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Chapter One

Awakening
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THE EARLY MORNING SKY and the sea were almost the same shade of white-streaked crystalline blue. The wind was strong, the sails billowing overhead, and there was nothing visible in any direction for as far as the eye could see. The sun was warm on Tarjiaan’s back, and it was easy to believe that the Wave Runner was the only ship left in the world. He could hear people singing somewhere on deck, the cadence marking the time of whatever they were doing. He recognized the song as one of his own. He smiled, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, savoring the salt and the wind and the quiet. It wouldn’t last. It never lasted. But for now, the sea, the ship, and the captain were all at peace.

He corrected course slightly, feeling a shiver along his spine. He concentrated on the sensation, trying to translate the feeling into something he could understand. The idea of being a Reckoner was still new, and he was still trying to learn what each seemingly random itch, tingle and shiver meant. This one... oh. He corrected course again, and watched the pod of Great Mothers surfacing just off the port side of the ship. He watched them rise and fall, then turned his attention back to the helm. And to the couple coming up the stairs to join him. The pair of them looked sleep rumpled, and he guessed that one of them had woken up, seen he was missing, and awakened the other to come find him.

“Good morning,” he called. 

“You are awake very early,” Nika said as she came to stand by his side. His right side, and he smiled as he leaned down to kiss her quickly. Then he turned to his left, and into another kiss, laughing as Daanir’s still-new facial hair tickled his lips. Daanir smiled and rested his hand on Tarjiaan’s back.

“We missed you. You don’t ever get up before me. I’m not even sure how you got past me, or got into your armor without waking me up,” he said. “Have you eaten?” 

“Not yet,” Tarjiaan answered. “I couldn’t sleep, so I came up to watch the sun rise, and just be with the sea for a time.” He looked out toward the horizon. “When it’s quiet like this, you can forget everything about the war. There’s just... us.” He took another deep breath. “But we need to make plans. Comms on.” His earpiece crackled slightly as the comms went live. “Marikaar. I want all my officers for a meeting in the day cabin as soon as possible. It’s time we all understood what we’re facing.”

“Understood, Captain. I’ll send Destirian to relieve you. Should I have food served as well? I don’t think you’ve eaten yet, and you need to. You’re still recovering.”

“Yes, please. Pass my compliments on to Aranti and ask her if she can attend. And tell Nimas that if he’s able, I want him at the meeting, too. Now stop mothering me. Comms off.” Tarjiaan heard laughter as the comms turned off. 

“I think we both could hear him laughing,” Daanir said. “What was funny?”

“Marikaar appears to have decided that he’s going to take care of me in Logiri’s absence.” Tarjiaan took a deep breath. “If either of you want to try and dissuade him, you’re welcome to do so. I don’t want him stepping on either of you.”

Nika rested her hand on Tarjiaan’s arm. “If it becomes an issue, I will speak to him. Who are Nimas and Aranti?”

“Nimas is our purser,” Tarjiaan answered. “And Aranti is his wife, and our cook.”

“I have not met either of them yet,” Nika said. “And I do not know what a purser does?”

“The purser is in charge of all supplies for the ship,” Tarjiaan said. “His skills lie in organization and provisioning. He’s also unofficially in charge of hydroponics.”

“He has a second rank?” Daanir asked. “That’s unusual.”

“Unusual describes Nimas very well. He’s a fantastic hand to hand fighter, but he won’t come above deck if he can help it. The sky scares him — he’s young enough that he’d never been above before he was assigned to the Wave Runner. He only stayed because he won’t leave Ara. They’re both very good at what they do — he and Ara can somehow stretch a single grain of rice into a meal to feed the entire ship. And he adores working in hydroponics.”

“So he’s good?” 

“Daan, he can grow root vegetables.” Tarjiaan grinned at the look of shock on Daanir’s face, then turned to Nika. “You’re not supposed to be able to do that, but Nimas manages it. Those systems are his pride and joy, and it destroyed him when he couldn’t find the problem and had to hand it over to Ishantar to repair.”

“And he is afraid of the sky?” Nika looked up. “I... he is like you, in reverse.”

Tarjiaan blinked. “I... I never thought of it like that, but yes. I try not to put too much stress on him. I rarely ask his attendance at officer meetings, but I need to know how we’re provisioned and what our options are. Which means he has to come to the day cabin.”

“He can’t use the access passage?” Daanir asked.

“The what?” Tarjiaan turned to look at the mancer. “There’s an access passage? In the day cabin?”

“The Wave Runner is full of access passages. I designed her that way,” Daanir said, nodding enthusiastically. “There’s one that comes up in the back of that tall cabinet in the day cabin. The one on the right. I’ll show you.”

“And then you’ll show Nimas,” Tarjiaan said. “There’s Destirian. I want to see these passages.”

“They are small,” Nika said hesitantly. Tarjiaan understood why. “Will you able to see them?”

Tarjiaan smiled. “I’ll be brief, and I’ll be back under the sky. There won’t be anything stopping me. I think I’ll be fine.” He leaned down and kissed her. “Thank you.”

***
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In the day cabin, Tarjiaan followed Daanir to the tall cabinet in the corner, his armored footsteps echoing slightly. “There’s a passage in here?”

Daanir nodded. “I designed her so that someone... me... so that I could get from one end of the ship to the other without ever coming above. It was me hoping that I would be the mancer assigned to her, and being selfish. It saved our necks when we sneaked onboard after the Imps took the ship.” He looked over his shoulder. “You’re sure you’re ready for this?”

Tarjiaan nodded. “Show me.” 

Daanir hesitated, looking at Tarjiaan intently. Then he nodded and pointed at the rear panel. “The controls are here,” he said, and tapped what looked like a knot in the wood. The panel receded, then slid away, revealing a narrow space and a ladder. 

“That is so small,” Nika said. “Jiaan, I do not think you are going to fit.”

“Let me see.” Tarjiaan waited for Daanir to step out of the way, then stepped into the cabinet, ducking his head to fit. The sides of the cabinet pressed against his shoulders...

The next thing he knew, he was flat on his back on the deck, and Nika was kneeling over him, her hands on his chest. 

“Jiaan!”

“I...” He sat up slowly, grimacing as his head spun. “What happened?”

“You tell us,” Daanir said, crouching next to him. “You stepped into the cabinet, stopped, and fell over backwards.”

“You fainted,” Nika said, her voice shaking. “Your heart is racing. Jiaan, what happened?”

Tarjiaan shook his head, swallowing, trying to slow his breathing. “I... I don’t know.”

“Oh,” Daanir breathed. “I think I do.” He got up and went to the cabinet, measuring the space with his hands. Then he came back, straddling Tarjiaan’s legs as he held his hands up to Tarjiaan’s shoulders. He nodded. “Roughly the same size,” he said.

“As what?” Nika asked. She looked at the cabinet, and her brows rose. “Oh!”

“The same size?” Tarjiaan looked at the cabinet, and this time saw phantom shackles dangling from the ceiling. He shuddered and looked away. “As... as the box,” he said softly. “The one they locked me in.”

