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CHAPTER ONE
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From coast to mountains the woodland stretched, dark green and ocean deep. Close to center in this untamable environment was a hole in the jungle canopy. A city, one might first think. Certainly there were many people. 

This had more the appearance, though, of a carnival. There were too many tents, too few buildings, far too many bodies relative to places where they might be sleeping. Half of the treeless expanse was taken up by a fan of debris spilling from a jagged cliff. 

As the eye drew close, one might note that the tenor was too tense for a circus. People spoke to each other in loud voices, motions curt, as if they contemplated panicking. Here and there, cries of woe competed with the jungle’s evening chorus, put on by the birds and monkeys. 

In the midst of all this agitation, there was one pocket where no one spoke, each least nervous shift aborted swiftly. The source of their dismay was obvious: inside the circle were two people, one youth just exiting puberty, dead, another person sitting on one hip next to him. The dead boy hadn’t been covered over yet, leaving visible the gash across his neck, the puddle of blood he was lying in. 

The man leaning over him like a watchful totem on a mausoleum was older, but not by all that much. His swords lay on the ground on either side of him, where he dropped them when he realized nothing in his power could save the situation. His hands rested limp in his lap, upturned helplessly, and his eyes were too still on his friend’s face. 

A crowd of thousands watched him, breath held in suspense, as if his mood were a hand that cupped them. Whether it was fear or love immobilizing them was impossible to tell; maybe the people watching him weren’t certain themselves. In this moment, he might decide what manner of leader he would become, the hero they were promised or a tyrant warped by loss.  

Sathriel had no idea how long he sat like that, waiting for the day to end as if the departing sun might take other things with it. When he noticed the stunned stasis that gripped the people watching him, he knew it was his fault: they were waiting for him to tell them what came next. He had told them only yesterday that there was still a future and he was firmly in control of it. 

And maybe they were scared to bother him. He hadn’t been himself since Necavos’s ‘death,’ and he had let it twist him off of true; he’d let her lies make him into someone different. These people had to be wondering what the death of his only friend might turn him into.  

He wondered it himself. 

He forced a breath deep into his lungs but couldn’t tear his eyes away. The kid had been so young, and whether or not Bayam had really been a boy where it mattered since long before Sathriel came to know him, that was the way they had found to connect to one another. Bayam had been a little brother to him, someone who reimagined his weariness as wisdom, who saw his scars as badges of honor and what hope he could still cling to as destiny. 

Nine years he had been at his quest, and only known Bayam for months, but the boy had remade him. He couldn’t go back, he discovered, to being the person he was before they met, but who he was instead? He couldn’t even fathom. It didn’t seem likely he would have time to think about it, which was just as well.

“Sire...?” It was Vedan who first dared to break the frightened hush. As was the case whenever matters of import were evolving, his Shias had pushed to the fore. To an individual, their faces were blank save a goosed wideness to the eyes. It wasn’t nice to look at these people, raised from birth to be leaders, and know they were waiting for him to point their way forward. As if he had answers. 

The witch had broached a startling notion at some time in the extended period while he sat his vigil. Odds were, she still stood right behind him. “There’s a place on the far side of the ocean, I’ve been in contact with them. It appears they use magic similar to ours.”

“If they wish for you to surrender yourself to them in exchange for sorcerers, this does not feel like a worthy trade,” Ciliope noted. There was unaccustomed heat in her voice, like the idea insulted her, and her hands had balled into fists. 

It occurred to him that they were having this conversation out of doors while half the city listened in, soldiers observing in breathless horror while ordinary citizens pressed against their backs and craned their necks for a glimpse of their emperor. He heaved a sigh that felt like it kicked up dust devils on his soul before pushing himself to his feet. 

“Bring him inside,” he said to no one in particular. The crypts had fallen to the jungle floor when the eastern edge of the mesa collapsed, and he realized he would need to have a tomb erected. It was such a strange thing to be thinking. Bayam had been a boy, it was illogical—impossible—to contemplate his funeral. 

He made to move toward the steps, then checked, eyes searching. When he found Mella standing amidst his aristocrats, there was a moment when he questioned it all over again. When he asked himself if he could forgive her just because she hadn’t been to blame. 

This woman had set him on the path that made him what he was. He felt like he owed his adult shape as much to her as either of his parents; her membership in the cabal who were his enemies was irreconcilable to him. He couldn’t decide how he felt about it because he was still having trouble crediting it. He had thought her dead long since, it had been one of the truths that defined him as a person. He had made himself what he was in honor to her. 

In the end, he turned away without addressing a word to the one-time scholar. To Ha’ere, he said, “Keep an eye on her.” He knew Ha’ere hated the woman, but at least she was guaranteed to be vigilant. There were so few people he truly knew he could trust. One fewer now. 

Once he had seen Bayam’s body gathered with respectful care, he mounted the palace stair, walking right through the slick of blood from the fallen Sulamari who had been nothing but a decoy, a trick Sathriel had fallen for. The others stepped around it, casting doubting looks at Desysyn as they did, but Sathriel didn’t bother. Nine years he spent observing the Kinship, as much as that was possible; he had noticed that they came from all walks of life, from all regions. The next person who tried to kill him might be one of the servants who raised him. Had it been easy to spot the traitors, they wouldn’t be so dangerous. 

He waited until they had stepped inside to answer. “I don’t think the idea is that Barracheh becomes a protectorate, our rulers subordinate. They believe we share a common ancestor, and this is why we both use sorcery drawn from pyramids. They claim to recognize our banners. Their emperor just died with no successors, so it isn’t that they want Barracheh’s emperor—”

“They want someone from the line of the world-and-sky to take their throne,” the aging aristocrat suggested. 

“After everything your brother did...” Nebbial protested. 

The more he thought about this, the more he liked the idea. “It’s not a reward. This place is smaller, poorer, surrounded by enemies. There’s someone on the throne: not everyone agrees she has a right to be there, they want what feels to them like a stronger candidate.” 

It was an impossible situation, which would occupy Necavos’s mind entirely. She wouldn’t care about Ophana any more than he did—she wouldn’t want to settle for a tawdry imitation of the throne she’d used to hold—but she wouldn’t be allowed to stay aloof. All he had to do was get her there: other people’s ambitions would manufacture enemies for her, foes who wouldn’t consider her motivations meaningful. She would have no choice but to defend herself, leaving her no time to plot revenge. 

It would strand her on the far side of an ocean where he would never interact with her again, but was that to be regretted? There was a part of him that recoiled from the thought, that regarded it as a loss. It wasn’t so much an opinion or a position as it was a part of his nature to have faith in his sister and believe she could fix anything. Even him hating her. 

