrificed Embers. Who did you sacrifice to secure your homeward passage?

There it was again, the fracturing of Sylah’s façade. But now Hassa understood what this expression was: guilt.

“No one,” she said.

Neither of them acknowledged Sylah’s lie.

“I had this.” Sylah reached for a braid in her hair and held it up. In it was a small black sphere, no larger than a coin, covered in tiny runes. “It’s an orb of creation, the fifth law.”

You said there were only four laws: growth, connection, healing and presence.

Hassa was still reeling from learning that there was a type of rune that could heal people and another that enabled you to instantaneously travel from place to place.

“The council leaders disbanded the fifth law. The last fifth council member founded the Zalaam. He was their prophet, though his name has been written out of history. The orb of creation is what made the Tannin in the first place.”

Sylah was looking at the sphere with a fevered expression.

“Though the fifth law takes its toll. Each act of creation takes a piece of your soul, and with every one, a part of your humanity is stripped away.”

Irrevocably? Hassa asked, wondering how much Sylah had been practising with the runes.

Sylah shrugged. “I guess, it’s why they say the prophet went mad.”

And the bone marrow?

“Stronger than blood. It’s what the Zalaam are using to fuel their army.”

Army?

Sylah smiled and it was sickly. “An army of creations. The Ending Fire is coming.”

The words rang in Hassa’s mind, like the silence after the explosion she had experienced beneath the city.

So how do we stop them?

“The Blood Forged are reaching out across the world to try and band together a defence. But every country is suffering from the damage bloodwerk has done to the world.”

What do you mean?

Sylah waved her hand upwards, towards the tempest of the tidewind above. A dismissive gesture that didn’t match the seriousness of what followed.

“Bloodwerk, it’s what causes the tidewind. It is altering the balance of the world, draining it of energy. By using bone marrow, the Zalaam are making it worse. Much worse.” Sylah’s voice turned lifeless, her gaze downcast. “If the Zalaam don’t kill us, the weather eventually will. Either way they get what they want. Death to non-believers.”

Hassa rocked back on her heels, shocked by Sylah’s resignation.

Why did you come back, Sylah?

Sylah’s eyes flashed, resurrecting them from their deadened state. “To warn Anoor about the Sandstorm—the disciples—remember?”

Hassa’s mouth twisted with scorn. Anger pumped through her veins.

A war is coming, and you came back to help the woman you love. The woman who sent you away to bring back aid, if I remember correctly.

Sylah’s gaze widened. Her eyes were still the red of Ember blood.

You come to me in my ancestors’ home, a place born of fight and justice, to tell me you left the place where you could have helped the most to what, save a woman you once fucked?

Sylah did flinch this time. Hassa knew grief guided her anger. How dare Kwame leave her before the last battle? And here was Sylah, dejected and contrite, fighting not for life, but for love. 

Hassa stood and found she was trembling again.

Get out. Go chase after her.

“Hassa—”

Get out. Hassa lurched forward as she signed.

Sylah’s shoulders slumped and she nodded.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered before retreating into the darkness of the tunnels.

Hassa wanted to call after her and apologise, to gesture that she hadn’t really meant it, that she was scared and alone and afraid. And sad.

Oh, how she was sad.

But she didn’t. Instead, she dragged her eyes back to the Book of Blood and the battle plans that had begun churning in her mind.
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CHAPTER TWO

Anoor

Shine bright under Kabut’s eye

Let his glow surround you

Succumb to faith and sacrifice

Let divine web bind you.

—Zalaam prayer chanted during the full moon

Anoor’s knees knocked together as she edged onto the gangplank.

Three weeks of travelling and these were the hardest steps she’d taken yet.

The journey across the Wardens’ Empire had revealed more sights and sounds than she’d ever seen in her twenty-one years confined to the Wardens’ Keep.

But she’d been unable to appreciate them, for every time she blinked all she could see was the turning of the rack and the bloodied remains of her friend.

Click.

