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To anyone learning to untangle the good of their family from the harm, without suffocating beneath the weight of it all. You are not alone.

 

And to my brothers.


CHAPTER ONE

their city to sink

I TAP MY REMAINING fingers against the ferry’s railing—six nails and two stubs; the dark, rainbow-laced strands of my aurora tissue crisscrossing like fishnets over them. The motion makes no sound, lost to the waves or the wind or just the phantom reality I seem to originate from. The ferry chugs along without regard to it all, tossing steam out the funnels on its roof as it slowly closes in on our destination. The city of Venalt looms before us, a mass of uneven buildings that seem to rise straight out of the enormous Altice Bay.

Tavish’s hand drifts across the railing, jerking back as my nails accidentally meet his skin. “Och.” His diamond voice is as sharp and brilliant as ever despite the four hundred miles south that we’ve come from the old seat of his family’s power. “You’re having a time of it.”

“It’s nothing.” I grunt, trying to shift my focus from my anxious fingers to the mild, salty wind brushing under my heavy cowl and through my braids. It only makes me all too aware of how the fabric of my slit black robe doesn’t rustle, even when the scarlet trim flares and dances over the tops of my boots. The strings of my high, lace-up collar twist just as silently. Through the lacework of the sheer fabric, the visible aurora-made fishnets on my chest look like nothing more unnatural than colorful threads against my brown skin. My fingers go back to their soundless tapping.

Tavish doesn’t need to hear them to look unconvinced. “You’re certain?”

“Really, it’s nothing,” I repeat.

Lavender meows in disagreement and pokes her silvery-grey head out of the pack on my shoulder. The chubby little cat gives one look at the rolling waves and pulls back inside with a soft, grumbled growl as she repositions herself. She’s taken to this lifestyle better than I expected. Better than I have, at least. Though, I’m composed partially of a hermit who spent his whole life in nearly the same place, so I suppose that’s a low bar.

“Is it now? You’re not even the slightest bit anxious?” Tavish’s brow pinches. He looks like the picture of a princeling even after six weeks spent on the road, telephoning our news to every city established as having an aurora, sending letters and radio messages where the long-distance wires haven’t been laid, and becoming a traveling enforcement when our messages are ignored. His ginger curls twirl gracefully around his ears, his crisp silver-and-blue suit a perfect fit over his plump, poised body, and his plaid half cloak arranged just right to hide the sauce stain he acquired on his right shoulder a few days ago.

I want to grab his face in both hands and kiss him just for looking like this—for looking like this and agreeing to be mine. But right now that want is blanketed by exhaustion and my thrumming anxiety and something tight that’s beginning to feel a bit like guilt. Tavish chose to come with me, chose to be mine. But here I’ve been, dragging him from place to place with more and more rush and less and less joy, and perhaps it hasn’t worn him down yet, but it’s certainly wearing me down. “I just wish we knew what we were up against here.”

“Our letters might have simply been lost or misdirected. With their telephone lines damaged and so few ships coming to and from the city, their mail system must be strained.” Tavish picks at the edges of his finger—not bloody yet but starting to redden. “Besides, it’s been nearly a decade since my brother and I last visited. Things could have changed. They may not even have the aurora anymore—the coastal one nearest here went missing a few years back—or it might have already faded away.”

“Then we’d have come for nothing.”

Half of me—the human half that merged with me to become this new form, both human and aurora all at once—uncoils his subconscious from mine, leaving our minds running just separately enough that we can think our own thoughts for the moment. Within our shared mental space, he nudges me gently. ‘We’re doing all we can.’

His voice in our head feels huskier and warmer than my aurora one. His statement should calm me. But it doesn’t. We tap at the railing all the harder, our hands aching to bounce something between them despite the stubs of our right fingers proving time and time again that they just can’t quite manage it anymore. It hasn’t been enough.

‘No,’ he agrees with a rush of pain and sorrow.

The death of the aurora we lost in the city of Zarencia still echoes in our head; the way its melodic vibrations turned into a lament as it faded away, still grasping at us, its energy snapping out too suddenly for us to replenish as its people clutched their remaining few ignits like it was their lives on the line and not the aurora’s. The other dozen auroras whose cities and countries and caretakers we’ve convinced to save them don’t make up for it.

My human half feels the sentiment as though it’s his. ‘It’s not supposed to be enough.’

The truth of that pounds in me like a heartbeat: steady, eternal until death, and perhaps a bit past death as well. Doing a certain amount of good is not a free pass to stop caring the rest of the time. It’s just becoming so hard to care this much and not have the power to solve every problem, to fulfill every need.

What if we fail again? It’s a whisper in the back of our head, just as much mine as my other half’s.

‘We have to try anyway. We don’t have a better option.’

Our agreement slips us back into one person, no we any longer, only an I made of two parts so thoroughly woven together that no thought or will or want can be attributed to either of us any more or any less than the other, the way two mixed paints become a fully unique color. The more time I spend like this, an absurd compilation of two individuals with two pasts and one future, the more I piece through the gaps of my hazy aurora memory. I still can’t quite recall my aurora life before the mangrove, not in scenes or even flashes, but I have a sense of who I was: Of wanting something fully and aggressively at odds with the world. Of being willing to die for it.

Behind us, two uniformed guards shout, “Hippocamp sighted off starboard!” and “Get everyone inside!”

“These hippocamps were the animals causing the telephone line damage and the lower number of ferry crossings?” I ask Tavish.

He turns toward the cabin with me, his cane clicking before him. “Aye. We don’t get them as far north as Mara, and they’re usually rare even here, but when they do come out, they’re said to be vicious things.”

One of the guards waves us and the other three parties toward the windowed cabin at the ferry’s center. “For your safety, please proceed indoors until we’ve reached the harbor.”

As the other passengers hurry toward the cabin, I catch the grunt of a nearby woman—human, by the looks of her—to her friend, who could be a very dehydrated finfolk or perhaps some other species I’m unfamiliar with. “Seems there’s just more and more of the bastards at every turn.”

The pair continues to mutter in concern as they find seats in the nearly empty ferry cabin. One of the guards climbs the top of it, perching among the steam stacks to scowl at the waves while another continues to motion Tavish and me inside. Confusion tightens his features as he focuses beneath my cowl.