“And in exchange, they give us sorcerers,” Desysyn mused.

“Yes.”

“Fully trained sorcerers raised in the tradition in a line unbroken since whatever ancient era.”

“Yes,” he said again. 

“All we have to do is forgo our right to seek justice against the man who almost lost the throne,” Vedan added. As was so often the case, it was hard to discern how he felt about it. 

“Is exile not a time-honored punishment?” They murmured agreement, and he confessed, “If I’m honest, I like the emperor they have. She’s the predecessor’s widow and he groomed her for it.” More expertly than I was trained, he thought and did not say. “The woman is a natural and she’s already won one significant battle. As best I understand, resistance to her rule is most adamant among the sorcerers. She’s one of them, and they seem to feel...” He trailed off because he hadn’t ever understood what the problem was. 

“So... we give them something we don’t want, and they give us something we desperately need,” Benositro suggested. He sounded nervous. “This feels like cheating.” 

“It was their idea,” Sathriel reminded them. 

“All of this assumes we’re able to locate the wretched man and find a means to transport him to the opposite side of an ocean,” Desysyn interjected. 

They had reached the throne room, where Sathriel ascended to the seat he still couldn’t help but think of as his father’s. He’d left the day they turned sixteen and never had a chance to grow accustomed to the sight of Necavos sitting in it. They had gathered Bayam upon a Barrachite standard and carried him along, and some kind soul had placed a blanket across him so the wound wasn’t visible. They set him at Sathriel’s feet upon the dais where he had used to sit, and Sathriel’s eyes fixed on the shrouded figure of what felt to him like the last member of his family. He was alone now, truly alone, in a way he hadn’t ever been before. It was an effort to tear his eyes away. 

“One of their sorcerers is a member of—” Barsine didn’t have a word for this, and he floundered. “Like an army for the water. Ships whose purpose is to defend their coast, crewed by soldiers trained to fight at sea and loyal to the throne. Anyway, one of them is an officer. She already knows how to get here.”

“This seems like an advantageous exchange,” Vedan commented. 

Sathriel nodded, glad he had talked them around. He hadn’t needed their permission or even their approval, and Bayam would have told him that he knew what was best. Bayam wasn’t here anymore to make him those promises, however. His eyes went to the witch. “If you would tell him my decision?”

She took a step to the rear. There was blood on her hands, as if she had knelt when he wasn’t looking to say her farewells to their friend. It was the first he realized there was blood all over him as well. “Sire.” She looked appalled. “I can’t. This isn’t the deal they offered, what if they don’t agree, what if they want to haggle?”

She was right, and he sighed, squeezing his eyes closed and rubbing at them impatiently. When he opened them, people were looking at him rather queasily. Desysyn stepped forward to pass him a handkerchief, and he intuited that he had wiped congealing blood across his face. It felt no more tribute than Bayam deserved, and he toyed with the square of blue cotton for a minute while he considered refusing to wipe it off. 

He couldn’t say he even felt grief, not more than he felt a sense of unreality. A desire to argue with the gods, with fate. It wasn’t the unfairness, cruelly unjust though it was: it was the pointlessness that ate at him. The Kinship thought sorcery was dangerous, well and good. What relevance did the sorcerer have to that equation? It was the pyramids that were the problem according to their rendition of the crisis, and it made good sense that they should have it in for Necavos and Sathriel. But what had Bayam to do with anything? 

It had become clear by then that the cultists didn’t know how to shut the megaliths down again: if they had, assassinations wouldn’t have been necessary. It wouldn’t make sense to take the risks—of getting caught or simply failing—were they able to head the problem off by means of an inanimate object. Killing the person who made use of this perilous power changed nothing, unless it was that it rendered the risks meaningless because nothing was now being accomplished. All of that, assuming they knew what they were talking about, and he had become convinced they didn’t.  

Letting out a puff of breath, he scrubbed at his eyes and then his cheeks. Bayam wouldn’t have wanted him to grieve. Bayam had died in the manner of his choosing; he could have held back but he had thrown himself between Sathriel and an assassin, and Sathriel knew he hadn’t regretted the decision for a second. He wouldn’t want Sathriel to regret it either. 

The handkerchief was disgusting now, and he tossed it on the floor rather than hand it back. His eyes strayed across the aristocrats standing closer to him than his soldiers as he considered how little he wanted to be absent from his body in their midst. The fact that they hadn’t participated in the last attempt on his life didn’t have to mean anything; it didn’t prove that he could trust them. 

Taiwu was with him, though, up on the dais where only Bayam was allowed to be. Once the heron was settled at his feet, he gave the witch a nod and shut his eyes. At first, nothing happened, and he listened to the soft, cloth rustling that denoted shifting feet, the occasional sigh or quiet throat-clearing, as his people waited for him to fix this unthinkable catastrophe. 

When the magic came upon him, there was little warning. First, a sense of vertigo that barely had time to turn his stomach before his muddled perceptions righted themselves, reorienting to the flesh he wore in this imaginary place. He was seated in the throne, although it didn’t really feel like Rai Selu: the air was much more dry, doubtless by the witch’s preference. He looked down. “Why am I wearing a nightgown?”

It was just the two of them, Ha’ere still seated upon the patch of floor where she sat down moments earlier in the real world. “I wanted to talk to you about that. I thought you might like to impress. Since you’re speaking on behalf of your empire and not just for yourself.” She spread her hands. “As a foreigner, I’m not sure I know how an emperor ought to look.”

He opened his mouth to tell her he didn’t give a damn and froze that way. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand why his appearance might be judged significant, it wasn’t even that he didn’t have an opinion. He liked to look nice, the problem was that the entire issue had been hijacked by the throne he hadn’t wanted. His pride in his own looks had been taken from him and remade into something that belonged to other people. A statement about the dignity of a personage he didn’t want to be. 

Bayam had given him the luxury of digging in his heels, but Bayam wasn’t here anymore. He had often joked about his sorcerer taking care of him, and only now did he realize how much he had come to depend on the kid. To think about the things he didn’t want to think about; to stake out a space in which Sathriel could continue to be himself. 

His eyes had fixed on the stone at his feet, the place where Bayam would be lying in the other version of this room, and he closed them rather than look upon prophetic emptiness. “Probably no armor,” he forced himself to say. “I’m not used to it and it makes me fidget. A skirt: no pleats, Koloeph mentioned it isn’t fashionable in Ophana. I don’t want to look like a hick. Long sleeves and no collar on my shirt.”