“The walls against your shoulders was enough to make your mind think you were trapped again, and your body reacted.” Nika took his hand. “You are calming. This is good. Jiaan, you are safe. You are not trapped. You are here, with us.”

Tarjiaan squeezed her fingers and looked from her to Daanir. “I...”

“It’s only been two days,” Daanir said softly. “You kept us alive through the fighting and the storm. You were distracted. Now you’re not, and you’re still not recovered. You have to deal with what they did to you.”

“And how you will react,” Nika finished. “We must talk to Wilaanger. He will know what you must do.”

“We’re not out of danger yet,” Tarjiaan protested. “It can wait—” He fell silent under the weight of two identical looks of pure scorn. “I don’t have time!”

“Your body is saying otherwise,” Nika said. “If you do not take the time, your body will take it for you. You will get sick, and that will be disaster for all of us.”

“She’s right,” Daanir said. “Talk to Wil.”

Tarjiaan took a deep breath. “Fine. After the meeting. Now... I need to get ready for this meeting. Let me up, Daan.”

Daanir helped him to his feet, steadying him as he found his balance, then looked at the cabinet. “Where do I find Nimas? I’ll go get him and show him the passages.”

“I apologize for forcing you to share your secret,” Tarjiaan said. “If you’ll excuse me, Nika? I’m going to wash up. The others will be here soon.” He turned toward the door that led into the bedroom, hearing Nika’s footsteps behind him. He smiled as he took off his coat and hung it on a peg. “Nika, I’m fine.”

“You are not fine. And I am not letting you out of my sight.” She took his hand as she came up next to him. “You are still hurting, and I hate that.”

He raised her hand to his lips and kissed her fingers. “My darling healer. I don’t want to worry you. More than I already do, anyway.” He gestured to the rumpled bed. “Remind me to do something about this? I’m too used to having someone around to tidy up. I completely forgot yesterday.”

Nika shook her head. “You have important things to do. I can tidy while you work. There is not much else I can do to help you.”

“You should be resting, love,” Tarjiaan said. “For the baby.”

She giggled. “I am not so pregnant that I cannot tidy the bedclothes, Jiaan!” She made shooing motions. “Go and wash. I will tidy. Am I to be in your meeting?”

Tarjiaan hesitated with his hand on the door. “I think... yes. You and the children. Your reports on what you witnessed, in addition to the data disk Aanaji gave to the children, those will carry a great deal of weight.”

She nodded, turning toward the bed and starting to plump the pillows. Tarjiaan walked into the washroom, closed the door, and leaned against the basin, giving into the shaking he’d been repressing by sheer force of will.

As bad as his reactions were to being below, to being trapped, this was so much worse. When he went below, he usually had at least a few hours before the walls started closing in. Days before the panic hit. This...there’d been no warning at all. What else was going to trigger this kind of reaction? How quickly could he learn to manage his reactions, and how could he protect his people until he knew?

Nika and Daan were right. He needed to talk to Wilaanger.  

He took a deep breath, washed his face, then studied himself in the mirror. Even to his own eyes, he looked pale, and the sight of his short hair was still jarring. If they intended to use the shorn hair for magical tokens, they’d lost their chance — his hair was gone to the bottom of the sea with the mage who’d taken it. He ran one hand over the soft fuzz, noticing just how much gray there was mixed in. There had been gray in his beard for years now, but he’d never seen any in his hair before. There was a soft tapping on the door, which opened behind him.

“I’m getting old,” he said. “My hair is going gray. People will mistake me for our child’s grandfather.”

“You are thirty-four,” Nika said from behind him. “You are not old. Come out and sit. Let me look at you when I am able to see all of you.”

Tarjiaan chuckled and followed her out of the washroom, sitting down in his heavy chair. She stood between his knees and studied him, her head cocked slightly to the side, her golden eyes half-lidded. 

“I very much like the gray,” she said. “It is very distinguished. There is also gray in your beard.” She smiled and reached up, trailing her finger over the line of his jaw. “Here. It catches the light when you turn your head.” 

Tarjiaan smiled and relaxed as her fingertips ran over his cheekbone, down the line of his throat. Her touch was soothing, and he wondered if it was her healing power, or just that he knew in his bones that Nika was safe. That she loved him.

“You are still far too thin,” she added. “And too pale. I want to speak to... Aranti, was it? I want to speak to her about making certain you eat, and put some weight back on.” She stopped with her hand on his chest. “You do not look old,” she repeated. “At this moment, you look tired. You look as if you have recently been ill. But that will change. When it does, you will look as you did when I first saw you.” She ran her hand back up to cup his cheek. “Strong and kind and powerful and so very handsome.”

“I look like that, hm?” Tarjiaan covered Nika’s hand with his, turning so he could kiss her palm. “Then I have a lot to live up to.”

“You know you do that by breathing.”

Tarjiaan turned toward the door. “How long have you been standing there?”

Daanir smiled. “Just came in. I heard Nika describing you perfectly. Not sure what brought it on, but I agree with her.”

“Tarjiaan thought he looked old.”

Daanir snorted. “Old? Why? Because you have gray hair?”

“You noticed?” Tarjiaan asked. “I never saw it until my hair was cut.”

“Jiaan, you had gray hair at sixteen.”

Tarjiaan blinked. “I... I did?”

“You didn’t know?” Daanir looked thoughtful. “To be fair, it was on the back of your head, but yes. I liked it. I was hoping it would come in stronger and look like a stripe.”

“It may still,” Nika said. “We will see when Jiaan’s hair grows back in. Did you find Nimas?”

Daanir laughed. “Yes, and found out that he’s already been using the passages. He found them a year ago, he told me. He showed me his map, and he’s got almost all of them marked down. He just wasn’t going to use this one without permission.”

“He has that now.” Tarjiaan took a deep breath. “They’ll all be here soon. Nika, let me up.” 

She smiled. “You have to pay a toll for passage.”

Tarjiaan blinked. “A what?” Then he realized what she meant, and grinned, pulling her in for a kiss. She giggled and let him stand up. “Is that how they say it on land?” he asked.

She looked thoughtful, then nodded. “I did not think of that. You would not have tolls here. You have no roads. What is your way of saying that?”

“That you have to salute the officer on deck,” Tarjiaan answered. 

“Oh! Is that what she meant?” Daanir asked. “I didn’t make the connection.”

Tarjiaan picked up his coat as he walked out into the day cabin, putting it on before he took his seat at the table. “Daan, do you have that data disk?”

“One is in your lockbox. The other... I told Kaapi to make it secure. I don’t know where she put it.”

Tarjiaan nodded. “Get it out and set up a monitor. It’s time to show everyone what really happened. And send for Naajir and Kaapi. They should both report on what they witnessed.”

“I thought you might say that,” Daanir said. “So I already asked Ishantar to bring them.” He went to the rear wall, and opened one of the doors in the long cabinet underneath the windows, taking out a small monitor. He brought it to the table, then went to another cabinet. Tarjiaan knew that it was locked — that cabinet was always locked — but Daanir opened it as if the lock didn’t exist. He rummaged around inside, then brought a data disk to Tarjiaan.