I tug it down a bit farther. Part of me yearns to see the shock on his face, the recognition now that, for the first time in my life, I’m someone worth knowing of—even if much of the world still thinks I’m an overexaggeration or a straight-up myth. But this doesn’t seem like a good time to roll the dice on whether his final reaction to me will be awe or fear.

This hippocamp must worry him more than a stranger with rainbow tips pointing his incisors and flashes of color gleaming in his eyes, because he quickly turns his gaze back to the sea, hand hovering over the pistol at his waist. I give a final look at the choppy waves with the city looming ahead and follow the other passengers inside. The guard closes the door after us.

Across the barely populated room, a woman scolds her son in hissed shouts.

Tavish flinches at her raised voice. He tucks himself against the cabin wall, his back straight and his chin held high. “It’s a bit odd.”

It takes me a moment to pick up his train of thought. “The hippocamps?”

“Yes—them coming this close to the city, being willing to attack a ship this large. Though I suppose I hadn’t exactly taken the common ferry during visits here as a teenager. Alasdair was arranging trade agreements, after all, and Sheona was there. We had to look the part. Well, he did. I had to be silent and pretend Mother hadn’t sent me along just to get me out of her sight.” He quiets in a way that holds weight, as though his emotions are trying to be loud enough to break free of the sound barrier. A slow, trembling breath leaves him. “I suppose we’ll never get to conduct that wonderful ritual again.”

You don’t regret killing her, do you? I want to ask. Or perhaps, Does her death still hurt, even after all she put you through? But those feel like too big of questions for ferries and hotel rooms, as though in order to utter them, we need to be settled and at peace, not scrambling in a panic from one city to the next, never staying more than a night or two anywhere. “Why did you stop coming?”

“Apparently Venalt decided branching into ignation wasn’t worth the price if they were only receiving it as a loan.” The tension in his body releases slightly as he thinks, his unfocused gaze adding to his contemplative expression. “It was peculiar, though. Alasdair seemed to be getting along so well with everyone that last trip. He spent an entire weekend talking through design possibilities with one of their brightest engineers—she’s the daughter of the family I addressed our letters to, in fact. I was sure he’d converted them all to the idea by the end of it.”

He only names Alasdair as the star of this scenario, but I can’t imagine he wasn’t wooing the city alongside his older brother, even as a teenager. Though perhaps I believe that only because I never saw the two of them together. The Findlays did have quite a way of cutting each other down.

Now there’s only Tavish left, the strongest of the diamonds.

“But the city chose not to work with your family after?” I ask.

“As far as anyone told me. Mother could still blame my exclusion from company affairs on my youth then, and at sixteen, I still believed her.”

“She was a silt-breather.”

“Aye.” His lips twitch, but I can’t tell if it’s up or down. For a moment, he seems to struggle to find something to say, his mouth moving soundlessly before he finally settles on a rush of “Do you think the hippocamps have left us?”

A gunshot answers him. Four or five more fire in rapid succession, overlapping in a rain from two different weapons. The other passengers go quiet, edging away from the windows. A tremor runs through the boat, and a man outside screams.

Tavish’s face pales. “What was that?”

“I’m going to check. Hold her majesty.” I shove Lavender’s pouch at him, already halfway out the door before he responds with a weak insistence that I be safe.

The Venalt harbor is so close now—mere minutes away—but minutes might be too long.

Water spills across the deck on one edge where the railing has splintered beneath the mass of an almost equine creature with a sharklike tail where a horse’s back legs would have been. It’s grey but for spotty, white, porous ridges along its neck and back. Its stubby front legs dig into the flooring, using armored, two-toed hooves that are twisted and sharpened into talons at the ends. It bites down on the foot of a screaming human guard, its pointed teeth jutting in crooked layers out the sides of its severe, equine-shaped face. With a heavy jerk, it tugs the man back toward the water. He catches the splintered rail with both arms. His companion—a harpy, I think—struggles to reload their pistol, the crown of white feathers along their head and arms flaring and shuddering every time their clawed fingers fumble. Something snaps: either the screaming guard’s foot or the wood.

A rush of determination and anxiety courses through me. Beneath it lurks my old indifference: this isn’t my fight, these creatures aren’t my enemy. But it’s my world—a world I care about. And that makes it my fight.

I sprint across the deck in three great strides, sliding against the railing as I wrap my arms around the falling human guard. With a groan, I lock the thumb of my partial hand into his pants and drag him back toward the deck. The harpy leans around us, firing at the creature still clamped onto the human’s leg.

Each shot makes me cringe. It’s just an animal—a hungry, aggressive, dangerous animal, but my monstrous pets waiting for me back in the Murk have been the same at one time or another. Killing the hippocamp for doing what comes natural to it isn’t justice. Most of the bullets skid off the crocodile-like armor that covers its body, though. The one that does embed between the plates only makes it bite down harder. This time, it’s definitely the bone that crunches, blood welling around the creature’s teeth.

My new boots have a slight heel on them, courtesy of a very attractive boutique manager in Eyrr; if I can kick at the eyes of one of the hippocamps just right, it might startle enough to release its prey. My massive one-eyed croc, Sheila, would’ve given me death stares for a week for this, but it’s less destructive than a bullet, and another snap of the creature’s jaws could cut the man’s foot off.

I swing my leg over the edge of the boat in preparation. Before I can kick, a faint rhythm hits me from the direction of Venalt, catching in my chest and making my aurora threads vibrate. No one else seems to hear the peculiar song—no one but the hippocamp.

Its eyes roll back and it seizes up, a sound like a waterlogged shriek coming from it. It releases the man’s foot, dropping fully into the sea with a splash. As the boat continues to chug onward, its bow cresting into the harbor, I spot the hippocamp’s head breaching the surface behind us, watching. Just watching.

The song continues to sweep softly through me. It slides into the background, fitting itself just left of my heart, a steady secondary beat that aligns lightly with my own. I stretch out with my aurora threads, searching for its source. The singing aurora seems to shift through a fog somewhere within the bowels of the city ahead. It reaches back, weaker than I, but no less inquisitive. We can’t quite lock hands, though, still too distant to touch.

But it’s here. And for now, it’s alive.

The harpy drops to their knees on the deck beside me, putting pressure on the other guard’s wound as the man hisses through gritted teeth.

I drag myself away from the edge and stand. “Can I help?”

The harpy doesn’t even lift their head. “Are you a doctor?”

“No.” It feels useless just to watch—all this power in me and I can do nothing.