Clothing appeared on him, first the one garment, then the other. It was startling to experience, even though he knew the body wasn’t really his. Just a picture in her head. It felt real to him. 

He plucked at the shirt. “Silk, not cotton.” The one became the other, but it was thin, slippery, lightweight, suited to wear to a party on the beach. “Brocade, woman!”

She jumped, and he realized everyone was still on edge. Waiting for him to react to Bayam’s death, as if he knew how. 

He couldn’t bring himself to speak gently to her, the way he would have talked to Bayam, but she probably didn’t want him to. He hadn’t really been angry; he wasn’t sure how he felt right now. “They know we’re richer than them, bigger than them. It impresses them even though they don’t want it to.”

Once she had conjured fabrics more suited to an emperor, she talked him into bracelets and anklets of gold. He wasn’t wearing shoes and neither of them suggested it: it wasn’t like he was going to walk somewhere. He couldn’t get a blister or cut his toe in someone else’s imagination. She hadn’t given him weapons and glowered when he insisted, but she had agreed to help him help her. Before anything, he must bring peace; he must put to rest the disastrous chain of destruction Necavos set in motion. To do that he needed sorcerers. He needed there to be no doubt that someone was in command and looking out for them. 

He didn’t want to be in this room, which was unwelcome to him and objectively unwelcoming. It was gloomy and threatening, and the foreigners might be inclined to associate it more with his sister’s authority. Ha’ere hadn’t traveled Barracheh as extensively as he had, but Ho’et was able to pick a memory out of his head. 

The location they agreed on was Robasoti, gazing out from the last gasp of Barracheh’s plains onto the Elandosa. Its pyramid remained defunct, and he didn’t want to tell a lie by asking the witch to light it up, but Robasoti’s citadel was awe-inspiring. From its height, it felt like you must be seeing to the end of the world. 

There wasn’t a lot of elevation in this area, the plains just beginning to transmute into the desert’s jagged hills on the western horizon. Everywhere else was low and open, the only trees within the city at his feet. Standing up here made him feel less hemmed-in by responsibilities that wouldn’t let him breathe or grieve or be at peace. 

Preparations completed, Ha’ere brought the two Ophanite sorcerers through. The sailor was startled and guarded when she saw that the venue had changed; the other one looked horrified. He even took a step back, like he thought—It didn’t matter what he thought, Sathriel had already realized nothing this man did was ever going to make sense to him. He opened his mouth, then couldn’t find his voice. 

This introduced a confused pause into the interaction, which Dolophar filled: “Sire? Is there something we can do for you?”

“I can’t accept your deal, I’m not willing to leave Barracheh, but I can get you an emperor.”

She blinked, and he was reminded that the plan was Sesuniphar’s. Geographically speaking, this woman might be closer to Sathriel than to her homeland; she hadn’t seen her brother possibly in years. He let his head turn, his eyes shift. 

“Something went wrong.” It was Ha’ere who had spoken, and he was glad she had interrupted him. If it could even be called that. 

The Ophanite man opened his mouth, then seemed to stick. His eyes darted to Sathriel before returning to the witch, and he conveyed an impression of guilt. “The Zeggabrians.”

The witch’s brow furrowed. “These are the people who wanted to make you king?”

No mention had been made of this to him, and he was outraged. As if it wasn’t his business. “Excuse me, what?”

Sesuniphar hung his head. “It all happened so fast.”

“Are you saying you are a king?” Sathriel interjected. “Of what? Who are these people?”

Right on top of him, the man’s sister demanded, “What are they talking about, Sesu?”

“It all happened so fast,” he repeated. “They wouldn’t let me tell them I had a better plan.”

So that was it. Sathriel turned away, resting his hands on the battlements as he stared at the desert. Both of the women were trying to talk, and it startled him when the sorcerer raised his voice, speaking angrily over them: “No. This isn’t how this ends. I didn’t agree to this, I’m not letting someone else decide my fate!”

Sathriel turned to face the man who had taken two steps closer to him. All of them were watching him, arrested, and it seemed as if Sesuniphar could guess what they were thinking. His eyes blazed and his chin came up defiantly. 

“I didn’t agree to this! They just put a crown on my head and knelt, I never gave them permission!”

“You think I can’t relate?” he replied, then wondered if he should have. He cleared his throat. “These are those barbarians who captured you? I thought they wanted you to be their healer or something.”

The man looked away. That flash of prideful fire had spent itself. “That was a while ago. I’m not there anymore. My mentor...” He swallowed, and it was obvious how hard it was to speak of this. “He killed some people and we got away. We took Sadil, we were on our way back to Nodarestal when this started.” A gesture to Ha’ere indicated the visions. “I tried to tell them about you, but they wouldn’t listen. They had already made a deal with the kingdom next door.”

“I don’t understand how you come into it.”

His fists clenched, but Sathriel couldn’t tell if he was angry at him for asking or at his own countrymen. “Zeggabria was Ophanite once upon a time. The macher— The pyramids,” he corrected himself. “They have them in their territories, but we shut them down when we lost control of the area. All the Sha—sorcerers left. They offered to make one of us their king to disguise how unequal this bargain is, they’re the ones getting all the benefits. They want the magic back, and in exchange, they also get a big parcel of our territory.”

“So you’re their figurehead. A symbol of compromise.”

This should have been insulting, but the man snorted and tossed his head. “That should be true, but they don’t act like it.”

“They respect you. They want you for their leader.” 

“I didn’t agree to this,” he said yet again. 

“You keep repeating that like we need convincing. You know that’s not true. You’re the one who has to make a choice. To stop following people who aren’t worthy of you. To stop letting other people decide your fate and tell you how you feel about it. To come—” He shut his teeth with a click. 

“You think Sesu is going to come to you and train your little rogue?” Dolophar exclaimed, sounding scandalized. On another day, he might have been tempted to address the delusion that caused them to insist that anything in their crummy, crumbling country was superior to his. On another day. 

“Bayam is dead.” They gasped, but he barely heard. He turned instinctively to face north and east as if he might catch sight of Ramposi, which was far too far away to see. And if he could? He could only revisit their adventures or their friendship in his memory. “He died an hour ago, defending me against the Kinship. He threw himself on a man with a knife. With his hands, because he was just a child, he hadn’t been trained, he didn’t have all of your advantages. A hundred thousand swords from one end of my empire to the other, but not a single sorcerer to defend my people. I need help, and I would give you something I value more highly than Necavos to acquire it.”