“I don’t know why I bother to lock things around you,” Tarjiaan said as he took the disk. Daanir smiled and took his place at the table. Nika brought a pitcher of water and cups to the table, claiming a kiss from Daanir in return for a cup. She filled another cup for Tarjiaan, looking up as someone knocked on the door. 

“Do I answer?”

“No. Sit down, love.” Tarjiaan raised his voice. “Come in!”

The door opened, and Wilaanger came in, followed by Antivar and Navi. Antivar stopped just inside the door and bowed. 

“Prince-Captain,” he said as he straightened. “Am I supposed to be part of this meeting? We were with the honored Wilaanger when you sent for him, and he told us to come, but I’m not certain it’s my place to be here.”

Tarjiaan smiled and gestured to the table. “Please, stay. I value your input, and I think your insight as to what is happening in the Empire will help.” He turned to Navi. “Are you helping in the infirmary?”

Navi’s relaxed smile reminded him of Nika’s, making it obvious that they were twins. “Helping. Learning. Be...ing useful.” He licked his lips. “Prac...ti...cing talking.”

“Very good,” Wilaanger said. He took a seat and rested his hands on the table. “Sometimes, after a brain injury robs a person of their voice, their mind can be... retrained. It’s a slow process, but we have time. And Ysnavin is more than willing to do the work.”

Navi laughed. “Good at working.” He cocked his head to the side, and frowned slightly as he looked at Tarjiaan. “Brother? Not well?”

Tarjiaan shook his head and laughed. “I should have known better than to sit down with healers and think I could hide anything. Wil, I’ll need to talk to you after this meeting.” He rested one hand on Daan’s arm, the other on Nika’s hand. “I frightened everyone this morning.”

Wilaanger sat up straight. “What happened?”

“After the meeting, Wil. I’m fine for right now. And we need to start making plans.” Tarjiaan looked over at a knock on the door. “Come in and leave it open!”

A few minutes later, the table was crowded. Marikaar and Ishantar sat facing Wilaanger and Navi, while Aranti and Nimas took places facing each other at the foot of the table. Newly-minted apprentice Mancers Naajir and Kaapi stood behind Ishantar’s chair, while Antivar leaned against the wall near the door. 

“Food will be up soon, Captain,” Aranti said as she took a seat. She towered over Navi, who was sitting next to her, and the breadth of her shoulders rivaled Tarjiaan’s own. Navi looked up at her, his eyes wide, but he calmed when she smiled at him. “You need some meat on your bones, lad. Come by the galley. I’ll feed you up. And... begging your pardon, Captain, but you need feeding up, too.”

“I’ll eat, Aranti. Thank you.” Tarjiaan looked around the table. “Antivar, come and sit. You’re part of this meeting.” He waited for Antivar to take the last open chair. “We’re not out of danger yet. We have a long way to sail before we are, and there will be more fighting between here and there. But before we get there, you need to know where it started and why. And before we start, I want it known that this is my first time seeing this as well.” He turned to Daanir. “Play the disk.”
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Chapter Two

Meeting
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EVEN AFTER HAVING BEEN told what was on the disk, it was hard for Tarjiaan to watch his last meeting with his uncle and see what happened after he’d succumbed to the drugged tea. He thought he remembered Ilaris smashing the machines that kept Ikaanaji alive, but seeing the confirmation, knowing that it wasn’t a dream, hurt more than he was expecting. Then seeing his sister, disheveled and frightened, confessing to what she’d done, how Ilaris had used her. How he had betrayed her trust and destroyed her family. He must have made some sound, because Nika took his hand in hers and squeezed his fingers.

Then it was over, and everyone at the table turned to look at him. He took his hand from Nika’s and picked up his cup, taking a sip of water to try and delay having to speak

“I... I don’t understand,” Marikaar stammered. “The Mancer Royal told me that Ilaris had betrayed us, but this... Mothers Below, why?”

“There is more,” Tarjiaan said, his voice surprisingly steady to his ears. “Wilaanger, if you would?”

Wilaanger took a deep breath. “Aanaji told you all that Ilaris is a mage. What I doubt that she knows is that Ilaris is Ikaanaji’s son.”

“Nika told me that,” Tarjiaan said. “I never knew my uncle had any children.”

“He had none by his wife, and he never acknowledged Ilaris as his own. Your aunt Alyaan... their marriage was in name only. When the tension between them was too high, she would tour the belowships, and would often be gone for weeks at a time. It was when she was on one of those tours that Ika took a mistress, a young healer in the royal retinue. Larina was a sweet girl, and she loved your uncle. I know that Ika suspected Ilaris was his. We spoke of it, and his plans to put Alyaan aside and marry Larina if she would allow him to prove that Ilaris was his son. I don’t know why Larina refused the tests. I think that perhaps she was frightened of Alyaan. And she might have had reason — Larina died very shortly after Alyaan returned from one of her tours. After Larina died, Alyaan had Ilaris sent to the crèche. He was eight when his mother died, and he was in the crèche for seven years, until Ikaanaji adopted him into the royal household after Alyaan died.”

“Did the Queen kill her rival?” Antivar asked. 

Wilaanger shrugged, then spread his hands. “I honestly don’t know. When Alyaan returned to the Chimaera after her tours, very often I was... elsewhere—”

“What?” Daanir gasped. “You weren’t with him?”

“He ordered it, Daanir,” Wilaanger said. “Alyaan hated me, and if she was angry at me, she would take that out on Ika. It was easiest on him, no matter how much I hated leaving him to face her alone. I wasn’t there when she returned, and I wasn’t there when Larina died. I didn’t know that Ilaris had been sent away until I returned. I tried to keep an eye on him, but he was sent to a crèche on one of the outer belowships—”

“Let me guess,” Daanir interjected, lacing his fingers together on the tabletop. “She sent him to the Corsair.”

Wilaanger looked shocked. “How did you know?”

“Because I came up on the Corsair, and so did Kaapi. It’s the last ship in the fleet, in the worst repair, and with the most corruption. Remember how I told you we never had anything on the table fresh? It was all preserved or ration biscuits? That was normal on the Corsair.” Daanir shook his head. “She sent him to the worst crèche in the fleet. She buried him, the same way Ilaris buried me on Station Six.”

Tarjiaan looked at Nika, and was surprised to see the horrified look on her face, and the fury in her eyes. Clearly he was missing something. 

“The more I learn of this, the angrier I am. When we are able,” she said, her voice clearly showing that anger, “the Corsair shall be the first ship we visit. This will not be allowed to continue.” She turned toward Wilaanger, and Tarjiaan put his hand on her arm.

“Nika, we have things to do before you upend the fleet,” he said. “So that you can upend the fleet. We’ll take care of the Corsair once we’ve secured the throne.”

She looked back at him. “First thing?”

He nodded. “The very first thing. Agreed?”

She drew herself up and nodded. “Agreed.”

“Thank you.” He looked around the table. “What has Ilaris told the fleet?” he asked. “Marikaar?”