They had journeyed along the less travelled roads of the west coast, avoiding the larger cities of the empire. For a full two days the carriage had rattled through the vineyards of Jin-Eynab, where a small dirt track weaved between the fields. Every time they’d stopped, Anoor had devoured as many plump grapes as she could, leaving her fingers sticky and purple from their juice.

They rarely saw people; as the carriage had been packed with all their supplies, they had no need to stop. It was a shock when a group of eru riders had passed them on the outskirts of Jin-Sahalia on their final days of travel. The riders’ noisy banter had felt harsh on Anoor’s ears.

Now they had reached the end of their journey across the empire, to start another voyage across the sea. The gangplank swayed beneath her feet as she shuffled up the ramp to the boat.

“Don’t dawdle, Anoor. We have many more days of travel ahead of us,” Yona said from the ship’s bow.

Click.

Anoor flinched from the image of Kwame’s body on the membrane of her eyelids. The ramp moved beneath her and she sought stability from the metal railing. The coolness beneath her fingers soothed her rage and grief within.

Click.

Anoor breathed out slowly, willing the sound of the rack to abate from her mind.

Click.

“Stop, please just stop.”

“Did you say something, Anoor?” Tanu came up beside her.

Anoor turned a tight smile to her friend and fellow disciple.

“No, nothing.”

Tanu raised a dark eyebrow. “You’re holding that railing pretty tight.”

“Oh.” Anoor’s hands dropped to her sides. “I just haven’t been on a boat before. I’d never even seen the ocean until now.”

Anoor raised her gaze to the horizon. She had read so many descriptions of the sea, but nothing had prepared her for the expanse of it.

It stretched out further than she could have ever imagined. Like a tablecloth upon the land, it ran from shore to sky. And it moved like fabric too, with pleats and ruffles, lace and frills. Anoor imagined what it would be like to drape the waves over her body as she swam in the cool and unfathomable depths.

Somewhere out there is Sylah. The thought jarred her even more than the incessant clicking in her mind.

What would Sylah say if she saw me now?

Anoor started as Tanu answered—she hadn’t even realised she’d spoken out loud.

“She’d say you were doing exactly what you set out to do: bringing down the empire and liberating those within. The Zalaam will help you lead an army to the Keep’s gates.”

Tanu squeezed Anoor’s forearm. It was rare Tanu was this sincere, and it gave Anoor strength.

She walked the final steps up the gangplank onto the ship. The vessel was similar to the pictures she’d seen in textbooks, but larger, and entirely made of metal. The sail hung limply from the mast. She reached out to touch it, unfamiliar with the material. It scratched against her skin, the texture somewhere between straw and hessian.

Faro stepped into the sail’s shadow and turned to her. “Joba-tree fibres. To withstand the tidewind.” The former Disciple of Duty had been quiet for a lot of the journey north, only conversing with Qwa, their partner and former Disciple of Truth.

“That makes sense,” Anoor replied.

There was the sound of clinking, and it was only when Faro turned that Anoor realised the noise wasn’t resonating from within her mind.

Four people Anoor didn’t recognise were loading the ship’s hull with crates filled with vials. Through the slats in the crates, she could see the pale blue liquid in the glass. Each crate was packed tightly with ice.

“Do you think we have enough of the formula to win the war?” Anoor asked Faro. All three of them had been practising with the liquid every night, under Yona’s regimented tutelage.

The runes that enabled godpower still astonished her. Last night she’d brought to life a spoon that could scoop her dinner onto her plate on its own.

Faro’s brown eyes shuttered closed for a second before opening again, a little tight in the corners. “I’m sure the Zalaam have managed to produce more.”

Anoor knew there was a lie there, somewhere. But she didn’t press it. She was tired of secrets.

Ignorance felt safer.

Click.

She turned away from Faro to Qwa, who was overseeing the loading of the precious cargo from the shore. Qwa’s forehead was peppered with sweat. He ran his hand over his brow, lifting the last hairs that remained on his head so they wouldn’t stick.

Faro watched him with a small smile on their gaunt face. The braids they normally wore had loosened over the course of the journey and grown matted at the roots.

Footsteps rang out behind them as Yona marched across the metal decking of the boat.