“She’s in your custody?”

He faced the sailor, feeling impatient. “What in your experience of me gives you cause to doubt I follow through on promises?”

“Wanting to do something and doing it are different things.”

“Not to me.”

He could tell this had irritated her, and she opened her mouth like she meant to complain, but her brother forestalled her. Taking a single step forward, he raised an arm in front of her as if to hold her back from the argument. “I want to agree, but I can’t give you anyone but myself. I thought I could, but no one wants to listen to me. I don’t want to make promises I know I can’t keep. I’m going to have to sneak away as matters stand.”

“You need to kill your mentor. Have him arrested if you can’t stomach it. If you’re king, you can do that kind of thing.”

The Ophanite sorcerer’s eyes went wide, like he could hardly credit that someone had suggested it. “I’m not with him anymore. I cut a deal with the people in Nodarestal to shut him out.”

Sathriel shook his head. He felt like it wasn’t his place to cast doubt on this arrangement, but it was folly to him. He had met men like that and knew of his own experience that you couldn’t turn your back on them. Not and trust that they would stay where you had put them. “Anyway.”

“How do you mean to get there?”

All of them looked at Dolophar, but it seemed to take her a minute to parse their shared surprise. 

“You think I’m going to participate in this, this—”

“I thought you didn’t want Koloeph for your emperor,” Sathriel interrupted, although he felt a fresh twinge of guilt at undermining her. She was a better leader than Ophana deserved. “She’s angry at your, your,” frustrated that he couldn’t remember what they called it, he flapped a hand, “your organization, there are going to be consequences for sailing off and abandoning your people in a time of crisis.”

“You think the Nabair will give you its sorcerers?”

That hadn’t been what he meant, but it would be silly to admit it. “I don’t see anyone else offering you a way out of the trap you put yourselves in.”

“Ophana needs its navy.”

“If she lets you come back, it will only be on your knees. She will execute your leadership to the last individual. As matters stand, you’re trapped between her and me, not a friend in the world, no safe port to drop your anchors in.”

“You think you can convince the demon to stop hunting us.”

He had no idea how he might accomplish that; he had no control over the Islanders and the situation with the Zagret families was murky at best. It would be silly to say this, too. “You can try your luck with Koloeph.”

“How is Necavos a solution?” she persisted. “What makes you think she would be willing to help?”

A thought occurred to him, and his eyes went to Sesuniphar. “How could you turn these pyramids back on in whatever-place—the people who made you king—without one of us?”

The siblings exchanged a look, seeming puzzled. “I’m not sure I understand the question, sire,” Sesuniphar said delicately. Like he was afraid of offending. 

“Don’t you need me or her to activate them? They don’t respond to anyone else’s blood.”

His brows were climbing. “We shut down our pyramids by burning away the Ambient around them while someone bends a piece of metal inside the block at the apex. To turn it back on, all that’s required is to take the block back off and put the instrument back in place.” They exchanged another look. “If we’re honest, we don’t understand why your pyramids behave differently. It seems clear your people made advances in the science since we left.”

“Oh.” He looked back toward Ramposi as it struck him all over again, the amazing things that Bayam might have done if only he’d had time.

“I’m so sorry.”

He didn’t know how to respond to this and shrugged. 

“Of course I want to help.”

His sister whipped toward him as if she had been spun. “No! Even if I consent to this, the Nabair—”

“I’m done letting people tell me what to do. You think it’s different because you love me?”

That stunned her into silence. You had the sense these were the first harsh words he had ever addressed to her. All those visits to his head, and still she hadn’t understood that he was more decisive than he liked to admit. He knew what he thought and what he wanted, he just hadn’t been willing to own up to it. It looked like something had finally changed his mind. 

“This is what Ophana needs. A proper leader. Maybe I’d like to be here to see it, but that isn’t an option, is it? It’s treason here or treason there: wherever I go, I won’t be allowed to serve the throne. In Barracheh, at least I won’t be actively participating in stealing Ophanite territories and strengthening Ophana’s enemies.”

“If Necavos agrees to this at all, you don’t think her top priority is going to be sailing our armies across the sea to take back the throne that belongs to her?”

Sathriel snorted. “My sister is proud and suffers few delusions. How hard do you think she’ll fight for the throne when she knows she’s the only one who wants her sitting on it? How bad do you think that stings, to find out the Timerians liked her, they were the only ones who did? You met her: do you see her clinging to humiliation if I give her an excuse to let go of it?”

There was a silence while everyone thought about it. It was Dolophar who protested, “You admitted you don’t have her in your custody.”

“So? It’s not like she can hide from me.”

He indicated the witch, who glared at him. He shrugged her ire off; it wasn’t his fault they were enemies, and she ought to be glad this put distance between them. Even the width of the world couldn’t make them friends again—he would never forgive her—but this solution wasn’t terminal. It was the best he could do. 

“You’ll help him hunt her down?”

Ha’ere leaned against the battlements like even her dream-self was exhausted, closing her eyes and tracing her fingers blindly across her visage. “Can we backtrack to the part where Bayam just died? How many of you can I lose before the future is set and we’re headed unstoppably for the end of everything? I don’t like this, I didn’t want to be an agent for a foreign power, but what choice are you giving me? This way, she lives.”

“It’s settled,” Sesuniphar said. He took a step forward, cutting the air with one hand. If his voice was a little shaky, still Sathriel was proud of him. “Dolophar will come home and collect me from Solisa. We can talk about getting more sorcerers from the Nabair when you make peace with the pirates.”

He opened his mouth to point out that the Ophanites were the ones engaged in piracy, then thought better of it. “How will you find us? Last I knew, you hadn’t been further south than the Islands.”

“The current leads straight to your shores. Our scouts chose to focus first on the area around the islands for strategic reasons.”

Sathriel didn’t know how boats worked; he had never even been on one. “Is it dangerous? Aren’t there... storms and stuff?”

“There are always dangers. The greatest risk is that your people sink us.”

“I’ll think about it. Do you need to know where you’re going before you start or can we,” he gestured back and forth between her and the witch, “keep in touch?”

For a moment, she just looked at him, and the lack of expression on her face gave him cause to think it had been an odd thing to say. All she eventually said was, “That would be fine, sire.”

“Good, good. Is your captain going to be a problem?”

She didn’t sigh or rub her temples wearily, but he had the sense she wanted to. “Let me deal with it.”

“Okay, so... Okay. That’s good then. So you’ll come here and—” He went so far as to swing his arms and gripped a hilt in either hand when he realized he was doing it. He shot the witch a look, begging her to find a way to end this conversation. 