“The only report we had was that the Mancer Royal went mad and murdered you, the King and the Physician Royal,” Marikaar answered. “Which... we’ve all heard stories of mancers who went too far into the machines and lost their wits. It was believable. But then the Imps showed up and tried to take the Wave Runner as a trophy, and that’s when we found out that you were alive. If they’d taken you right back to Imperial waters, we’d never have known you were alive, or that they had you.”

“And they would not have gotten back to land,” Antivar added. “Not with that storm. His Majesty would have been lost.”

“First, all of you can stop calling me Your Majesty,” Tarjiaan interjected. “It’s an empty title until I take the throne back. Understood?”

“Yes, Captain,” Marikaar said. “That mage destroyed our long-range comms to keep us from calling for help. Which means we have no idea what reports are coming from the throne, or what they’re claiming.”

“That’s going to make going to the floating dockyards risky,” Ishantar said. “But we don’t have a choice. We took too much damage. We won’t survive another battle like the last one.”

“Which I doubt we’ll see. At least, not from my... from the Imperial fleet,” Antivar said. “I think most of the Imperial Navy was out there before the storm, and they’re all gone.”

“Seriously?” Marikaar asked. “The Imp fleet was that small?”

Antivar nodded, his expression somber. “For as long as I can remember, when the Imperial fleet sailed out, maybe one in four ships would come back. We all knew that. We were always told that the Butcher of Meradon took no prisoners and scuttled any ship that engaged. I know now that they were lying to us, but back when I first sailed? No one I served with had ever met anyone who survived. We had no one to prove the stories were fake.” He folded his hands on the tabletop. “I don’t know much about shipbuilding, but you need trees for the wood, don’t you? Big ones?” He looked at Daanir. “Is that right?”

Daanir nodded. “If you’re building wooden ships, then yes. It’s not how we do it anymore, but it’s how we used to. I think that’s how the Imps still build their ships.”

“Not anymore. The Imperial shipyards are deserted now. My last ship, and the others like her? Those were the last ones built, and they were smaller by necessity. No one is building ships in the Empire anymore, because there aren’t enough big trees left in Tyraca, in Lestalt, or in what was once Meradon to replace the ships that didn’t come back,” Antivar said. “And anyone who tries to fell trees in Sualiman? They don’t come back. The Sualimani guard their borders like a brindle on a bone.” He paused, then smiled. “That’s a guard dog, in case none of you have ever seen one.”

Tarjiaan smiled. “Thank you, Antivar. Regardless of the state of the Imperial Navy, this ship needs repairs, and our only chance of them is the floating dockyards. Ishantar, what are the chances of fixing the comms?”

Ishantar grimaced. “Slim, but if the Mancer Royal can help? Perhaps we can at least get an incoming signal and find out what we are facing.”

Tarjiaan nodded. “Daan, if you would?”

“Could we help?” Naajir asked. “There’s not much else we can do to help. Neither of us knows much about being above. But we can do this.”

“So long as you follow Mancer Daanir or Mancer Ishantar’s direction,” Tarjiaan answered. “If you don’t, you’ll learn to swab the decks. Understood?”

“Yes, Uncle,” Naajir answered, his eyes wide. “I... did you have to do that?”

“And other, dirtier jobs. Remember, I was younger than you when I first came above the waves. I had to learn it all.” Tarjiaan turned to look down the table. “Now, Nimas, how are we set for supplies?” 

At the end of the table, Nimas frowned slightly, looking down at his notes. He had always reminded Tarjiaan of the tame birds that some Sualimani nobility kept as pets. Delicate-looking, easily startled, wide eyes and a long nose — his appearance meant people tended to underestimate him, expecting him to faint away at the first sign of a fight. They were all wrong — Aranti looked imposing, but was gentle as a Great Mother. Nimas, on the other hand... after his first fistfight, no one on the Wave Runner ever underestimated Nimas in a fight again. He paged through his ledger, then looked across at Aranti. She nodded, and he cleared his throat.

“We’re thin, and no mistake there,” he answered. “We were thin going into the wedding, and not having the hydroponics or our pod is making it worse.” He looked down at his ledger again. “Given the current numbers, I think we can keep everyone fed for another... twelve days before going onto ration biscuits. We’re well supplied with those, thank the Mothers. But looking at actual food? It’ll be salmag by day seven, and whatever salt fish and hardtack we have left by twelve. Ara?”

Aranti nodded. “We’re already scraping the bottom of the barrels on rice and flour. Fresh produce is going off, and I was going to turn it into chutney and pickles tonight.” She looked distant, then nodded. “I can maybe get us to fourteen days before we have to start issuing the ration biscuits. How long until we get to the dockyards?”

Marikaar drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “Ah... assuming they’re still where we left them? And assuming we don’t run into any fights and keep a good wind? Ten days. Maybe eleven.”

Tarjiaan nodded. “So it sounds as if we’ll be cutting things very fine.”

“Yes, Captain,” Nimas said, nodding. “We can make it work, but things might be... tight by the time we get to the dockyards.” He took a deep breath. “Antivar, is it? Tell me, I’ve heard that Imperial ships will supplement their supplies with fishing. Is that true?”

“Yes,” Antivar answered. “You don’t?”

“We usually don’t need to,” Nimas answered. “Our ships usually have a support pod of belowships that includes a farm ship. Now, I know we have several of your men on board. Do any of them fish?”

“Of course,” Antivar answered. “If it’s allowed, I volunteer to help arrange fishing expeditions. Your skiffs are faster than ours, so we should be able to do this without losing speed.” 

“Marikaar, work with Nimas and Antivar to arrange that,” Tarjiaan said. “We need every advantage that we can catch, especially if Ilaris actually sent the orders I gave before he betrayed us.” He looked around the table. “As the disk says, I ordered and then rescinded Deep Scatter and Great Migration. Uncle ordered Ilaris to issue the orders in his name. If he did, then the floating dockyards may not be where we think they are.”

Marikaar hissed softly. “If they went on migration, we’ll never find them.”

“They were in their regular waters when we went hunting for the Wave Runner after we escaped the Chimaera,” Daanir said. “The orders said that the Wave Runner was supposed to escort the dockyards, so we thought the Wave Runner would be there, or at least en route. We found you when we backtracked.” He drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “They might have moved by now. We don’t know.”

“We have to try,” Tarjiaan said. “We don’t have another option. Now, we have plans, but we also have breakfast. Ara, will you serve so that we can get to work?”

“Of course, Captain.” Aranti stood up. “Children, you find places to sit. It’s not good to eat standing.”

Tarjiaan forced himself to ignore the memories of hunger, and the urge to bolt his food. He made himself eat slowly and chew his food thoroughly. He was very much aware that Nika was watching him eat, and quite probably recording every morsel. He paused, sipped his tea, then looked at his plate. 

“Jiaan, you have to eat,” Nika murmured, exactly as he’d expected. 

“I am,” he replied in a low voice, reaching out and taking her hand. He kissed her fingers, then let her go. “I don’t want to eat too fast. And you’ve barely eaten at all. Nika, I’m not the only one who needs to eat.”