The harbor cradles our ferry as we chug toward one of the long docks that extend from Venalt’s magnificent promenade. The city’s ornate structures seem to float on the deep-blue bay, stones of a burnished tan forming majestic, multistory buildings; archways and pillars and domes dominating everything with their red, gold, and marble accents. Water channels twist through the city, just as plentiful as the streets and bridges.

Even with most of the structures pressed together, each one maintains a unique form with differing heights and slightly altered styles: lines of archways with clover patterns cut atop, verandas held out by gracefully curved supports, flower boxes of blooming vines that spill down the sides of buildings, and rooftop gardens of fruit trees. Everything seems fashioned in multiples of three, from the geometric, carved patterns to the window bars on the external metal elevators that drop straight into the water once empty of air-breathing passengers and return with seated mer.

In the channels, motor crafts zip around slim boats with upturned bows and sterns, their drivers pushing them forward with long poles. Far larger ships of a similar style fill the port we’re aimed toward. One of them pulls past us, sleek and fast, bearing cargo strapped to its deck. Another watches at the edge of the port with cannons out, manned by the same uniformed guards I spot along the city’s edge, all warily watching the water with the help of small barricades and large guns.

Tavish emerges from the cabin with the other passengers, apologizing as his cane bumps the sides of boots and calves. We echo the familiar call we’ve exchanged since first meeting, but when he says my name, his diamond voice sounds more anxious than normal, and my reply of “Here” comes softer and gruffer than I mean it to.

I glance through the group that awaits us on the dock, a scattered mix of two-legged species and a few mer in wheelchair-style arrangements. “Who lives in this city, other than the harpies?”

Tavish makes a noise in the back of his throat that could be a laugh or a snort. “I’m not exactly the person to ask. Every species is the same dark on dark to me unless you set them against a strong backlight, and I’ve only been physically intimate with a few of them.”

“A few in this city?”

His lips peek up at the ends. “Only one whom I got very far with. What was I meant to do at sixteen in a foreign city with no responsibilities or recreation, except try to sleep with someone?”

The soft tease that enters his voice makes my heart warm. I drop my nose into his hair, my lips brushing his temple. “Anyone I should be jealous of?” I lower my voice, curling my words around the edges. “Anyone I should try to seduce?”

“Well…” Tavish smirks. The ferry’s gangplank slams down with a sound like a gunshot, and his expression drops as he jerks so hard his head smacks my nose.

Three people rush on board with a gurney, shouting for the little crowd of passengers to stay back, but I keep watching Tavish, my chest tightening. “Are you all right—”

“Would you retrieve the luggage, please?” He cuts me off.

I stare at him a moment longer, but he seems stable, his chin raised and his fingers locked around his cane handle. “Okay.”

By the time I balance my light duffle and Tavish’s two massive suitcases with my missing fingers, the injured crew member has been carried off the boat. Tavish and I move slowly up the dock, the other passengers dispersing ahead of us. They all seem to be locals with known destinations.

“I thought Venalt was meant to be a tourist city?” Based on what little I heard of it back in the Murk, people came from across the continent for its engineering feats and great wealth of art, their open acceptance of all species, making it a safe and peaceful escape. I think of the ferry crewmember with his mangled foot. Perhaps safe is no longer the right word. “Is the threat of the hippocamps really that bad?”

Tavish’s face pinches in thought. “Perhaps. I certainly remember the docks being louder. Busier, too, I imagine.”

“Odd.”

Despite the lack of tourists, the place still boasts a wider array of sapient species than I’ve seen almost anywhere else these past six weeks. A pair of satyrs with their slightly bowed humanlike legs and curling horns argue over a catch of fish with a harpy whose flowing top reveals his long arm feathers ruffling in agitation. Three short people with pointed ears and cat eyes shove a cart past them, veering it too hastily toward the dock’s edge. A mer slips out of the water to catch their spilled box before it can make a splash. Along them all rush the always prevalent humans, infiltrating themselves into the cracks of every community possible.

“What is this species called that’s pixie-like but stouter?” I lower my voice, feeling a little rude asking so close to them, but a lot ruder not knowing in the first place.

“Ah, the kabalos. Three of the greatest thieves alive are known for being kabalos. Strange, how their greatest engineers and leaders and artists never seem to be known for their race, isn’t it?”

My skin crawls, the slight hints of my Murkling facial features a stark contrast to my otherwise river-born appearance, neither of them letting me find a home that didn’t squeeze me between the margins. “We can never just stop, can we?”

 “I’d say the bias was only natural, but we clearly aren’t born with it,” Tavish says, his smile bitter. It slips into a sigh. “This city does better than most, though. Their nereids’ community happily took in a fair number of finfolk when things first went poorly for them back ho—” He seems to catch himself on the word, his voice losing its strength as he quickly transitions to “back in Mara.”

I cringe. If I hadn’t dragged him along with me, how close would he be to finding a new home by now?

As we reach the end of the dock, we step from wood to stone to something else entirely. It runs in lines through the flooring’s massive tan slabs. Shimmers of gold and streams of scarlet curl through the opaque and almost porous material.

“Do you know what this is that supports their stonework?” I ask.

“It’s called corelium,” Tavish replies. “These waters produce it naturally in great chunks that sit at the surface. It’s incredibly strong yet floats even when holding quite a bit of weight. Mother initially wished to trade the ignation for it flat out, but her offer was too steep, and apparently the hippocamps have a kind of obsession with it—they consume it during their mating ritual or something.”

“They eat the corelium? But it’s so solid.” I glance back out to the sea, the thrum of the aurora’s song still humming in my chest. That must be another reason why it’s keeping the predators out.

“Something in their saliva breaks it down, I believe? I’m sure someone here has a better explanation. What we are truly in need of, though, are directions.”

Glancing along the nearest buildings, I find a sign for a tourism center. Beneath the words in large, bold font are the three most prominent linguistic variations—one which mirrors closely to the Murk’s local languages—but they must have been put up a few generations past because even the more isolated communities like those bordering my no-man’s land learn the trade tongue as children now. The sign’s metal is studded with clovers, and the vines from the flower box in the window above it creates a manicured border. I spot a map through the open doorway.

The harpy woman at the front desk startles from her book when we enter. A confused but eager smile spreads across her face. “Welcome. What can I do for you?”

Tavish straightens his already perfectly fitted suit jacket. “Where might we find a directory? We’re looking for the home of Benetta and Agnese Viscardi.”