“We’re almost ready to depart,” Yona said.

Tanu now stood by Yona’s shoulder, her slight form the opposite in every way of Yona’s looming presence.

“We are ready,” Tanu said as if speaking for all the disciples.

Though Anoor wasn’t sure she was.

I am the Child of Fire. The title felt like a collar around her neck. The closer they got to leaving the empire the tighter it felt.

“Anoor? Are you sure you’re feeling well?” Tanu murmured to her.

Anoor nodded, trying to slow down her breathing.

Qwa joined the congregation on the boat. “That’s the last crate loaded.”

“Then we need to set sail immediately.” Yona’s voice had bite, though the muscle that twitched in her brow—so like Uka’s—had smoothed now they were all on board.

The four sailors that Yona had hired stood to attention by the sails. Anoor was surprised that with the amount of money weighing down their pockets they could stand upright.

Yona had wanted not just the ship and the sailors but their silence. That hadn’t come cheap.

Her grandmother turned to Tanu. “It’s time for you to leave.”

Anoor frowned. “What? Why is she leaving?”

Tanu jostled her shoulder with her own. “Don’t worry, it won’t be long until I see you again.”

“But I don’t understand—”

“There’s no time for this,” Yona interrupted.

Anoor stood firm and held her grandmother’s gaze until Yona shook her head with a small smile.

“The blood of the endless flame is in you, I tell you. Tanu is going back to Nar-Ruta. She needs to sow the seeds of dissent and be Kabut’s eye in the Keep.”

“But you said it isn’t safe, that’s why we’re leaving.” Anoor refused to break eye contact with Yona.

“Anoor,” Tanu said. “I need to go back. We need someone to cover our tracks, so they don’t try and follow you.”

“What are you going to say?”

Tanu grinned. “Don’t worry, I’ve got it covered.”

Anoor reached for Tanu and enfolded her in her arms. The bird-like girl felt more solid than Anoor expected.

Click.

“I don’t want you to go,” Anoor said into her hair.

“I know.”

The smaller woman pushed her to arm’s length. “You’ll be fine. You’re the Child of Fire.”

Tanu stepped away with a wink. “I’ll see you on the battlefield.”

Anoor jerked upright. So easy was it to forget that war is coming.

The thought seared across the walls of her mind, and though it was painful, it was a feeling she welcomed. It sparked the fire of her anger, the coals of which had never gone out. She clenched her fists so tight that her nails left crescent moons on the flesh of her palm. The mark of Kabut’s eye.

Anoor’s smile was grim and full of rage—the wrath of a god.

She wanted to oust the wardens more than anything. She wanted them to suffer, for Kwame, for the Ghostings, for everything they’d done in perpetuating the lie that the empire was alone.

But the empire wasn’t alone.

There was land out there. People out there.

Click.

The boat moved away from the harbour, but Anoor wasn’t looking back. She was looking out towards the sea.

Towards her army.

She didn’t hear the sound of the rack again.

They had been travelling north for ten days when the sea began to grow rough. Lightning sparked across the horizon, shattering the twilight sky. Anoor stood at the railing of the ship, enjoying the onslaught of rain. The storm was exhilarating, the downpour refreshing. And as the boat dipped and dived, she could barely tell what fell from the sky and what surged up from the ocean. Sea water and rainwater collided, leaving her drenched from sole to head.

“Yona wants us to seek shelter in our cabin,” Faro shouted from behind Anoor. They clutched onto the mainsail, the wind pulling at their clothes.

“I’ll be fine!” Anoor shouted back. But as she said it, she felt her stomach lurch as the ship dropped twenty handspans off the cliff of a wave. Her feet lifted up and she found herself sprawled on the deck.

Faro crawled to her and together they made their way to the steps that led to their quarters. There they remained sequestered until the danger passed.

“Do you want to play shantra?” Anoor asked the swaying hammock above her.

“No.”

Anoor prodded where Faro’s ass would be with her toe.

“Get off.” Faro’s curt reply was as much as Anoor was going to get. But she wasn’t giving up quite yet.