She smiled. Then she closed her eyes briefly, swallowed, and whispered, “Excuse me, please.” She got up and hurried away from the table. Wilaanger got up and followed her.

“Nika?” Navi turned in his chair to look after them. “Nika sick?”

Tarjiaan licked his lips and looked at Daanir, who grinned. “Might as well. Something else to fight for.”

Tarjiaan nodded. “No, Navi. She’s not sick.”

“Mothers Below, the Queen is pregnant!” Aranti gasped. “Isn’t she?”

“She is,” Tarjiaan said. 

Aranti laughed aloud. “How wonderful! Congratulations, Captain!” She paused, looking thoughtful. She nodded, then continued, “I have a recipe for a tea that will help with settling the stomach, and for easing the pregnancy sickness. And I’m certain we have what I need to make it. I’ll bring a pot up once we’re done here, and something light to settle her stomach.”

Tarjiaan smiled. “Thank you. I’m sure Nika will appreciate that.” He turned back to Navi, who was staring at him. “Navi?”

“Babies?” Navi whispered. Tarjiaan blinked. It hadn’t occurred to him that there might be more than one. But Nika was a twin, and he had twins in his own line. It was entirely possible... and completely terrifying.

“Might be too soon to tell if it’s babies,” Daanir said. “Maybe we assume one until we know better?”

“Good idea,” Wilaanger said as he came back to the table. “It’s definitely too soon to tell. Tarjiaan, I’ll have Chel come up and check on Nika again once we’re done. She’s lying down right now, and she’ll be back to the table shortly.”

“Aranti is going to bring up some tea that she says will help.” Tarjiaan rested his hands on the tabletop, then stood up. “I think everyone is done. There’s nothing else that needs to be said. Let’s get to work.”

The meeting broke up, with everyone stopping to pass on their congratulations. Wilaanger promised to come back once he’d spoke to Chel, and Daanir kissed Tarjiaan twice before he left with Ishantar and Kaapi, telling him to give one to Nika. Finally, the only person left in the great cabin was Naajir.

“Uncle, could we talk?” he asked. “Before I go help?”

“Of course,” Tarjiaan replied. “What is it?”

Naajir hesitated, then blurted, “I want to abdicate my place as your heir.”

Tarjiaan stared at his nephew. “What? Naji, why?”

Naajir wrung his hands, took a deep breath, then sighed. “I want your child to be the heir,” he said. “I don’t think I should be your heir. I mean... my mother betrayed Meradon. Once people know that, no one will follow me. You’re saving Meradon. I won’t be the one to destroy it.” He took a deep breath and shook his head. “Let me be a mancer, and let me make my own way.”

Tarjiaan leaned against the table. “You’ve given this some thought.”

“It’s been in my head since we first watched that disk on the submersible,” Naajir admitted. “But I didn’t think I could abdicate. I mean... how could I just walk away? I was all you had. But now...”

“Until the baby is born, you’re still all I have,” Tarjiaan pointed out. “Naji, I understand what you are saying, and I hear you. If this is what you want, then I will ask you to do one thing.”

Naajir glanced at the bedroom door. “Wait for the baby?”

Tarjiaan nodded. “Exactly.”

Naajir smiled slightly. “That won’t be that long. I can wait. And I can help while I’m waiting.”

“And learn,” Tarjiaan added. “You need to learn what to do in case you do have to stay in that role, or in case you need to help your aunt hold the throne and protect your cousin while they’re still too young to inherit. Or, Mothers forbid, if you have to hold the throne and protect your cousin in her place.”

“I...” Naajir went pale. “You’re saying... in case something happens to you?”

“In case something happens to me.” Tarjiaan stepped back and sat down in his heavy chair, gesturing for Naajir to sit. He poured tea for them both, and waited until Naajir had taken a sip before continuing. “If something happens to me, if I am incapacitated in some way, the weight of the crown will fall to Nika. She’s already shown that she’s more than capable, and Daanir will support her however he can. But I want you there as well, even if you aren’t the heir. I’m not going to make the mistakes my uncle made. I want you full trained, and fully educated, even if you’re not next in line. Partly as a safety measure, in case the unthinkable happens. And partly because I can think of no better role model for my child than my beloved nephew.” 

Naajir sat up straighter, his cheeks turning ever-so-slightly pink. “You mean that?”

“I mean that,” Tarjiaan said. 

Naajir bit his lip and looked down, then blurted, “Mama said the same thing about you. She wanted me to follow your example.”

Tarjiaan blinked. “I... I’m sorry? What?”

Naajir smiled and relaxed, wrapping his hands around his teacup. “When I was small, Mama showed me a recording of you playing light-harp, and I told her that I wanted to be you when I grew up. So I learned. I play flute, viol, small lute and light-harp.”

Tarjiaan stared at him, then laughed. “I had no idea! When did you start?”

“I was four when I started lessons. Flute first, then viol and small lute. I started playing light harp last year. I don’t have an instrument now, though. Everything got left behind on the Allegiant.”

Tarjiaan nodded. “I have a light-harp here—”

“And a double-neck,” Naajir interjected, sounding excited. “We saw the recording. Will you teach me double-neck?”

“You favor your right hand, no? Spread your left hand.” Tarjiaan rested his left hand on the tabletop, spreading his fingers wide. Naajir did the same — Tarjiaan moved so that his hand was fingertip to fingertip with Naajir’s. His hand was larger than his nephew’s, but not by much. “Hrm... next year, I think. You don’t quite have the handspan yet. You’re going to be tall when you have your full growth, Naji.” He leaned back and picked up his tea. “Once we make the floating dockyards, we’ll see about getting you a new instrument. A small lute, or a viol? You can use my light-harp, but you should have your own instrument.”

“We will?” Naajir squeaked. “But... how?”

“There’s a ship carpenter who served on the Marauder who lives on the dockyards now, and he’s an exceptionally good musician.” Tarjiaan smiled. “He was my music teacher on the Marauder. I’ll have to see if we can find a music teacher for you.”

“You had a music teacher on the Marauder?” Naajir repeated. “Really?”

“Until he was injured and requested to be reassigned to the dockyards. His name is Owain, and he was a fantastic teacher. And an amazing luthier — he made my first small lute, and my chitarra. Both of which I need to replace. The small lute died with the Marauder, and the chitarra was smashed in a storm last year.” Tarjiaan looked over as the bedroom door opened. Nika came out, looking around the day cabin.

“I missed the rest of the meeting?” she asked.

“You didn’t miss very much,” Tarjiaan answered. “We’d already covered everything that needed to be covered. Daan is off helping get the comms online. Aranti is bringing up a pot of tea for you that she says will help settle your stomach, and something light to eat. And Wil is coming back with Chel.”

“And you have not yet spoken to him?” Nika joined him, resting her hand on his shoulder. 

“Not yet. Naji and I needed to talk first.” 

Naajir nodded, his eyes wide. “I... I had questions. And we started talking, and... you... you’re really going to get me something new?” He sounded stunned. “I’ve never had a new instrument before.”