“Ah, I don’t know the house myself, but I can tell you Benetta Viscardi passed a few years back, and her wife before her, I think?” She taps the spine of her book to her lips: a religious text, it looks like, titled The Three Great Prophecies and What They Mean for You. “They used to live in one of those big places just outside the foundation’s edge, though—the whole loop is a really nice spot if you’re here long enough to check them out.”

Tavish hums softly. “Is their daughter, Fiordelise, still here?”

The woman’s enthusiasm dims for barely a moment. “Chancellor Fiordelise, now; got elected by the Institute last year. You can find her there, if you manage an appointment.”

“What about a hotel? The Grandavair, perhaps?” Tavish asks. “We’d like to refresh.”

I cringe at the implication that this will take us long enough to need a place to sleep, but with all I’ve dragged Tavish around, perhaps a day of rest is in order. “Nothing too expensive,” I add.

“The last of the bigger hotels closed last month, but there’s a couple little places still open. The one off Opaque Channel and Stiletto Street would be closest to the Institute.”

“Thank you,” Tavish says, his brow only slightly creased.

As he walks out, I pause at the map of the city. I find the Opaque Channel—one of the six primary channels with dozens of smaller ones intersecting them—and Stiletto Street, then work my way inward, up the Celeste Channel to an outlined patch of the city, a little off from the midpoint, with the foundation center scribed in delicate letters. What Tavish has informed me is that the city’s three governing bodies sit equidistant along its borders: the Citadel, the Basilica, and our destination, the Institute.

We find one of the small hand-propelled boats—gondolas, the sign informs me—and I pay our way with the small silver coins we traded for on the coast. Each time we switch currency, our once-overflowing purse seems to shrink exponentially. What we have left barely jingles.

Tavish waits to one side as I load our luggage. “If you would.” He holds his arm out. “As much as I love these channels, I’d prefer not to go swimming at the moment.”

“Later then—some midnight streaking?” I tease, taking his hand and helping him into the boat. “Have you gotten to shift at all since Alfhouat? You must be dying for it.”

He stiffens, and his jaw works. With one hand, he finds the selkie brooch attached to his collar, the ignation shimmering softly within. “No, I’m fine. We’ll be busy, and then we’ll be gone. I’d rather not have to… fit it in.”

“All right.” I don’t want to feel guilty, but I do, the sensation tingling in my fingers and tugging at my gut.

Tavish sets Lavender’s pouch in his lap and leans back against the boat’s cushioned side. His thumb drifts toward my leg, lingering against it in a way that reminds me just how long it’s been since we found the time to fuck. “This is nice,” he whispers.

“The trip must remind you of Maraheem, being on and near the sea again?” There’s certainly something about the smallness of the boat and the tight channels that make me think of the rivers at home.

Tavish doesn’t respond.

I stare up as our gondola slips beneath a covered bridge of sweeping tan archways and embossed stone sprouting sculptures so precariously that it seems they’ll fall on us at any moment. “There’s so much rock here, though, it hardly seems like a city built on one spec of a submerged knoll.”

Our driver holds aside the veil of vines that drops from the far edge of the bridge, and we pull back into the morning sunlight, the high buildings on all sides once again. When I lean over the side of the boat, I find a mirror world gleaming below, merfolk swimming between structures that go down two and three stories in places, dark sea beneath them. Swirling bioluminescent lights glimmer between sealed electrical bulbs, giving their waterlogged undercity a hazy, sleepy feeling where it tucks into the shadows of the buildings above.

Lavender rustles her way out of her pouch to peer at the water with me. Her tail flicks back and forth as she watches two mer-children play—nereids, I assume—snatching and throwing their spear-shaped toy with their pair of thick, tentacle-like legs while they accent their spoken mer language with simple hand motions.

I kiss the top of the cat’s head. “Those aren’t your kind of fish, your majesty.”

She gives an annoyed merp as I scoop her to my lap, but settles there in a happy ball, tail still flicking as I pet her.

We watch between the buildings as we pass tighter channels with doorsteps right on the water, a small second-story park of orange trees in clusters of three, and a wide stone square with market stalls erected on one side and a great cathedral domed in gold on the other. Through the gap of another large channel, I spot a section of buildings that lean slightly, caution signs barring off the flooded walkway.

“Is that usual?” I ask our gondola driver.

He shrugs, giving a hard push of his pole to a side of the channel. “The Institute constructed each corelium block to take just enough weight off the city’s main supports, but the Basilica kept adding new artistic embellishments without talking to them—sets off all their careful planning, the Institute says. They’ve been trying to tear that one down, but there’s a historical grotto built into it by the Basilica’s fourth chancellor, so the Basilica throws a fit every time they touch it.”

“The Basilica?” I repeat. “That’s the religious government branch, who deals with art and humanities?”

“That’s it, yeah.” The gondola driver catches us before we can bump into the end of the channel, bringing the gondola to a smooth stop against the side of the street. “They’ve been at it for decades—all three of them, even the Citadel. Amazing this city even floats still. Though, I imagine it won’t for much longer.”

Tavish’s head jerks toward him. “Why do you say that?”

“Well, the hippocamps, of course. Once our aurora dies, they’ll come for the corelium. Only the old foundation center will be left.” He fiddles with the horn-shaped pendant on his necklace, letting the boat drift. “It’ll be chaos when it goes down, but we orthodox followers of the Divine Three, we’ve been preparing. It’s the first three of the great prophecies after all. Once the city sinks, the savior will raise a glorious new capital that will span the Nereidian Sea and become a shining guardian of commerce and culture.” He smiles, a tooth missing on the left side. “So don’t you worry about us. Go enjoy this age of the city while it’s still here.”

A shudder runs down my spine. I collect our luggage, Lavender included, and step out of the boat. Tavish almost trips following me, but I pull him up the rest of the way, my aurora strength making even his heavy bulk easy to lift.

He straightens his outfit with care. “Have we reached the hotel?”

“I assumed we’d be stopping there after.”

“You took us straight to the Institute, then?”

“I think. I found the nearest channels on the map. It should be just past this block.” I feel defensive suddenly, though I know I shouldn’t, some ugly need to be justified rubbing up against my guilt. “Their aurora is dying. We aren’t here on vacation.”