“Like he said, we’ll be in contact. Do you have some kind of timeline you can give us?”

“Assuming nothing goes wrong? Two weeks, three at the outside.” 

“Assuming nothing goes wrong,” the witch repeated. 

“Two weeks, three at the outside,” Sathriel finished. His stomach flipped, and it was all he could do not to clutch at it. He almost said something else, but he would probably go back to babbling and settled for a nod. He shot the witch another look, and the Ophanites were gone. The pale blue sky and fulvous plains of Robasoti sluiced away as if washed off by a gentle rain, revealing the gloomy dark green stone of the throne room, crowded by people all watching him. 

They looked bored, and many of them had been talking quietly to one another. He saw the recognition spark in one face after another as they noticed he was back and looking at them. “They agreed to one, at least to start. If I’m going to follow through, I need to leave again at once.”

He saw the doubt on many faces and hoped someone might ask why he must be the one to hunt the previous emperor down, but no one did. “Sire, shall we accompany you?” Vedan asked. 

“I will need an honor guard and not an army, I think. I would rather spend my resources hunting out these traitors.” His eyes had gone to the figure at his feet. “But first, I need a mason. We can’t have killed them all.”

***
[image: ]


THE SENSATION OF DISLOCATION struck Dolophar before her eyes could open. This wasn’t where she was supposed to be, it was too still. It smelled all wrong, like dirt and chilly rocks. The scent of brine was as muted as the crash of waves, because the ocean was more distant than it ought to be. By the time she looked around at the room lit only by a penumbral glow, she had known what she would see: a small stone box, one slit of a window granting a view of the graying sky. Her own room, this, one she rarely visited, but Fabled had been confined to this rock indefinitely and in disgrace. 

In the near distance, a bell was ringing. She wasn’t certain whether it was that or the witch’s visit that had wakened her. She sat up, and the heavy breathing beside her hitched before resuming its steady cadence. 

A robe lay across the bed’s foot, and she grabbed it as she slipped from under the covers. She pulled it around her shoulders as she went to the window, shivering as the cool air dimpled her flesh. The day hadn’t yet begun, and it would be a while ‘til dawn; there was little to be seen. From her vantage, high up on the citadel’s northern face, she could only see a sliver of the harbor, but could see enough to note the ship coming in. 

A quiet gasp caught in her throat when she spotted the red pennant hanging from the masthead. It wasn’t usual for the Merchus to sail. To see them claiming a ship as theirs could have meant many things, but she had a theory. One second after it occurred to her, it had already blossomed into certainty. 

Tearing the robe off, she cast it away. She flung up the lid of the trunk at the foot of the bed, too urgent to do more than register with a flash of guilt the solid blow it struck the bed’s footboard. She donned her uniform with all possible speed, conscious of the eyes of the man in the bed on her. He didn’t complain that she had wakened him, rare though the opportunity was to sleep their fill, and she dared to hope he would let her go without conversation. 

As she was donning her boots, though, he said, “You’re in a rush.”

“There’s a ship coming in.”

He could hear that for himself, but Motape never bothered to say anything petty or off-topic. “As ships do here at all hours.”

It was a question, but she tried to pretend it wasn’t, going to the basin by the door to wash her face. 

“What do you know about this ship? Dolophar?”

“I don’t know anything, it’s still dark. I can barely see it.”

“What do you think you know?”

Damn the man, he wasn’t going to let her slip away. “They’re flying Merchus red.”

“Until we know who sent them, we can’t know what that means.” A fleeting pause, then he added, “But you already think you do, don’t you?”

She didn’t want to share this with anyone other than the Admiralty, but Motape had been her closest friend for more than a decade. Keeping him in the dark felt indistinguishable from lying to him. “Koloeph knows everything now, thanks to the witch. About Moshetetra and the pirates.”

“A courier sent from Mesmar? Last you knew, she was attacking the city, she hadn’t won it yet.”

She shook her head, because she couldn’t see why Ha’ere would deceive them by showing them misleading memories, but it would sound naïve to say so. Worse: it would sound like loyalty. You couldn’t be loyal to more than one institution, one cause; trying to divide your commitments would tear you apart. Dolophar belonged to the Nabair and to no other. It said a lot about her circumstances that she had to keep her thoughts secret in order to cling to that simplicity. 

“Even if she succeeds, we never declared against her.”

“So what has Mesmar to do with us? Nothing, but that isn’t the point.” 

She hated to remind him of it, and his silence spoke volumes. She hadn’t chosen to reveal anything to anyone; the witch hadn’t solicited her opinion before invading her mind and sharing everything she judged relevant with many of the people that information had most needed to be kept secret from. Everyone who knew had been looking at her funny ever since she disclosed the truth to her captain and his officers, however. Like she had made a choice, a choice to side against them. 

That wasn’t a privilege she’d been granted, not to date, but maybe this ship was just the lever she needed. She wanted to make a decision, and to reaffirm her loyalty; it wasn’t something she could do until she removed her brother from the equation. He had just handed himself to her thoughtlessly, trustingly, and if betraying him was the only way to keep him safe, so be it. 

She quit the room without speaking again, and Motape made no effort to call her back. The corridor beyond was empty at this hour and she stretched her legs, making for the nearest stair. She was glad to abandon that troubling conversation, but Motape had never let go an argument so easily; he was as relentless as he was even-tempered. She thought to wonder why he wasn’t bothering and felt an ache of pain she tried to push away. 

She found a flight of stairs and started climbing for the citadel’s summit. Dosam Gabir was a mighty fortress, a great breadth of ocean revealed from its lofty heights now the day was dawning. While she ascended, she glanced out the windows more than once, but her eyes shunned the horizon, clinging to the harbor. The ship was only just putting in, but a courier would be rushed straight in, while she might have to wait. She needed them to hear her message before they heard Koloeph’s. 

At the top of the tallest tower, she entered an anteroom, stone benches lining either wall. On its far side, a grand set of doors, closed and guarded. So early in the day, it was unlikely anyone was within, but she went right to the sailors with their swords and ceremonial uniforms. Their faces remained stoic, but she felt like their eyes were judging. As if they, too, considered her a traitor. 