“I owe you a good many natal gifts, Naji. I think a new small lute or viol is a good start. And once you’ve got your growth in, we’ll start on double-neck.” Tarjiaan leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table. “I want you to understand that I’m not trying to distract you. Or bribe you. Once the baby comes, we’ll revisit this conversation. And regardless of the outcome of that conversation, you’re going to have the education you should have already started as a prince of the royal house of Meradon. Is that acceptable?”

Naajir nodded. “I... yes, Uncle. Thank you.” He looked thoughtful. “Can Kaapi have those lessons, too?”

“I...” Tarjiaan stopped and looked at Nika. “I’d like to discuss that with her father first, but I don’t see a reason why not. Why do you ask?”

“We work really well together,” Naajir answered. “And if we’re learning at the same time, we can help each other with the learning. And...” He stopped, blushing furiously. 

Tarjiaan nodded. “Antivar asked me if you two were betrothed,” he said softly. 

“He asked that?” Naajir whimpered. “I... Mother is going to be furious!”

“I think your mother might surprise you,” Nika said. “Based on what we saw on the disk, I think that very much. I think that all she wants is for you to be happy, Naajir. And if Kaapi makes you happy, then when you are old enough, I cannot see her objecting.” 

Naajir looked at Nika, and Tarjiaan could see the doubt lurking behind his eyes. “I have no objections,” he added. “And I am your guardian. But again, we need to discuss with Kaapi’s father.” 

Naajir smiled. “I... thank you, Uncle.”

“One more question, Naji,” Tarjiaan said. “Before I send you off to help the other mancers. What fight training have you had?”

Naajir grimaced. “Light sword, mostly. My fight teachers said that because I was small and fast, it was the best approach. And I learned dual dagger, and I can shoot.”

“Good! Very good,” Tarjiaan said. He smiled, mostly from relief. He hadn’t been looking forward to starting Naajir off from the beginnings if he’d never picked up a blade. “Talk to Marikaar about adding practice to your onboard duties.”

“Yes, Captain,” Naajir said with a grin. “Is that all?”

Tarjiaan nodded. “That’s all, Naajir. Dismissed. And if you see the Physician Royal, if you would tell him that I’m free?”

Naajir nodded. He stood up, bowed, then left the day cabin. 
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Chapter Three

Healing
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TARJIAAN LEANED BACK as Nika took Naajir’s abandoned seat.

“What was the conversation?” she asked.

“He asked if he could abdicate his position as heir,” Tarjiaan answered. “And I’ve asked him to wait until we have an heir to have that conversation. He’s agreed.”

Nika nodded. “I was expecting that he would ask,” she said. “He said he feared that he would be a liability, once it is known what his mother did.”

“It wasn’t her fault.”

Nika nodded. “It was not, but truly, will people listen to that? It may be better for them both if he is not in line for the throne. It will give her the space she needs to heal. But there is time to have that conversation.”

Tarjiaan reached for her hand and shifted forward to kiss her fingers. “There is. Now, how are you feeling?”

“Somewhat... shaky,” she admitted. “As if my legs are two different lengths. I do not like it.”

“You can talk to Chel about that. Or Aranti. They’ll both be back shortly.”

Nika nodded. “Do either of them have children?”

Tarjiaan thought about the question. “If Chel and Lysson have children, they’ve never told me, and I’ll be annoyed that they didn’t. Nimas and Aranti have two boys. Both of them live with Nimas’ mother on the Plenty. That’s the name of our farm ship,” he added, answering the question before Nika could ask it. “So they’re safe right now. Our pod was reassigned to the Dauntless before any of this started.”

Nika looked puzzled. “Why?”

“Because when we were first attacked by Imperial ships, the Wave Runner was on the way to the floating dockyards for maintenance.” Tarjiaan laughed as he realized something. “We keep trying to fix this blasted ship, and things keep happening that stop us!”

Nika arched a brow. “Is that funny?”

“Not funny. Ridiculous.” Tarjiaan took a deep breath and shook his head. “We’ll get the Wave Runner repaired. We’ll take back the Chimaera. We’ll find a way.”

“Those are problems for later. For right now, did you eat enough? You were eating so slowly.” 

Tarjiaan smiled. “For now. I’ll eat again later. I know I have weight to put back on. I just... Nika, I was eating slowly so that I wouldn’t make myself sick.”

She frowned. “I do not understand.”

“I was ready to swallow that entire plate without chewing.” Tarjiaan looked at the ceiling. “I’m still not entirely recovered. I know that. Whatever it was that kept me alive in that box without food or water, it didn’t stop the damage. I still feel the... the ache.”

“It will take time for your body to heal. And your mind.” Nika reached out and took his hand. She closed her eyes and cocked her head to the side. “You do need to eat more.”

“How do we balance that with making sure we have enough for everyone else until we reach the dockyards?” Tarjiaan asked. 

“Can you eat the ration biscuits?” Nika asked, opening her eyes. She started massaging his hand with both of hers. “Daanir said that they are enough to sustain.”

“And Aranti said that we have plenty of them,” Tarjiaan murmured. “I... when Wil gets here, we’ll ask him.” He tugged Nika’s hand. “Come here.”

She smiled and stood, coming around the table and sitting in Tarjiaan’s lap. She twined her arms around his neck and smiled. “Is this what you want?”

“It’s a start.” He kissed her twice, and when she looked at him, her brows slightly furrowed, he added, “One of those was from Daan. He went to go help with the comms.” Tarjiaan put his arms around her and leaned back, smiling and closing his eyes as she rested against his chest. “Navi asked an interesting question, and I can’t wait to see the answer.”

“What was the question?” Nika asked.

“It was only one word.” He opened his eyes and looked down to see Nika looking up at him. “Babies?”

Her eyes widened. “I... oh!” She looked down at her still-flat stomach. “I...”

“You’re a twin. I have twins in my line. It’s possible.” He shifted his arms and started rubbing her back. “Wil says it’s too soon tell. So we’ll know eventually.”

“Twins,” Nika repeated. “I... that would be wondrous. And terrifying.”

“Agreed. But it’s a good terrifying. Like sailing into a storm.”

“I did not think that was a good terrifying,” Nika grumbled. She sniffed, then added, “At first. It was very exciting.”

“And you did magnificently. Which reminds me. Do you want me to pierce your ear for your earring? It’s traditional for the Captain to do it, but not required. Which is good, because the entire crew earned that earring, and if I’m the only one doing it, it’ll take weeks. If you want Wil to do it, he can numb your ear.” 

“My earring?” Nika sat up and looked at him, touching her earlobe with one hand. “I will be off balance if I only have one.”

Tarjiaan chuckled. “Well, we could find another storm....”

“No!” 

Tarjiaan tipped his head back and laughed, hugging her tightly to his chest. 

“It is good that you laugh at me,” Nika said when he stopped laughing. 

Tarjiaan blinked. “I’m not laughing at you!” he protested. “Nika, I wouldn’t!”

“I said something wrong?” Nika smoothed his coat with her hand. “I made you laugh, so you are laughing at me. And I think it is a good thing that you laugh at me. But you do not?”