Each day away from the empire Anoor felt a small semblance of her old self come back. The pieces of her weren’t the same: where they had once been as pliable as warm sand, they were now glass, fragile but sharp.

“Come on, please.” She jabbed her fingers upwards where she estimated Faro’s neck was.

“Stop that.”

The boat jerked to the side, silencing them both.

“Where did you even get a shantra board from?” Faro sounded defeated. Anoor got out of her hammock to rummage in her pack.

“You know that ceramic tray Qwa dropped last week? I kept the pieces to make tokens. And look, I even used bloodwerk to magnetise them to the board, so the rocking won’t affect the gameplay.”

As Faro made to stand, the boat was thrown to the side once more.

“By the blood, what’s happening out there?” Anoor stood up ready to leave their cabin, but Faro’s hand darted out and clasped her wrist.

“We should stay here, it’s safer.”

“But the crew on deck, my grandmother.”

“They’ll be fine.” Faro’s grip tightened. Anoor looked down at her wrist where Faro held her so tightly, she felt a bruise blossoming.

“Get off me.” Anoor’s voice was glass too. Jagged and cutting.

Faro gave Anoor a thin smile before letting go. “Fine, but I don’t want to be the one to explain to Yona why you didn’t follow her orders.”

Anoor hesitated by the door, her resolve weakening with every sway of the boat.

Faro added, “Besides, I’m pretty good at shantra, so maybe it is a good idea to leave now.”

Anoor looked back. Faro’s hollow cheeks were pulled upwards into a smile.

“One game,” Anoor said. “And if the sea hasn’t settled by then, I’m leaving this tin can.”

Anoor crossed their small cabin and joined Faro on the ground. She lifted out the wooden plank she’d been using as a board and the ceramic tokens marked with bloodwerk.

Faro was looking curiously at the runes. Anoor wondered if her blue blood perturbed Faro but then they spoke. “These are cleverly made. Sometimes I wonder what the empire could have been if we’d given power to those with minds like yours.”

“Minds like mine?”

Faro picked up a token and held it up to the runelight. “You understand that runes are a language, and with them you write poetry.”

Poetry, Anoor thought. I like that. But I wonder what poems I could write with the runes of creation.

And how that beautiful violence could tear down the walls of the Keep.

A strike or so later, the sea had settled enough for Anoor to venture out of her cabin without worrying about Yona’s wrath. It was still raining heavily, but the sea was no longer stirring like a boiling pot of soup.

Yona was standing on the bow of the boat. Her severe features were so still she looked like the figurehead of the ship, carved from metal like the deck beneath her.

“Grandmother?”

Yona didn’t turn around. She wore her scars proudly; no wigs or long-sleeved gowns had left the empire with them. Instead, Yona wore translucent billowing fabrics that showed off her scars, like veining in granite, that ran the length of her body.

Her grandmother had always been striking but the marks made her more so. The scars were like beautiful filigree on her skin, and she wore them like armour.

Yona was still looking out towards the horizon as she replied, “One week, maybe more, and we’ll be home.”

“Home?” Anoor pressed. Her grandmother had told her so little about the Zalaam, and Anoor wanted to know so much.

“Yes, home,” was all she said.

Anoor rubbed a hand across her eyes and looked around. The moonlight shone across the wet decking. It was then that Anoor realised they were alone on the deck.

“Where’s Xan? Catt?” The two sailors had taken it in turns to play shantra with her in the evenings. Meda and Taloy were the other two hired hands, a couple that kept to themselves, but Anoor was still surprised Meda wasn’t manning the sails.

“They fell into the sea. All four of them.”

“What?” Anoor croaked, spittle lodged in her throat, and she coughed.

“They died during the storm.”

Anoor felt like someone had punched her, but she didn’t let the feeling hold her back. She lurched her chest over the railing and looked desperately into the ocean.

“We need to help them. Send down a rope!”

“Anoor, they’re gone.”

“They can’t be.”

“They are. Step back from there.”

Tears were falling down Anoor’s face and she brushed them away. She felt the glass within her cracking.

“Stop crying,” Yona said. Though her words were harsh, her tone was soft.