“I need to speak to the Admiralty,” she told them. “I’ve had a communication from the emperor of Moshetetra. He offers peace.” He had offered more than a ceasefire with the former colony; he was giving the Nabair a way to make peace with everyone and extricate themselves from the impossible situation they had put themselves in. The fact that he didn’t realize it was immaterial. “All I need is permission to sail.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Necavos sat on the sunbaked stones at the margin of the square, watching idly as citizens came and went. She had been doing this much of the morning and her butt was starting to grow numb. She glanced at the sky, eyes searching for the sun, and when she found it, she pushed herself up with the assistance of the wall she had been leaning on. 

She walked at a measured pace down the street, letting her eyes move with casual disinterest across her fellow pedestrians. It took work not to let her shoulders draw inward defensively; Sufar was still teaching her nonchalance, which wasn’t a skill that came naturally. There were a lot of lawmen in this neighborhood, and she didn’t want them looking at her. 

Her destination lay to the south, down toward the water. With each block, the smell of seaweed and old fish increased. Half the city had been built upon the long bluff that cupped the sheltered bay, the rest on the flat half-moon fronting the harbor. Below, the port bustled with activity even with the Zagret gone. 

It disappeared from view all too soon, hidden by the buildings closer-to. With each block, they grew narrower and closer together, and the pavement ran out halfway to her destination. There were many more people afoot here, virtually no horses, and that was fine by her; they had yet to find boots for her and it was nice not to have to keep an eagle eye for piles of dung. 

She took a left onto a narrow lane not long after she found the level ground. This entire area had once been marshland, the city clinging to the hill above land that was swamped with every storm, inundated every time the moons combined to create a particularly heavy tide. Seberu had been reengineered by sorcery in an ancient era, rebuilt on a scale that was hard to credit even from amidst the changes. 

Invariably, such thoughts turned her mind to Sathriel, but the tenor of the speculation was ambivalent. There was bitterness, certainly, but she wasn’t as angry as she might have been. Her failures had become very clear to her in the weeks since Rai Selu. It was maddening, the way events had fallen out, but she had set him up to succeed. She had lined Barracheh up like dominoes for her brother to knock down and flicked the first tile for him. The situation was more her doing than his, for what comfort that was. 

Inasmuch as he may genuinely have become a leader and people genuinely wished to follow him, well, he’d had nine years to explore new experiences outside the cloistered palace. It may have given him insights and advantages, but now her turn was come. She had one resource he’d lacked, which was a tutor. 

The road she followed was heavily shadowed, walls so close you could never get a wagon through and so choked with pedestrians that, even afoot, you had to push. The crush was made all the worse by the merchants lining either side, selling wares from booths or cooking at little makeshifts stoves. The vendors raised their voices, touting their wares, but none of the cooks bothered; they didn’t need to advertise. 

Necavos watched citizens with baskets buying bread and noodles to take home. Many of them crouched around their favorite cook while they ate their noon meal right out on the street. There were restaurants in more affluent neighborhoods where people could sit down and have their food carried to them, but these places were more interesting to her. 

A few blocks into this claustrophobic market, she stopped abreast of an alley’s mouth. Sufar was waiting for her and passed a bowl of noodles to her. It was too public here, so she took the food with a silent nod. They ate with their eyes on the shoppers, Necavos thinking that, if she was making a list of family members she wished she could punch in the face, she would put her father and grandfather both ahead of Sathriel. 

Her brother shouldn’t have had to run away from home and pretend to be exiled, Necavos shouldn’t have had to lose the throne and be at war with her twin sibling, to stand within touching-distance of their citizens. 

She had yet to perceive what lessons she was taking in from these experiences, but she was certain they were there. She knew it was remaking her into a smarter person, someone who understood things the Necavos of yesterday hadn’t. Someone with a pool of knowledge to draw from, not entirely reliant on books and reports penned by other people for information. 

Once the food was gone, she handed her bowl and spoon back to Sufar, who added them to the stack on the ground beside the stove where the soup was being prepared. Together, they left the market, continuing on in the way Necavos had been heading rather than retrace her steps. When they finally emerged into daylight, free from the jostling crowds, she paused and drew a deeper breath. 

“So?” the man beside her asked. They turned west, putting their backs to the harbor. 

“I never saw anyone go in or come out.”

“Interesting.”

It was clear that he had reservations. “Is that not a good thing?”

“The family has children, they ought to be there.”

“There’s smoke coming out of the chimneys.” He grunted. 

“Maybe they’re staying in, maybe someone’s sick. Even people who aren’t trapped indoors might find reason to stay home.”

“I’d just be happier if I had some idea how many servants there are.”

“Well I’m not going to be able to give you an estimate. Based on the way they complained about the palace, I grew up in a wilderness being waited on by monkeys.”

His lips quirked. “That explains a few things.”

“You can always be replaced.”

His smile broadened and he took her hand. 

***
[image: ]


THE MAUSOLEUM LAY BETWEEN the city and what remained of the palace, in a place where it wasn’t possible to reach the royal seat without passing it. This was as it should be, and Sathriel stood with his hands on his hilts, admiring the structure. There had been a delegation of Shirad in the city come to talk to him, wishing to clarify their position. They had been eager to donate their services, and he wasn’t certain a tomb had ever been constructed more quickly. 

It was beautiful, and he felt satisfied as he studied it. He had no idea where they had acquired the stone; come to that, he had no idea where they got the tools. That probably wasn’t the sort of thing one traveled with. 

A priest went past, and the smoke from the burning lump of resin they were carrying stung his eyes. He blinked hard several times, wondering if it was wrong that he wasn’t crying. Their parents had taught them, from a young age, that emperors didn’t weep, and it had only been a period of weeks since he began to wonder if he ought to be following every directive his family issued him. Twenty-five years was a long way down the line to start questioning whether the people who put you together might have done it incorrectly. 

He stood alone, proud of the front row of mourners, but the tomb was practically hidden by the army of priests and priestesses who had turned up for the funeral. Adherents of Zagur, and of Yalnai, who showed men her face in magic, were most prominent, but they weren’t the only ones present. Bayam had belonged to all Barracheh; everyone mourned his passing. 

The ceremony was ongoing, and he let it wash over him, paying no heed. What need had they to commend this boy to the gods, after everything he did for the empire in a few brief months? He had been a hero, and the gods must have had a fine place awaiting him in Achepari Naru. 

There were thousands of people arrayed behind him; he felt alone. He went to his knees and bowed his head, setting his swords on the ground before him. He wanted to address a prayer to his friend, issue him some promise, but nothing occurred to him. Bayam would have wanted him to prosper, to be the emperor Bayam dreamed of, but thinking about the future and about what he meant to do made him want to vomit. He felt like a traitor to the friend who died for him. 