“Their aurora is under the protection of their three chancellors—the most powerful people in the city, and not the kind you can barge in on looking like you spent the morning on a ferry and still expect to be taken seriously. Well, you probably can, but not me.” He tugs at his half cape, pulling it a hair to one side and then twisting it right back the way it was. “I need to freshen up first.”

“You already look immaculate.” It should be a compliment—I mean it as a compliment—but in the midst of my exhaustion and stubbornness, it comes out a little exasperated. I press my fingers to both sides of my nose. The motion feels lopsided by the missing digits on my right hand. “Please, I just want to be done with this.”

From down the street a woman shouts. A door slams in her wake. Tavish stiffens, his fingers curling around his cane. “If you want to go now, then go.” He sounds tight. “But I desperately need a bath.”

“Tavish—”

“You should meet with Chancellor Fiordelise. If we’re already here, you might as well.” Maybe he means the look he gives me as something comforting, but it seems half a grimace and half a flinch.

“You’re sure?”

“Of course I am. Why else would I keep saying it?” His tone turns a little snippy.

I react to it like oil to a flame. “Fine. Go back to the hotel, I’ll join you later.”

He makes a sound that might be an acknowledgement or just a general huff, and strides down the pathway that wraps the foundation center, somehow managing to have picked the right direction.

With each step I want to call after him, but I feel a weight on my chest, metal pulling me into the ground. I’m too tired for this. Too tired for all of this.

‘You’re depressed,’ my other half corrects.

Shut up, asshole.

‘I love you, too, silt-breather,’ he says gently.

I breathe, because I know he’s right. The pointed, empty fatigue that comes with my depression has been creeping up on me the last few days, making nights easier to slip away into and mornings harder to rise from. If I can just get this over with, then there will be time for the rest both I and Tavish desperately need. Rest and a bottle of wine, and maybe appetizers on a veranda with Lavender in my lap and Tavish’s head on my shoulder.

But we have an aurora to save first. Or I do, anyway, Tavish already lost around the bend. The lack of him just makes my heart sink further.

Through the ache in my chest, I can still feel the soft melody of the city’s aurora. It’s closer through the fog, a reassuring presence. Despite the fragility of its vibration, there’s a strength there too. It’ll live long enough for us both to take a breather.

I secure Lavender’s pouch on my shoulder and collect the luggage, turn my back on the city center, and set off after Tavish. With how worn Tavish and I are growing from this aurora-saving process, I feel a bit like Venalt’s aurora isn’t the only one fading.

 


CHAPTER TWO

aurora ambassador

WITH MY MISSING FINGERS, it takes me a fair amount of juggling to keep our luggage and Lavender’s pack supported as I walk. And walk I do—down the path, over a bridge, up a stairway, over a second bridge, along a sweeping veranda, down an elevator, and along another path. By the time I reach the hotel, I still haven’t caught up with Tavish yet. Or else I’ve passed him.

When we first left Maraheem, every separation made me fear all the worst possible outcomes, but the further away we’ve come from Lilias’s bruising heel, the more that anxiety has dimmed. Tavish is capable of dealing with most kinds of trouble that might come his way. More capable than I feel at the present moment, standing in the hotel’s small foyer with a suitcase under both arms and a cat making unhappy sounds from the pack on my shoulder. A single chandelier lights the room, dim enough that it’s hard to spot the chips in the elaborate molding and the places the gilding has peeled away on the lavish but dusty furniture. The host squints as he stares into the shadows beneath my cowl.

“Yes, a Mr. Tavish K. Findlay checked out room thirty-six. He said his companion would be paying.”

I count out the coins for a single night and collect the key. As I climb into the building’s internal elevator, I smile at the host with my aurora-enhanced canines. He balks, but the contraption quickly rises out of his view.

The theatricality of it all gives me a sliver of joy that passes in an instant. Being this—the only human-bonded aurora—may have the perk of shocking and thrilling and uneasing people, but it comes with the responsibility of every other less mobile and verbal aurora’s safety. And as that weight on me grows, so does my fatigue, until a long rest back in the Murk appeals more than these dramatics. I just need to find the strength to keep going until this is over, whatever it costs.

As though my exhaustion hones my senses, my gaze snaps to the soft blue glow of the tiny ignit in the elevator’s motor, sealed away behind a locked wire casing. If there’s one in every elevator in the city, Venalt shouldn’t have any trouble using them to keep their aurora alive. Once they know.

We sent so many letters, I protest.

‘To a dead couple Tavish barely knew, at a house they no longer own.’

My own rationality only agitates me further.

I find the suite Tavish reserved. The door opens to a small room fashioned with half panels of wood beneath soft green wallpaper with leaflike curls and two broad windows, their sheer curtains pulled. A deeper-green sofa and love seat crowd a coffee table near the door to the bedroom. Tavish stands, undressing beside a round, three-chaired table with six-pointed starbursts swirling along the edges. His drenched curls cling to his head, three shades too dark.

The door squeaks as I close it.

Tavish jerks away from the sound so harshly he bumps over the nearest chair, spilling the wet clothes he’s draped onto it. They quickly form a small puddle beneath them, his brooch peeking through the rumpled fabric. He scrambles for a flip knife tucked in the lining of his soggy pants.

The fact that he’s carrying one—that I’ve never seen before—startles me so thoroughly that it takes me a moment to speak. “It’s just me.”

His shoulders relax. “Did you see Chancellor Fiordelise?”

“Not yet.” I set the luggage down, along with Lavender’s pouch. Part of me—not an aurora or a human part, but a bitterly scared part—wants to ask if he fell into the channel, but an equally scared part doesn’t want to embarrass him further. “You were right. We’re both stressed and tired. That’s hardly the best time to be telling some poor chancellor that the way to save her aurora is to give it back the power they’re running their city with.”

Tavish inhales. “Aye. Of course.”

His arm still shakes as he sets his knife carefully on the table, like he’s not quite sure what to do with it now.

All of me catches on that look, on the confusion and worry, as though the cord that’s tangled us together for this long turns his fear into my pain instantaneously. The bruises along his sides healed weeks ago, but I can still recall them fresh as the day Lilias’s boot pounded them into being, the rib she broke leaving him to sleep funny for over a month.

I press a hand to his shoulder, trying to make my tone teasing. “Were you planning to stab me with that?”

“I figured it would be easier to draw than the cane-sword. I was wrong, clearly.” It sounds so much like a defense.

“All right.”

“It was a shite idea.”