Anoor tried to still the hiccuping of her sobs.

“Crying can be seen as weakness,” Yona said.

Anoor jerked up her gaze to meet Yona’s.

“I do not believe it to be,” Yona clarified. “But there are others who see softness in tears and think that softness is an undesirable trait in a leader. Those are the people we must convince of your standing.”

“Convince?” This was the first Anoor had heard of needing to convince anyone of anything. She was the Child of Fire.

Wasn’t she?

“Do not let those doubts in, granddaughter.” Yona had sensed Anoor’s thoughts. “You are the Child of Fire as Kabut has willed it,” she said fiercely, her teeth flashing.

Anoor tried to still the tears that flowed, but she had reached her capacity for grief. Her face crumpled once more.

Yona saw Anoor battling with herself and opened her arms. “Come here, child. Take comfort that their deaths were welcomed by Kabut.”

Anoor let herself be held by Yona.

“Remember what I said that day your friend died?” Yona asked.

Anoor turned stiff as Yona’s arms tightened around her.

Death has power. Let his sacrifice fuel you.

Anoor murmured the words through taut lips as Yona’s embrace continued to tighten.

“Exactly. There is no space for grief in Kabut’s eye. It is not the way. For grief denies the prosperity granted by Kabut.”

Anoor was struggling to breathe as Yona’s muscular arms tightened around her ribcage.

“Lead me in prayer now.” Yona wasn’t asking, she was demanding.

Anoor’s mouth was pressed against the fabric on Yona’s shoulder, muffling her voice. But she spoke the words her grandmother taught her. “Glorious one up above, you who knows no bounds or boundaries. You who spins the web of my future, take my pain, and bless me anew.”

As Yona released her from the embrace, Anoor was once again able to take a deep breath, the sweet sea air filling her lungs.

And the truth was … she did feel better. Praying to Kabut had alleviated the pressure of loss that had built up in her mind. Because she hadn’t lost anyone, not really, they were simply in Kabut’s realm, waiting for her to join them.

She looked up at the moon and smiled.

I’ll see you soon, Kwame.

Yona saw where Anoor’s gaze travelled, and her lips drew up in turn. “Kabut blesses you, Child of Fire.”

As Anoor turned back to her grandmother, something snagged on her eyeline. She frowned as she spotted a blue smear on the railing. She leant forward and touched it. The substance was tacky, and as Anoor brought it to her nose, she knew exactly what she’d smell—iron.

The smear was blood.

Yona came to stand next to her. She wiped the railing with her hand, removing the last bits of residue.

“One of the sailors must have injured themselves before going over.”

Anoor nodded slowly, her eyes fixated on Yona’s hand now holding the railing.

“I think I’ll go back to the cabin,” Anoor said quietly.

“Go, I’ll see you at dinner.”

Anoor retreated to her hammock, but sleep didn’t come. She couldn’t vanquish the image of Yona wiping the railing.

And the thin blue line of blood Anoor had seen encrusted under Yona’s nails.
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CHAPTER THREE

Jond

The Entwined Harbour has a long-standing relationship with Tenio. Queen Karanomo once brokered peace between the chief of the Wetlands and the captain of the Entwined Harbour. The outcome of which led to the chief acknowledging the moving domain of the Entwined Harbour’s territory within the Ica Sea.

—Excerpt from Politicking Across Borders, written by Rubo Oh-Kinsha

Jond’s stomach lurched, and he fell onto his knees panting. He dry-heaved for a full two minutes.

The ground was soggy with rainwater, and he clung to the mud as if it could stabilise him.

“Bit dramatic, don’t you think?” Kara said. Her scarf covered half of her face, but the scorn was clear in the crinkle of her violet eyes. They were the same colour as her blood, which was imprinted in runes on Jond’s arm.

With his stomach still churning, he tried to focus on the runes. They had the same curves and dashes as the bloodwerk of the Wardens’ Empire, but the strokes were different, unfamiliar to him. Like letters in a language he could read but not understand.