“No,” Tarjiaan said firmly. “Sweetheart, I think this is a translation problem. When you say laughing at you, you mean that you made me laugh. Is that what it means in Imperial?”

“It is. Is it not in Common?”

“No,” Tarjiaan answered. “When you say that in Common, it means I’m mocking you. I would never do that.”

She frowned. “That is not what I meant. I amused you, so you laugh. I know you are not being cruel. You would never hurt me.” She pursed her lips. “I thought I understood Common.”

Tarjiaan chuckled. “Your Common is still better than my Imperial,” he pointed out, making her smile. 

“That would not be difficult,” she teased. He laughed again and kissed her again. 

“I know my faults,” he said. “I’ve never been good with languages, and I know it. I speak Common and Sualimani, and that’s all. So if my lack of skill amuses you? I’m glad that I can make you laugh.” 

“Is that how I would say it? I make you laugh?”

“Yes, that’s how you say it.”

Nika nodded. “Then it is good that I make you laugh. You need to laugh more.”

Tarjiaan nodded. “We all do. And I can’t wait until that’s all we have to worry about.” He raised his head as someone knocked on the door. “Do you want to be sitting in my lap when they come in?”

“I should move,” Nika said. She kissed Tarjiaan, then slipped from his lap and stood up, smoothing her skirts as she moved to her chair. Once she was seated, Tarjiaan raised his voice.

“Come in!”

The door opened, and Wilaanger came in, followed by Chel. Chel smiled when she saw them.

“Uncle said I should come and look in on you,” she said. “A touch of pregnancy sickness?”

Nika nodded. “It came on me all of a sudden. I was fine, and then I felt terrible.”

“Had you eaten yet?” Chel asked. “Having something on your stomach will help.”

“I had not. And that seems wrong,” Nika said. “Will it not make me sick?”

“No, because what’s making you feel sick is the fact that your stomach is empty. That’s why it happens first thing in the morning. Keep something next to the bed, and eat before you get up.” She smiled. “I don’t think Tarjiaan will mind crumbs.”

“I can shake them out of the sheets when I make the bed,” Tarjiaan said. “Chel, what would you recommend?”

Chel looked thoughtful. “I think... Nika, you liked the ration biscuits, didn’t you?”

“I did,” Nika said. “And we were going to speak to you about them, but for Tarjiaan.”

“About ration biscuits?” Wilaanger looked puzzled. “Why?”

“Because Nika thinks that I need to be eating more frequently to help with recovery. Balancing that with our lack of supplies means ration biscuits. I can keep them in my coat pocket so I have them on me at all times.”

Wilaanger nodded slowly. “That’s a very good idea,” he said. “I’ll tell Nimas to have some sent over. Just remember to drink.”

Tarjiaan nodded. “Wil, that isn’t the only thing I needed to talk to you about.”

“So you said,” Wilaanger replied. He moved to a chair, waiting for Tarjiaan to nod before sitting down. “You said you frightened everyone?”

Tarjiaan nodded. “Daanir wanted to show me that there’s an entrance to his passages in the cabinet.” He gestured over his shoulder. “I stepped in to look, and woke up on the floor. Nika says I fainted.” He shook his head and rested his hands on the table. “Daanir said that the cabinet was about the same size as... as the box. He thinks I reacted to the feeling of having the sides pressed against my shoulders.”

“I see.” Wilaanger rubbed one hand over his face. “How do you feel now?”

“Not... not bad. Not bothered by anything. Still not well, but... not terrible. If that makes any sense?” Tarjiaan took Nika’s hand. She sniffed. 

“Your heartrate is elevated, but that is because we are talking about this. You still need to eat. Is there anything left, or did Aranti take the food away?”

“I think we finished it,” Wilaanger said. “I’ll send for the biscuits when we’re done. Tarjiaan, tell me your thinking.”

“I’m worried,” Tarjiaan admitted. “I don’t know what will set this off. Before, I knew that if I was in the belowships for too long, I would start having nightmares. This... I’ve never fainted from being in a small space before! I’ve never fainted before, and if I fall the wrong way in my armor, I’ll hurt myself. Or someone else.” He paused, then shook his head. “This is new, and we have no time for me to learn how to manage this new... this new weakness.” He saw the scowl start and had to smile. “Don’t start. I know you don’t think they’re weaknesses.”

“They’re not, and I won’t hear you call yourself weak,” Wilaanger said. “We’ve sailed this current how many times? A weak man would never have survived what you have. A weak man would never have been able to do everything that you’ve done.”

“I know, Wil,” Tarjiaan replied. “And I’m not saying I’m weak. I’m saying... I’m not at my best right now, and this is...a new complication that I need to learn to address in less-than-optimal conditions.” He paused, then smiled. “Better phrasing?”

“Not much, but yes,” Wilaanger grumbled. He drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “And we don’t have the time or the flexibility to work through desensitizing you. Not until we’re safe.”

Tarjiaan grimaced, remembering the first time he and Wil had tried to work through his problems with small spaces. “Exactly.”

“Jiaan, what does that mean?” Nika asked. “De...what?”

“Desensitization,” Tarjiaan repeated. “It’s a way to deal with overwhelming fears. I have trouble with small spaces. So, the last time we did this, it was by exposing me to a small space for increasing amounts of time. Once I was comfortable, we moved to a smaller space. It worked, to a point.”

Nika went ashen, her eyes wide. “I... how is that not considered torture?”

Tarjiaan looked at Wilaanger, who shrugged. “It wasn’t pleasant,” Wilaanger said. “It never is. But Tarjiaan and I discussed it beforehand. We went into it knowing it would be unpleasant at best, and we never went past his endurance. There was recovery time between sessions, and... well, it worked. To a point.”

“To a point,” Tarjiaan repeated. “The point that I could be functional below. Nika, I told you that I drank to excess. Part of that was to help with the craving for the drugs Aanaji... Ilaris had been making Aanaji feed me. Part of it was to deal with the feeling that the walls were closing in. If I was drunk, I didn’t care. Once I was sober...” He paused and took a deep breath. “You saw what my nightmares could be like. Working through it with Wil... made it so I could sleep at night. And once I was sleeping, I could better recover.”

“And when he had recovered and was strong enough to start using his armor, he spent a year fostering in the Sualimani court,” Wilaanger added.

“You lived on land?”

Tarjiaan looked up to see Daanir standing in the doorway. “That’s where I learned to walk again, and to use my armor. Although I spent my first three weeks on land feeling as if the ground was rocking under me,” 

“I never thought about that.” Daanir came around the table, resting his hand on Tarjiaan’s shoulder. “But you’d have had to learn it somewhere else, for the same reason you can’t wear it below now.”

Tarjiaan nodded. “Uncle sent me to the Sualimani court to finish my recovery, and Falian assigned a Mancer to come with me and teach me to use the armor. Which is how we got Ishantar — she broke through while we were in court.” He grinned. “It was my first time ever living on land, and I was landsick for days. Queen Ysnia thought I was insane.”

“You have met my grandmother?” Nika asked.

“Yes, and I can’t wait for you to meet her. You’ll love her.” He turned to Daanir. “How are the comms?”