“All right,” I say again. No, it wasn’t was the better response—I can feel that in every pinched muscle of Tavish’s face. But he’s also correct; the little training we’ve found time for has been with his cane-sword, and he seems just as likely to hurt himself with this knife as anyone else. I scoop up the sopping pile of his clothes, neatly draping the fabric back over the chair before nudging the brooch into his hand. “Here.”

He doesn’t press the brooch to his skin, just holds it, face tipped away from me. “Would you run me a bath, please?”

“All right,” I say a third time, like it’s the only reply I have the energy for. I don’t know what else to tell him. The moment I leave the room, though, it feels like I should have said something more.

The tub sits in an alcove beneath the bathroom window, small but sturdy. I can’t quite feel the water temperature as I run it. By the time I flop onto our bed, I’m not entirely sure what I set it at. I almost get back up to check. Because I care. I care that Tavish is safe and happy. I care that the auroras live. I care that this world keeps spinning, and that I’m here in it.

But there is so much of that and so little of me.

I cringe as Tavish trips over the luggage I left in the walkway.

“Good fuck, Rubem!”

“Sorry,” I call back. It takes so much effort just to be loud right now, but I prop up on my elbows anyway. “I can move them?”

“No, don’t bother, it’s…” He never finishes the sentence, meandering past me into the bathroom like he’s lost in whatever hasn’t been said.

We both are.

And I can’t figure for the life of me what happened, nor where exactly it started. Is this new, or has it been creeping up for days, days of stress without a proper romantic moment nor even an improper sexual one? Or perhaps it’s nothing but an odd mood, a lack of sleep and space and good drink, and it’ll all work itself out with one decent night in a hotel that isn’t chipping or leaning or warping or sinking. Perhaps I won’t have to say anything about it at all.

I peel the two halves of my mind apart, and it feels more like unraveling this time. 

‘Are we losing it?’

Probably. But we’ll manage. We have to.

I can sense the song of Venalt’s aurora fluttering through me, soft yet solid. I close my eyes and let the vibration fill me up, slowly knitting me back into one piece. It still feels as though a hollow remains behind, an empty spot in my chest where something should be: Life, energy, fulfillment. Alcohol.

I could have picked up a bottle of wine somewhere on the way. It seems like too much effort to go out for it now. So I lie there, drifting, like a buoy lost to sea.

Distantly, I hear the bath drain, then the clinking of Lavender’s food being poured, and a little later the bed shifts as Tavish lies down beside me, not quite close enough to touch. He smells of the hotel soap: something floral, almost bitterly so. It irritates me, and I take a minute to realize that I miss his old honey-tinged scent. He must have run out of that cleanser at our hostel stop yesterday, or perhaps in the days before and I’ve only just noticed.

I try not to overthink it, but the only other things to focus on here are the gentle sound of Tavish’s breath and the way he feels so near, yet so far—he and this city’s aurora both, with its song still pouring through me, soft and stoic.

“How do they treat their aurora?” I’ve seen it every way imaginable since Maraheem: the auroras worshiped in temples and kept as pets; revered, protected, traded, and objectified. We took the liberty of repossessing a few to better places, but most were happy enough—happy to return to a passive, continuous slumber as soon as their energy deficiency was met.

Unlike me.

It sends a chill down my spine every time, knowing how very alive I have been since crawling out of that mangrove, and not being entirely sure why. Perhaps it’s the same reason I’m also a man who hid for his entire life, content with peaceful seclusion, until an aurora convinced him that his own peace was worth little if the rest of the world suffered. Perhaps there’s no reason at all.

“Hm?” Tavish turns toward me, an arm propped under his head. His bathrobe falls open, revealing one of the little scars that run beneath his nipples.

It draws my gaze lower, my fingers itching to slip between the fabric and trace the curve of his stomach. The last time he moaned for me echoes through my mind so strongly that both halves of me shiver. But I don’t know if I have the energy to follow through, and I certainly don’t have the right to demand of him what I can’t currently give back. Besides, I just asked him a question. “Do you know how Venalt treats their aurora? How do you imagine they’ll react to this—to me?”

“I suppose I never rightly paid attention. They were a commodity to me; I hadn’t questioned what people chose to do with them.” His unfocused gaze drifts right over me, not seeing the way the rainbows twist through my eyes or gleam across their lids when I blink. “I don’t ken these people as being overly compassionate toward it, though. It was on display far back when they first erected the city, and they had some kind of dispute about it upsetting the general populace, so they tucked it away, out of sight and mind.”

“Who has it now, then?”

“Venalt’s three government branches all share ceremonial control of it, but it’s kept within the Citadel. As the director of their armed forces, I suppose they’re the most equipped to protect it.”

“Why are we not seeing their chancellor, then?”

“Because I’ve no connections to their chancellor. And the one in control when I was here last was a notorious ass, too stubborn to meet with my brother and too irritable to be worth the trouble. According to the Institute, that’s a trend with them.”

I snort. “And what does the Institute think of the Basilica chancellors?”

“Gaudy, vapid, and overly religious.” Tavish’s lips quirk, and he snuggles farther into the bed. Closer to me.

“And you don’t ascribe to their biases at all?” I tease, leaning in.

“Not even a bit.” He smiles fully then, lips pursed.

I lean in to kiss him, and at the same moment he sits up, leaving us bumping forehead to chin. He startles, catching himself in a barrage of “Sorry, sorry” that overlaps with my own horrified apologies.

“I should have—” I start, and at the same time he says, “No, that was my fault, I was in my own head. I thought you were getting up.”

Those are two different explanations, I don’t point out, because he cups the side of my face clumsily and presses his lips to mine, soft and warm. Then he’s gone, staggering to his feet, robe clutched in one hand.

It was an honest mistake, something that’s happened a dozen times before. But this time it makes my cheeks burn, and a lump forms in my throat.

“Trenches, it’s getting late, isn’t it?” he says. “We should go soon. To the Institute.”

My chest seems to fall out of me, an airy cavity that makes me sicker with each breath. “Of course. That’s why we’re here.”

“To save the aurora,” Tavish agrees, turning away.

Its song vibrates softly through me. “To save the aurora.”



A long shadow hangs off the Institute, encasing us in its thrall. Behind us stretches the rest of the foundation center, the Institute’s patio of marble giving way to a central space of lawns lined in trees, park paths cutting neatly through them. A few blankets lie across the grass, families and couples relaxing in the late afternoon quiet, but it seems empty compared to the rest of the city, almost ghostly. A little like me.