The councillor’s way of writing the runes was different too. His own wrist was adorned with an inkwell, a cuff that held in place a stylus that pierced his vein, allowing him to write in blood. But the students of the Zwina Academy had learnt a different technique, a faster one: they carved runes into metal orbs that were then rolled over an open wound in the centre of their palm. The blood was then imprinted onto the object, and in Jond’s case, onto his arm, to flight him to another continent. They called the practice “deathcraft”.

“Is that the last time we’re doing this?” The words spewed out of his mouth with another lurch of his stomach.

Kara snorted. “Do you see water?”

Jond groaned. The runes of the fourth charter—the law of presence—only enabled them to flight a few leagues at a time. They had been travelling bit by bit for what felt like forever and each time Jond was sick.

“We should reach the Ica Sea in the next flight. Come on.”

Kara reached for Jond’s wrist, her fingers soft, her nails sharp. She wiped away the old rune combination, now distorted from the rain. She cradled his arm against her chest, protecting it from the weather with the canopy of her hood.

The orb was flesh-warm as it rolled against his forearm. She deftly moved her hands, imprinting the runes onto his skin. The precision required to draw the right combination was a deterrent to those who would abuse the power—a power that drained energy from the world.

Just like the Zalaam were doing, Jond thought bitterly.

“Why are you grimacing?” Kara asked.

“I was thinking about the Zalaam and the power they strip from bone marrow. Will we ever be able to match it?”

“That’s why we’re going to the Entwined Harbour in the first place.” She spoke slowly as if he were a child. “More allies means a greater chance of winning the war, isn’t that what the Blood Forged are supposed to be doing?”

She had finished the combination and was working on her own forearm. Jond held his breath, knowing that at any second—

The world spun and suddenly Jond’s feet were sinking into unfamiliar ground. No, familiar ground.

“Sand,” he breathed. It wasn’t blue like in the Wardens’ Empire but instead a strange beige. The turquoise of the ocean beyond it was comforting, similar to the Marion Sea though the waves were much higher. A thick mist dwelled on the horizon and Jond squinted, trying to make out the mirage of shapes within it.

Kara appeared a second later and breathed a sigh of uncharacteristic relief. “Quickly, we need to move. The tide’s coming in.”

Jond turned, holding his hand to his stomach in an attempt to keep the bile down. “But where do we go?”

The island was small, a sand bank really, with no vegetation or civilisation in sight.

“There.” Kara pointed to a rowboat a few paces away. It rocked in the waves.

She began to run towards it, her pack bouncing on her lower back as she went. Jond wasn’t sure he was up for running. He was still feeling very delicate.

At least it isn’t raining, he thought. Though it did make him wonder how the world’s imbalance affected this part of the continent. He hoped the rains here weren’t as awful as the acid storms on the coast of Tenio.

“Hurry up,” Kara barked. The sea was up to her waist, but she was still a few handspans from the boat.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” Jond grumbled. But as he spoke, he felt a rush of water coming up to meet him. “What in the name of Anyme …?”

In three breaths he was waist deep in the sea. In four it had reached his chin. Ahead of him Kara was swimming.

A vicious current pulled at his pack and clothes, threatening to drag him under.

“Kara—” Sea water filled his mouth. At first, he tried to fight it, his fists raised against the strength of the sea. But then his breath left him.

He opened his eyes as he let his body sink. Rays of sunlight slipped between the waves, illuminating the beauty of the Ica Sea.

Under the water there was a strange kind of silence, full of listening, as the creatures of the ocean welcomed him to their depths.

If I die here, I won’t be alone. I’d never be alone again.

Jond barely registered the splash above him, too immersed was he in the concept of losing his sense of self to the sea.

But the oar, that he did feel. It banged against his skull, knocking some sense into him. The pain accompanied the memory of Rascal, the kitten he had rescued not so long ago. If he died, who would look after her?

Niha, of course. But Niha didn’t know how to scratch Rascal’s ears just the way she liked it.

Jond reached for the oar with the last of his strength and pulled himself to the surface.

The sun warmed his face as he broke through the waves. He gasped, drawing in a breath before reaching for the edge of the boat. He pulled himself up, his muscles straining with the effort until he fell, face forward, into the belly of the boat.