“A mess,” Daanir said as he sat down. “I’m going back in a minute. I wanted to be here when you talked to Wil. Did you tell him about what happened?”

“Yes,” Nika answered before Tarjiaan could. “And now they are talking about torture.”

Daanir coughed and sat up straighter, his hands balling into fists. “I’m sorry? What?”

“Desensitization therapy,” Tarjiaan said. “I’ve done it before.” He reached out and rested his hand on Daanir’s forearm, feeling the tension. “It’s fine, Daan.”

“It is going to hurt you,” Nika protested. “It is not fine!”

Tarjiaan closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Wil, tell her about my broken arm?”

“Broken... oh!” Wilaanger laughed. “I remember that.”

“The one you broke when we were just starting training?” Daanir asked. “I... oh, I see.”

“What broken arm?” Nika asked. “How is that important?”

“Because Tarjiaan broke his left arm in training practice when he was eleven. A bad break, and the physician on the Marauder set the bone wrong.” Wilaanger gestured for Nika’s hand, then traced a line across her forearm. “The bones here weren’t aligned correctly, and it was causing Tarjiaan pain. So Taarik sent Tarjiaan to me, and in order for the arm to heal properly, I had to rebreak the bones.”

Nika frowned, then turned in her chair and held her hand out to Tarjiaan. He was expecting it, and put his left hand into hers. She ran her other hand up his arm, stopping right over where the bones had been broken. 

“I... I did not know that was something that was done,” she said slowly. 

“Sometimes, you have to break something to mend it,” Tarjiaan said. He covered her hand with his. “Nika, I won’t lie. It’s not going to be pleasant. But it will help.”

“Once you start, what do we expect?” Daanir asked. “And how do we help?”

Tarjiaan leaned back in his chair, frowning slightly. Remembering. “I’m wondering if it won’t be as bad this time,” he said slowly. “I’ll be able to get back under the sky on the dockyards. I won’t be going from a small space to a slightly larger small space.”

“This is true,” Wilaanger said, nodding. “You’ll have more of a respite between sessions.”

“You’re doing this... where?” Daanir asked.

“Once we’re at the dockyards,” Tarjiaan answered. “And what to expect? We may not be getting much sleep for a bit. Or you and Nika might want to sleep in the royal apartments in the dockyards.”

“I am not leaving you alone with your nightmares,” Nika said, her voice firm. Daanir nodded and pointed at her.

“What she said.”

Tarjiaan smiled. “I love you both. Thank you. How you can help? Ah... Wil?”

“Let me think on that,” Wilaanger said. “There is some evidence that introducing a new, positive association with whatever is causing the reaction can help. Perhaps that might be where you two come in.”

“Positive association with small spaces, you mean?” Nika said. She looked distant, thoughtful, nodding gently. “I... yes, I can see how that may help.”

“We’ll discuss this further once we’re safely at the dockyards,” Wilaanger said. “In the meantime—”

A whistle sounded in Tarjiaan’s ear. He held up one hand while tapping his earpiece with the other. “Marikaar, report.”

“Captain, ship on the horizon!” Marikaar replied. “Looks like a Meradonese hull. And I’m fairly certain they’ve seen us.”

Tarjiaan swallowed. “All hands, beat to quarters. Try to evade. Ishantar, can you hear me?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Get those comms online!”

“That’s my hint,” Daanir said, standing up. “Tell her I’m on my way.” He kissed Tarjiaan, then Nika, then hurried out of the cabin. 

“I heard him. Thank you, Captain.”

“Where do you want me, Jiaan?” Nika asked.

“The infirmary,” Tarjiaan answered, standing up. “Be ready. I hate the thought that we might have to fight our own people, but we don’t know what they’ve been told.”

Nika nodded and stood up, coming to his side. He leaned down and kissed her, smiling as she caressed his cheek.

“Be careful,” she warned. 

“You, too.” He watched them leave, then went to one of the wall cabinets. He buttoned his coat, then opened the cabinet and took out his belt, cinching it around his waist. He clipped his saber to the belt, then took out his force pistol and checked the charge. He wasn’t going to put on his chest armor. Not unless he had to. Putting it on would tell his men that he expected an attack from their own people. 

Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. He tapped his earpiece.

“Mancers?”

"This thing isn’t even good for parts,” Daanir said. “But we have an idea...”

“Meet me at the helm.”
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Chapter Four

Dauntless
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TARJIAAN LOWERED HIS spyglass and grimaced. 

“It’s the Dauntless,” he said over his shoulder. “And they’re definitely closing on us.” He tapped his earpiece. “Marikaar, shorten the sails and send up the distress flag. Let’s see if we can stop this before it starts.” He tapped the earpiece again, closed the glass and turned to look at Daanir and Kaapi. “What’s this idea?”

“We don’t have comms,” Daanir said. “But the submersible does. Kaapi suggested we take it out, and once we’re in range, we show them the disk.”

“They’ll have to accept your signal, and if they’ve been told you murdered me, the King and the Physician Royal, that’s the last thing they’ll do,” Tarjiaan pointed out. “How are you... wait. You’re going to tap into the Dauntless’ systems? From the sub?”

Daanir nodded. “I did it when we reached the Wave Runner,” he said. “It’s how we found out what was going on and where you were.”

“And you were functional after that how?” Tarjiaan demanded. 

“Mama Nika made Papa rest after he did it,” Kaapi answered, smiling up at her father when he mock-glared at her. Tarjiaan smiled. Mama Nika? He’d have to tell her.

“She did, hm?” he replied. “And he listened?” 

“He was sleeping hard enough that he was snoring.” Kaapi grinned. “I’ve never heard him snore before.” 

“It’s an impressive sound, isn’t it?” Tarjiaan looked back out over the water toward the other ship. “You can’t do this and pilot. And you should have a healer with you. Who are you taking with you? Besides Nika?”

“Why do you think I’m taking Nika?” Daanir asked. He took the spyglass from Tarjiaan’s hand and looked out at the Dauntless. “They’re definitely moving to intercept. So....” He handed the glass back to Tarjiaan. “Why am I taking Nika?”

“Because she tells you to rest and you listen.” Tarjiaan tapped his bicep with the glass, fighting to keep his other reason out of his face — if everything went wrong, Daanir and Nika would be safe. 

“Fair.” Daanir nodded. “And she’s a decent pilot, too.”

Tarjiaan blinked and turned to face Daanir. “She is?”

“She’s got a good touch. Still needs to work on her confidence, get a bit more practice in, but she’s good.” Daanir grinned. “And we never told you, did we?”

“No, you did not!” Tarjiaan shook his head and sighed. “You can tell me later. Nika is going with you as a healer and relief pilot. Pick a pilot and promise me you won’t die.”

Daanir laughed. “I promise we’ll try not to. And I’m assuming you have instructions for me in case everything goes wrong?”

Tarjiaan grimaced. “You know me too well. Yes, I do. Or rather, I would have.”

“You’d have left them in the submersible?”

“Yes.” Tarjiaan answered. “If everything goes wrong, go to
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