At the foundation’s direct center stands a circular structure, its pillars overwhelmed by vines that crawl across its cracked dome, shadows lurking within. It looks hopeless and forgotten compared to the Institute building that gleams bright and tall in front of us, with its massive domed roof and the sheer feat of its presence dominating the landscape, all arches and columns, angles and great windows, bridgeways between towers and rooms held out by curved supports. The whole place seems to protectively hug this third of the foundation center, ready to strangle at a moment’s notice. A series of stars with six spindly points, three long and three short, adorn the giant archway over the building’s main entrance.

I stall as we reach the threshold. Every time, this grows harder, not easier, because every time, the auroras I find are closer and closer to death. And every time, my heart breaks a little more.

Again, I tell myself. Once more. And, if we have to, once more after that, and after that too.

Tavish squeezes the arm I’ve been guiding him with, such a gentle, knowing pressure that it seems he must be trying to reassure me after our tension earlier. The thought fills all the cracks in my chest. I step with him into the building.

Dozens of halls lead from the massive, domed foyer, stairways wrapping up to the higher level’s verandas, their great stone bulk seemingly unsupported. The sheer scale of it nearly eclipses the stone counter before us, where a man in a crisp grey suit and square spectacles surveys those leaving. The building seems to be mostly cleared out for the day, the last few stragglers making their way across the expansive space.

So empty like this, the size and arrogance of it reminds me eerily of my time in the upper city of Maraheem, its quiet quarters filled with wealth few had the opportunity to enjoy. But this place, despite its flagrant flaunting of power, feels well loved and far more relaxed, with the gentle wearing on its stones and the happy chatter of those leaving for the day. That pleasantness doesn’t seem to extend to the man behind the desk though.

His eyes narrow as we approach. “The Institute will be closed to visitors shortly. Do you have an appointment?”

Tavish plants his cane in front of him, as princely as ever but now a prince in a palace once more. The effect is dazzling. “We’re here to see Chancellor Fiordelise Viscardi.”

The man looks more bemused than impressed. “The chancellor does not take appointments after lunch. If you wish to schedule one, I can have her secretary contact you in the morning.”

“We are old friends of the family, surely—”

“I’ll be certain to mention it tomorrow.”

A flush pricks in Tavish’s cheeks. His little finger trembles against my arm. “If you would only phone her.”

“I think she’d really like to see us,” I add, pressing a hand to Tavish’s arm and leaning against the counter. Hooking my cowl with my thumb, I slide it back a few inches, my teeth bared in something not entirely a smile. “See, as I hear it, your city is going to be overwhelmed by vicious, corelium-eating monsters as soon as your aurora dies. I’d prefer we avoid that. I, in particular, would prefer it by any means necessary.”

The man swallows, his gaze darting from my teeth to my eyes. He lifts a handkerchief like he might clean his glasses before quickly putting it back down. “I’m sure she can fit you in,” he squeaks a little as he says it, clearing his throat after. “She’ll be working in her private apartments by now, but you can bring it up with her secondary—first story, final left hall, turn to the right, it’s the last door.”

“Phone ahead for us,” Tavish says, sounding not like a question or a demand, but a fact.

The man quickly spins the numbers on his phone.

As we turn the corner, Tavish releases a soft, vibrant laugh, red still lingering on his cheeks. “You think you’re quite the dashing rogue, don’t you?”

I grin. “You enjoy it even more than I do.”

“I enjoy it exactly the right amount, thank you.” He smiles cheekily and nudges me in the side with the end of his cane.

I catch it, sliding my fingers over his with a soft growl. The way he looks now, his lips pursed and his chin raised toward mine, I could almost believe our kiss at the hotel hadn’t been an awkward mess of apologies. Like this, I could slip my hands farther onto him and press him against the pristine marble wall of this empty Institute corridor. I could fit my mouth to his so perfectly we become one person and draw my legs between his until he groans, hot and dark, “Good fuck, Ruby” playing from his red mouth.

But we’re here to save Venalt’s aurora, to make all the wants we’ve been denying worth it in the end, and I can’t distract from that now. So I just hold my fingers over his, guiding him down the hallway until we reach the door at the end: simple wood in a stone frame carved with geometric patterns.

The room inside looks like a smaller version of the central space, a domed skylight letting afternoon sun wash across the secretary’s marble desk. The chair behind it sits empty, but a short woman—a kabalos—with dark skin and hands that never seem sure what to do with themselves, directs us a few doors down to the chancellor’s private apartments.

The tanned, olive-skinned satyr who answers looks every bit the sturdy middle-aged ruler, probably only a few years older than I but inhabiting her midthirties like she belongs there. A simple circlet rests in her hair, the silver metal forming a cutout of a bursting star just above her brow, three long points and three shorter ones, all of them spindly and thin. Loose brown locks spill from under it, and her small horns curve back into spirals. Her white shirt is tucked perfectly into her pleated dark skirt, the matching suit jacket buttoned twice below her bosom.

The hard lines of her lips pull even tauter, making them nearly vanish altogether, and her stern nose tips up. As her gaze lands on Tavish, though, the expression falters. “Dair?” She whispers. Then she blinks and shakes her head. “No, you’re his brother, aren’t you? I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.”

“Tavish K…” He makes a sour face and finishes, “Findlay. It’s a pleasure to see you as well, Fiordelise. You’re a chancellor now, it seems?”

“And you’re alive.” Her brow lifts, the thick, unkempt lines making her expression all the more severe. “I’d heard the Findlays were all killed during that rebellion last month.”

“Just most of us,” Tavish says, each word sharp and crystalline.

Fiordelise sighs. “You’ve come here regarding our aurora, I hear? And you’ve brought with you—”

“Me.” I smile and nudge my hood back with only slightly less dramatics than in the central chamber. “Rubem of No-Man’s Land. Pleasure to meet you, Chancellor Fiordelise.”

The chancellor’s face pales. She nods. “Why don’t you both follow me?”

Beyond the door, the atmosphere changes drastically, the corridor so averagely sized that it feels constricting compared to the large chambers we’ve just come through. Wallpaper of geometric patterns gives the space a homely feel, and music flows from farther in. Fiordelise directs us to a very different kind of office than her formal one, the large wooden desk at its center strewn with diagrams, shelves filling two sides, and a grand clock ticking away in one corner. A set of large windows overlooks a small channel where a gondola floats idly.