“Nice of you to join me.” Kara’s face scarf had fallen, the only indication of her discomfort. She looked more bored than worried that Jond had nearly died.

“Th … thank you,” he stuttered out. He was very cold, but Kara seemed unfazed by the unexpected swim, her red hair already bouncing back into ringlets by her ears.

Jond sat up and looked back at the direction he thought he had come from. But the island wasn’t there. He swung his gaze around, but it was nowhere to be seen.

“What …?”

“Tide swallowed it,” Kara said with a toothy smile. “The island only appears during low tide.”

“How did you know it was low tide?”

“I didn’t.” She held up her chin, daring him to challenge her. It reminded him of Sylah and the thought twisted his gut. He looked away.

Jond cleared his throat. “Where shall I row us to?”

Kara had already reached for the oars. “I told the Blood Forged I could do this trip on my own. I never needed you, Jond, and never will.”

Jond recognised the bravado in her tone. Always having to prove your worth was exhausting. He’d done it for most of his life.

He met her gaze until the tension in her shoulders released and she looked away. When she began to row her strokes were even and quick. Soon they were parting the waves towards the horizon where the shape of ships slowly came into view.

Jond had got used to having his understanding of the world shattered. And shattered again.

So, it was quite disappointing to see that the Entwined Harbour was exactly what the name suggested: a group of ships strapped together with twine.

Boats of different sizes were bound by their gangplanks and sails. The mass of vessels moved gently on the waves and Jond felt instant seasickness unfurl from the pit of his sour stomach.

Strips of multicoloured cloth hung from masts, and the pattern of them seemed too precise not to mean something—perhaps flags like the imir houses in the empire. The colours brought an innate cheerfulness to the view, and Jond found himself thinking that, despite the seasickness he was going to get, perhaps this trip might not be too awful after all.

With his curiosity sparked, Jond ran his gaze over the scale of the harbour, which grew bigger the closer they got.

Kara aimed for the largest ship on the periphery of the cluster, her sights set on a rope ladder that hung limply over the edge.

“How many ships are here?”

Kara tilted her head left and right. “Unsure. Maybe four hundred and fifty if you include the smaller fishing vessels. But that’s less than half of the captain’s fleet. Many ships are out foraging. So, the population of twiners fluctuates.”

“Twiners? Captain?”

Kara made a frustrated sound. “Twiners are the nomadic people who live here. Their ancestry goes back many thousands of years. The captain is their leader, elected once every fifty years, but few captains’ reigns last that long.”

“Why? Are they a violent people?”

“Violent?” Kara laughed. “No, they’re scholars at heart. And so, their political campaigns are often convoluted and intricate. Any captain who missteps is ousted, for even the smallest thing. One captain lost her seat because she tipped one of her servants. The opposition argued that it constituted an unauthorised expense.”

“That sounds … exhausting.”

“It is.”

“Can they do deathcraft?”

Kara’s shake of the head was sharp. “No, if anyone wants to study deathcraft they come to the Academy. Do you understand now why your land is so rare? Your knowledge so precious?”

She was talking about bloodwerk. The runes Jond had learnt in the empire were so different to the ones taught in the Academy. Bloodwerk was based on forces: to push and pull. Boring, really, compared to the power to flight from one place to another that Kara wielded.

A large wave crashed into the rowboat, knocking the oar out of Kara’s hand. She retrieved it before Jond could help her. A few strokes later they reached the foot of the rope ladder.

“Go on up, I’ll tie the boat down.”

Jond nodded and did as he was bidden.

The ladder was slippery, full of brine and barnacles. He kept his gaze above and not below as he climbed.

He reached the top and let out a relieved breath, which turned into a cough as he looked around him.

Five soldiers levelled swords at his chest. They wore more pearls than cloth, the white beads illuminated against their dark skin. Most were freckled across their face and torso. Their curls were beaded so heavily that it pulled their hair straight.

Jond instinctively held up his hands.