The funeral would go on for as long as Sathriel chose to linger. He had no idea how many of the thousands surrounding him were here more to pay tribute to the deceased, how many to watch him grieve. It was something he had never fully understood until Bayam forced him to: it didn’t matter how he conceived of himself in the privacy of his head, Sathriel Courage Wintertime belonged to the people of Barracheh. Whether they believed that he and Bayam had been lovers, master and servant, friends or brothers, this drama was fascinating to them. His pain was much of what made it interesting. 

He did stand up eventually, gripping his swords loosely in one hand. When he moved forward, the priests parted to let him pass, falling back. He placed his free hand flat against the stone, leaning in until his brow rested on the tomb. “I don’t know what to say to you, except that I wish you were here. I thought we had so much time and I’ll never not think about all the things we might have done together.”

So saying, he turned away. His seraphim stood in a row, aristocrats behind them. Ha’ere was to the fore, as she deserved: she had known him, which was more than the rest could claim. 

As he went to join them, he said, “We leave tomorrow morning. You have your orders.”

Desysyn put a hand on his shoulder as they turned back toward the palace. “My people are ready to leave today. It will make it easier if our parties aren’t tangled up in one another.”

“As you will. I’ll be heading first for Ranemras, since I have no idea where she might choose to attack. Assuming it’s not burning, I’ll make my way north from there.”

“I mean to travel with all possible speed. We look forward to seeing you, even if the circumstances could be better.”

He knew that by ‘we,’ the Shia meant himself and the daughter Sathriel had agreed to marry, a girl of sixteen whom he’d never even seen. As if facing this foreign invasion hadn’t been alarming. It seemed impossible Desysyn wouldn’t find a way to make certain they went ahead and wed while Sathriel was in his province. The fact that he would have a wife two months from now was no less strange than anything else had been in the last few days. 

The older man stopped, going to one knee and pressing Sathriel’s hand to his brow. He didn’t draw the moment out, having the tact to grasp, both that the day belonged to Bayam, and that Sathriel felt deeply ambivalent about their bargain. He was on his feet and on his way a minute later, and Sathriel continued on toward the palace with the rest. 

No one commented on Sulamar’s departure, but they must already know about the situation with the empress or have guessed. Desysyn had done more for him than anyone else, and it might be no one faulted Sathriel for handing him so significant a payout, but it crossed his mind that he needed to make promises to the rest of them. They had come to him to ensure the empire lived, but of course they were hoping there might be more personal rewards accruing to their loyalty. 

He nodded to himself as he climbed the palace steps, averting his eyes from the place where Bayam died. He had been distant since he met them, disturbed by Necavos’s death and then by her treachery; he’d paid very little mind to them, but the time had come. What Bayam had wanted more than anything was that he rule. Even back when that was treason, he had dreamed of it. 

Drawing a deep breath, he let out a sigh and told his friend, I’ll see you soon. Hopefully, between now and then, you’ll be pleased with what I make of what you gave me. Out loud: “Let’s find somewhere we can sit down and have a drink while you tell me how things are in your provinces.”

***
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THEY WAITED UNTIL THE middle of the afternoon to hit their next target, because that was the time of day when people were least attentive. Their marks would be waking but paying little mind to their surroundings. At night, Sufar had taught her, people were aware that they were vulnerable. It caused them to listen warily to every noise, analyzing it for danger. In the afternoon, people ignored things that would have wakened them in a sweat in the hours of darkness. 

The place they would be visiting was Sufar’s old employer, whom he hated with a passion Necavos had totally failed to appreciate. Whether she should have known was open to debate: the man was a spy, keeping secrets was the next thing to a raison d’etre. Still she felt very fortunate to have him on her side, which she wasn’t convinced she had earned, let alone deserved. She felt like he’d been waiting all his life, not even to be saved, but simply for someone to fail to fail him. 

Their destination was a massive block of rose-hued granite, sitting on the bluff that looked down on the rest of the city. All the Timerian houses did, although their businesses were mostly to be found within the stuffy, flat tangle that was the poorer districts. You could see a long way from up here, but Necavos kept her back to the view. She didn’t like to look upon the terraforming or the breakwater that had made of this inhospitable, flooded patch of lowland one of the greatest ports in the world, bearing witness as these things did to the might of sorcery. 

Sufar let them in through a side door leading into the parts of the mansion devoted to the servants. Necavos held her breath as she slipped inside, but the house remained quiet. The man in front of her had frozen just beyond the threshold, as soon as he cleared a path for her. She felt as if he wasn’t just being careful; something about the set of his shoulders spoke to tension out of the ordinary. He had passed the whole of his life breaking the law and wasn’t going to be shaken by the novelty like Necavos sometimes was. 

She had expected that they would press further in and was confused when they stayed where they were. Sufar’s head cast back and forth as if he was looking for something, but they were standing in a pantry: it wasn’t likely to tell them anything interesting. It walls were lined by shelves busy with tools and bags of stuff, and Necavos had spent enough time in spaces like this by now to say with authority that none of this was sinister or mysterious. 

The man beside her raised a hand in caution. He shot a look at her, face tense, then seemed to check, a spasm of frustration crossing his features. She knew he had been about to tell her to stay here before he remembered how she responded when he tried to give her orders. For a person not born to command, he was remarkably bossy. 

They moved out of the room on quiet feet, ears peeled for noise elsewhere in the household. From within, it wasn’t as dead as it had seemed from the street: she could hear the sound of voices on the second story, loud and cheerful. Necavos told herself they must have been wrong to worry, but when she looked at Sufar, he seemed more anxious than ever. She squinted at the walls and floor of the windowless, undecorated corridor, trying to spot what she was missing. What he had seen that she hadn’t. 

He hooked a right at the first intersection they came to, Necavos wearing her puzzlement openly: the route he chose was leading them deeper into the portions of the palace belonging to the servants, not the family. If they actually meant to rob these people, it wasn’t where they needed to be, and the folks who worked here were more likely to be present and active during daylight than those who lived here. 

She made to protest and gagged as the stink of putrefaction flooded her mouth. She clutched his elbow convulsively, and he cast a look at her but didn’t slow. He had already been aware of it. 

At the next door they came to, Sufar gripped the nob. Necavos jerked back on the arm she held because she didn’t want to witness whatever lay beyond. Again, he looked at her but didn’t stop. He had once been an intimate to this household; he had known these people half his life. It was no wonder he couldn’t rest until he understood what had happened here. 