In the next room, I spot an older child or perhaps a very young teenager playing a pianoforte, her wavy brown hair pulled up in a high ponytail beneath her tiny horns. Her fingers drift a little clumsily across the keys, missing a note here and there. Fiordelise closes the door with a soft click. The girl’s song fades into the background like the aurora’s, the two overlapping but not interfering.

Fiordelise takes a seat behind the desk, Tavish across from her. I grab a chair from the side of the room and flip it around to sit backward on it, leaning just enough to tap my nails on the desk’s wood.

“Tavish, I would like to hear of what happened in Maraheem.” The chancellor’s voice shifts, her whole composure slipping into something soft, almost fearful. “Is your family truly… Is Alasdair…?”

Tavish’s expression remains neutral, but his hand tightens on my shoulder. “I am the last Findlay.”

“I’m sorry.” It doesn’t sound like a mere pleasantry from a decade-old friend, but a genuine consolation borne of shared sadness. “If you don’t mind, how did he die?”

“They slit his throat.” Tavish swallows. “I don’t think he suffered.”

“I did always tell him if he kept acting as though the world was his, someone would try to wrestle it away eventually.” A sad laugh leaves her, like the petals of a flower falling. “Well, it’s too late to change what’s been done. He always was who he was and—bless that man. Bless his proud soul.” She lifts her gaze to the ceiling and taps across her chest three times. When she looks back at us, she appears calmer. At peace.

The expression seems to slip into Tavish, peeling away his tension. He smiles. It makes my heart swell to see and makes it bleed that I have to turn the conversation away.

“Chancellor, you have an aurora here in the city?” I ask, even though it’s clearly not a question.

“Yes.” Her eyes narrow, a flicker of something unidentifiable but dark sparking through them. “And you will leave it be.” She bares her teeth, leaning forward on her elbows. Paper crinkles under them. Even with the full three feet of desk between us, her presence seems to loom over me, matching my intimidation claw for claw. “I know plenty of you, Rubem of No-Man’s Land. You stole an aurora in Roekia and two more in Geviso. Another disintegrated while you were with it in Zarencia, and Maraheem’s all vanished the night before you left—even those rebels seemed not to expect it. I don’t know what you’re doing to them, but you can leave our aurora and our city alone.”

The indignation that sears through me splits me in two before molding me perfectly back together as both halves of me hiss, “I have done nothing the auroras didn’t ask of me.” I press my palms to the wood, trying not to shake under the memory of their deaths. It vibrates in me, through me, out of me, until it feels like a song, the tune mixing with Venalt’s aurora’s into something dangerous and grieving.

Venalt’s aurora reverberates, sending me echoes of comfort in return.

I breathe, letting them in. There will always be someone new who doesn’t understand me, who won’t give me a chance to prove myself; aurora or human, it makes no difference. I have to put that aside and focus on what I’ve come for. “I’m not here to take your aurora, unless that’s what it wants. I’m here to stop it from dying.”

Fiordelise’s harsh expression pulses, her ears turning red, but she pulls back ever so slightly. “We have that covered already, thank you. Weeks ago one of our trade partners brought news of how returning the ignits to a weakened aurora will heal it. We’ve conducted the necessary preparations.”

“Oh?” Tavish’s fingers drift, finding my shoulder after a moment and settling there. “If that’s true, then we’re glad to hear it.” The careful placement of his if reveals almost as much as the hope that slips into his voice.

Hope I wish so ferociously that I didn’t have to crush. But one stretch of my threads toward the source of the city’s aurora tells me that while alive it might be, it’s not healthy. In a city full of ignits that it has spent its life producing, whatever preparations these people have made are not enough. “If you’re already taking action, then why is your aurora still so sickly? I know you have ignits in your elevators, your motorboats—your electricity is fueled by them, I wager, and in a city strong enough to try investing in ignation twelve or so years ago, that’s just the start. You could have your aurora thriving again already. So what’s stopping you?”

It’s only half a question, because I’ve only seen one answer so far, twisted into different shapes and hidden within sparkling exteriors, but still always the same motive at the root of it all: greed. It comes in both the arrogant, jealous kind that makes the rich grab for more, and the fearful, stubborn kind that causes otherwise kind individuals to turn a blind eye in order to keep what little they have, but always, always it is still just greed. Just the value of possessions and of power raised above that of life.

I want so badly for Fiordelise to prove me wrong.

But all she offers is the tightening of her lips, a stony wall sliding over her features. “We have the situation handled.”

“Handled,” I repeat. My fingers tingle and twitch, and I snatch a hippocamp-shaped paperweight out of a line of them beside Fiordelise’s desk phone, tossing it into the air with my left hand and catching it again as it falls. The motion still leaves my right hand fidgety, the stubs of my smallest fingers bouncing against the wood.

“Your people believe their city will sink soon.” Tavish leans against the desk, his manner almost conspiratorial and his phrasing casual.

“Those who do have been listening to the Basilica for too long.” Fiordelise’s nostrils flare, and her gaze darts out the windows. “As I’ve said, we know what needs to be done. You”—she looks at me—“may let Venalt take care of itself.”

I toss the figurine again, giving it a spin as it flies. “You say you have your aurora’s situation—should I say, death—handled, but tell me, what exactly are you at the Institute doing?”

“We are doing what’s necessary to keep our city functional.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“You are not my government—you are not even a resident of this city—you are owed no answers.”

“I’m an aurora. I can feel yours hurting. Dying. And it sings for the protection of this city even while you’re letting it suffer. I don’t care who your government is or how mighty your city thinks itself, that is still my business.” In my aggressive toss and throw, my hands slide back into a familiar old pattern, launching the paper weight from one to the other. My finger stubs flail, the empty knuckles beside them stinging in a phantom pain as the figurine catches on my partial thumb and tumbles across the desk.

Chancellor Fiordelise picks it up with such bridled emotion that she trembles. She runs her finger over the edge of the hippocamp’s tail, where a chip is missing. “I think you have done enough damage here as it is.”

I feel the dismissal in her voice, in Tavish’s gentle tug as he whispers, “We’ll try the Citadel next.”

But I nudge him off, pressing a fist to Fiordelise’s desk hard enough to rattle it. “You may sentence your aurora to suffer while you enjoy your ignits, but the ignits
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