“Jula bon bifra la hindra?” the woman closest to Jond said, her language smooth with rolling Rs and lilting vowels. She held the longest sword, just a few handspans from his heart, and Jond guessed she was the leader of the group.

“Huh?”

“Noba no yatu banglt?” This time her accent was gruffer and Jond wondered if she was speaking yet another language.

It was at that moment that Kara appeared beside him. All swords turned to her.

“Non-violent my puckered arsehole,” he said to Kara through clenched teeth.

“Ity buto leckra, Kara,” Kara said to the leader.

The swords dropped and they bowed low to Kara.

“What? How did you do that?” Jond marvelled.

“Tutu ity bu?” The leader jutted her head to Jond.

“He only speaks the common tongue,” Kara said by way of explanation.

“Only one language?” The woman laughed. “What a primitive way of existing.”

“Well, he is very primitive,” Kara confirmed.

Now that Jond was no longer fearing for his life, he looked around. At this height Jond could see the expanse of the Entwined Harbour sprawling into the distance.

Children laughed and danced precariously along masts and balconies. They jingled as they ran, their clothing glittering with shells and pearls. None wore shoes, and when Jond looked back at the twiners in front of him he noticed that their feet were thick with calluses. The air was heavy with the smell of frying fish and something sweet, almost buttery. The aroma only added to his nausea.

“Come on. There’ll be time to explore later,” Kara said, pulling him by the arm.

The guards were leading the way across the deck. People stopped to stare at Kara and Jond who were so clearly outsiders.

Kara continued, “We will need to dress and wash before meeting the captain.”

“She isn’t the captain?” Jond tipped his head towards the woman with the longest sword.

“No, though you’re right to point her out. Status among the ocean guard is indicated by the length of their blade.”

Jond nodded.

Kara dipped out of view as she stumbled. Jond caught her, but she flung him off as soon as she stabilised.

“I’m all right. My leg just gave way.” Her scarf had fallen again and Jond caught the exhaustion written into her features. The bloodletting had taken its toll on her.

Jond noticed her breath was coming out in quick, strained bursts as they were led down a wooden staircase in the centre of a lacquered boat. The stairs went deeper than Jond thought possible from the surface, and it reminded him of the Baqarah, the ship he had travelled to the continent on. Though that was all metal, and this was all wood, the corridor pressed in on him all the same.

The orange glow of light above them flickered and Jond looked up. He knew the light source wouldn’t be generated by bloodwerk, as only the citizens in the empire knew those type of runes. He expected gas lamps, like in the City of Rain, but instead the light behind the glass was projected in strips … that moved.

“Lustre eels,” Kara grunted. “They create light through their skin.”

“The light we see is a chemical reaction as enzymes in their body collide and create energy,” the leader of the ocean guard clarified.

“That’s what I said …” Kara spoke through gritted teeth.

“No … you said …”

Jond drowned out their bickering; he was too mesmerised by the creatures swimming above him. It was hard to see the outline of their bodies against the brightness that emanated from them, but he could just make out the bulbous head and tapered tails of the eels as they swam past, one after another. The tube of glass ran through the centre of the ship, but Jond couldn’t see where it ended.

“How do you feed them?” he asked, interrupting the guard’s explanation of the differences in the definition between the words “create” and “reaction”. Kara gave Jond a grateful look, but he was too distracted to appreciate it.

“The tube network is a circuit ending in a large tank in the front of each ship. The eels are free to pass through the tubing as they see fit.” 

“Why don’t you just use gas lamps or torches? I imagine fire is much easier to control.”

Everyone inhaled and one of the ocean guard’s hands hovered by two green hoops by his waist.

Kara’s nails dug into Jond’s wrist as she hissed, “Do not speak that word again. It is banned in this country.”

Jond frowned but didn’t probe further. He changed the subject, trying to deflect from whatever issue he’d just caused.

“What is that hanging from your belt?” Jond pointed to the loops. The way the guard’s hand had moved to them so quickly, Jond wondered if they were a weapon.

“Steelweed,” the guard grunted. “Used to tie foreigners up.” Then he smiled and Jond realised he was joking … maybe?

“It’s a type
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