But he opened the door, took one look into the room beyond, and closed it with a thump. His skin was ashen, even his lips too pale. His eyes had fixed on the length of wood ahead of him, but it was obvious he was still seeing whatever lay beyond. 

When he just went on standing there, she whispered, “Sufar? What is it?”

The conversation they could just hear in the near distance swelled, as if a door had opened, a raucous scream of merriment echoing down from upstairs. It shook Sufar from his reverie, and she saw him rock where he stood as thought returned to him. He grabbed her upper arm with uncomfortable strength as if he meant to drag her bodily away, and Necavos shook off his grip, baring her teeth at him. “There’s a reason you can’t tell me what’s happening?”

“I had a funny notion where we both don’t get killed while we stand around chatting,” he said through his teeth. 

“You can’t talk and walk simultaneously?”

“What do you think, Didi? A group of people as wealthy as they are despised walked off and left their children and servants in possession of their treasure. Did you imagine we were the only people capable of realizing we might take advantage of the situation?”

Her mind was filling in the blanks for him, but she pushed the knowledge away. She couldn’t stand to be in such proximity to the truth when she was still within this building, too. Nausea was tickling her throat, choking her, and she couldn’t have spoken around the constriction had she known what to say that might change anything. 

They had only made it halfway back to the door they entered through when footsteps sounded on the stairs. There wasn’t a door close enough they could duck out of the corridor without running, making a clamor that might alert people to their presence. Necavos felt a flash of outright panic: being perceived and being killed seemed indistinguishable. The people who were upstairs making merry had to be the villains who did... whatever they did, taking their ease with the spoils their villainy awarded them. 

The hallway they were in seemed to run parallel to the front of the house, so that they were under the main stair here. It crossed their heads at a perpendicular as it led toward what was probably a lavish vestibule. They froze pressed against the wall as what sounded like two people descended the stair, making no attempt to go quietly. 

As they reached the level, Sufar gave her a meaningful look, nodding his head pointedly. She went in the direction indicated, back the way they came, as the sound of footsteps clattered against a stone floor nearby. The other people weren’t exiting the residence, but the sound of their footsteps wasn’t growing louder, and she realized they must be circling the stair’s base in the same direction, a mere one-hundred eighty degrees dividing them. A door opened, and she heard the thud of feet on wooden risers as someone trotted downward, descending into the basement she hadn’t known was here. 

They hit the vestibule, tiled in marble beneath a gaudy chandelier. Necavos’s instinct was to hang back, shy of the large space where their footsteps—even the quiet shushing of their clothing as they moved—echoed off the vaulted ceiling. 

Sufar, however, stretched his legs, making for the entrance to the residence. He went to and through the doors, opening both and leaving them gaping. Outside, a gate gave access to a slip of yard, and he left it open as well. 

She had been trying to breathe shallowly, as if it could hide them from the murderers within, and drew a gasping breath as her foot landed on the pavement. She had paused at the curb, but Sufar hadn’t, and she had to trot a few steps to catch him. “We have to tell someone! Stealing from people, fine, but—”

“That’s why I left the doors open, one of the neighbors will see and hopefully send the lawmen to investigate.”

“We can’t just walk away,” she protested. 

“If we tell the authorities what we found, they’re going to ask what we were doing there ourselves.”

“I have a responsibility to these people—”

“Which you’re fulfilling in the only way open to you! Sometimes you can’t walk a straight line, there isn’t a path available. Someone will see soon enough. It’s the middle of the day, there are other people out—”

It was all he had a chance to say before the strident tweeting of a whistle interrupted him. Sufar took to his heels, Necavos right behind him. They made immediately for the port, not discussing a direction or even trying to stick together. This was a talk they’d had early on: how to run. Look for crowds, narrow streets, lower visibility, hopefully somewhere your fellow pedestrians won’t leap out of the lawman’s way on the assumption that you deserve to be caught. 

The neighborhood where they had started was the absolute worst sort of place to lose oneself, broad the lanes, few the people, everyone keen to point the way because her ratty clothing told them she didn’t belong here. Only a few made a grab for her, though, and Necavos dodged their hands and ran on. 

She ran until her feet ached, each breath scraping her lungs like wind on a sandy beach. The buildings closed in around her, and the sudden shade was comforting. The capillary lanes were more populous, forcing her to slow while she jinked around other pedestrians. No one was mounted here, and a few people cursed at her, but no one shouted at her back, telling her to stop. More than once, someone catcalled or cheered, entertained by the spectacle. 

Finally, she dodged into an alley, where she bent over and braced her hands on her knees. Struggling to catch her breath, she peered around the corner she’d just rounded. She saw nothing but normal people going about their business. Some of them were looking at her, mildly interested, but most hadn’t bothered. No lawmen, no eddies in the crowd such as might be caused by someone trying to push against the flow among people not keen to make way for them. 

Letting go a shaky sigh, she set off north, making for the house where they were staying. She felt confident Sufar had also escaped—he had experience—and didn’t spare more than a thought for him. That someone had murdered an untold number of innocents was horrible, but it also complicated her efforts. People were going to be more watchful once word started going ‘round. They weren’t going to just lock the doors and feel confident in their security, not anymore: no more walking in the back in the middle of the afternoon and making off with an armload of movables. 

The lawmen were going to react as well. They worked for the local Satray and weren’t going to count Timerian lives high up the list of priorities, but murder was still murder. Sufar hadn’t let her look into the room; she didn’t know how many people had been killed but knew it must be more than one. No one dedicated to maintaining order would dismiss that because they didn’t care about the victims personally. Not in a wealthy neighborhood like that. 

Her pulse was slowing to something approaching normal, and she kicked her feet while she walked. It had been a distressing interlude, but she tipped her chin back, looking at the stripe of sky visible above, telling herself that setbacks were inevitable. Having a neat idea was all well and good, but it was overcoming failures that was meaningful. She had chosen to do this in pursuit of revenge and because it was the only means by which she could help to redress a wrong of her making, but she meant to do more than atone: she was here to learn. She wanted to be the sort of leader who saw obstacles before arriving at them. 

She made a mental note to ask Sufar if he had lost anyone to the tragedy back at the mansion and almost leapt out of her skin when she realized he was walking next to her. “Okay?”

Probably she could have found a better way to put it, but he didn’t take insult or tear up. “I will never say no one deserves that, but the people who did aren’t here.”

“Well, let’s teach them better.”

It was nice to startle him. “After this—”

“We’re obviously going to have to be more careful, it doesn’t mean we just give up.”

The look he gave her was flat, but he didn’t go on arguing. “This just got a lot more difficult. So you know.”
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