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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]
The clouds had cleared when Teia Carthan emerged onto the deck of The Inferno.

It was a pretty sight. Beautiful, in fact, to even the most hardened sailor. After days of rough water—winds beating at the ship’s hull, rain pounding down in heavy sheets—the Dark Sea had finally calmed. The moon hung fat and round, poised gracefully against the velvet sky. Stars streaked overhead, trailing gold as they vanished against the horizon.

All across the length of the deck, The Inferno’s crew had abandoned their usual duties. They sprawled in hammocks or stretched out against the furled sails, clinking glass bottles in lively celebration. Someone huffed away on the flute, until his companion begged for mercy. Another belted a folk song at the top of his lungs, his voice cracking on each note. The night was young, the energy electric. Anything seemed possible, against the backdrop of the ocean.

Teia, however, had no time for such pleasantries. She felt the attention of the crew as she strode by, the red hem of her cloak brushing at her heels. Six months after her coronation, the whispers still followed. She suspected they’d linger forever, but Teia didn’t mind. It was the price to pay for her name becoming legend, for the title that sang against her ears.

Highness.

She heard it now, piped cheerfully from atop a mast. A second later, Enna van Apt dropped down from her perch. She moved with a natural ease, like she was a dancer and the boat her stage.

“Evening, Boss,” the thief said. “You’re not joining the celebrations?”

“I wouldn’t call a bottle of rum and a few scales on the flute a celebration.”

Enna surveyed the crew with a practiced eye. “Not just that,” she put in. “Lucen’s taking song requests.”

Teia glanced toward the hammocks, to where the reedy sailor warbled out yet another chorus. “Interesting,” she said. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

The ship swayed under them, the ocean bobbing in agreement. Enna kept her footing, rocking easily to the rhythm of the waves, but Teia stiffened. She might have inherited her mother’s ability to control water, but the open sea was an entirely different beast. There had been multiple days of the journey where she’d lain in her cabin, fervently wishing for the sweet comfort of land.

Unfortunately, Enna was annoyingly perceptive. “You’re not going to hurl again, are you?”

“That was one time,” Teia said sourly. Leave it to Enna to recount her most humiliating moment. “I’d never been on open water before.”

“Are we keeping count? Because it was four times, actually. Twice when you got on board and once after that meeting with Ket.” She sidestepped a stray bucket. “Oh, and that incident after dinner, too, when you excused yourself to your cabin early—”

Teia didn’t bother asking how Enna knew she’d knelt over a basin in absolute misery, cursing the day she’d stepped foot on this damned boat. Despite three locked doors and a hallway between them, Erisia’s best thief had her ways.

She settled for lifting her hand to where the seamen had begun milling around their companions, lighting brass lanterns for the impromptu festivities. Teia focused on the threads of heat, which swam around her lazily. She gave them a quick tug, and the threads went careening every which way, directed toward the many lanterns aboard The Inferno.

The ship brightened, illuminated as the lanterns sprang to life. All around Teia, sailors gasped in awe. Several sank into bows. The fellow on the flute lowered his instrument, while another dropped a full deck of cards, scattering them in the sudden breeze.

Enna lifted her foot delicately, trapping a card before it fluttered out of reach. “All right,” she said. “Now you’re just showing off.”

The corners of Teia’s mouth ticked upward. “That was an afterthought,” she replied. “When I’m showing off, you’ll know.”

Ahead, close to the ship’s massive wheel, a figure watched on from the new light of a lantern. Somebody else might have struck up a conversation, eager to curry favor with Erisia’s monarch, but The Inferno’s grizzled captain wasn’t one for wasting words. He simply set down his spyglass and ran a thumb over his graying beard.

“Highness,” he said.

“Ket,” she answered.

“Enna,” Enna chirped. She pointed to herself, looking terrifically pleased, before fluffing out her black curls.

The captain huffed a laugh. “No map tonight?” he said to Teia, eyeing her bare hands.

Three weeks on the water had made her predictable. When she hadn’t been violently ill in her cabin, Teia had taken to carting a map of Shaylan around with her. She spent her free time interrogating each of the sailors on their knowledge of the kingdom, learning all she could about the different cities.

It was strange hearing about the place that Teia’s mother came from. Shaylan and Erisia hadn’t been at war in years—yet, in the Golden Palace, Teia had been raised on a steady diet of whispers. The Shaylani were barbaric and sneaky and devious. They were people without morals. They killed indiscriminately.

But such animosity hadn’t tainted the sailors aboard The Inferno. Perhaps it was a by-product of traveling between the kingdoms, with Ket and his crew escorting merchants across the sea on a biannual basis. When Teia had asked about Shaylan, she’d been enthusiastically regaled with stories about Paifan, the capital city set deep in the valley, bordered on three sides by towering chains of mountains. Chusun was another favorite—the small fishing community with an array of docks and an ample number of pleasure houses. And one evening, when the weather was clear, Ket had spent an entire night telling her about Okkan. She’d listened to him describe the city’s rugged shoreline, the cliffs that fell away in sheer, black swaths.

Tonight, the map of Shaylan was hidden from sight, tucked into a leather pouch that she wore on her hip. “I heard you sent for me,” Teia said. “Is something amiss?”

Ket chuckled as he held up the spyglass. The golden barrel was cut with the outline of the Serkawr, the sea beast that had supposedly helped found the Five Kingdoms. “Why don’t you see for yourself?” he said, motioning toward the horizon.

At first, all Teia saw was the black shine of water. She twisted impatiently at the spyglass’s metal knob, skimming past the ship, before her gaze landed on a faint strip of lights, twinkling in the far distance. Her breath caught. She lowered the spyglass hastily, her voice wary as she said, “Is that—”

“Shore,” he finished proudly, as if presenting his firstborn. “We’ll be at Paifan within the hour.”

She should have thanked him. Instead, Ket’s estimation stirred something within Teia, rooting out any response. Excitement crackled through her—but there was fear, too, a hesitation that had lain dormant for months, ever since she’d first concocted her plans to sail for Shaylan.

What will I find when I get there?

It had been over twenty years since an Erisian royal had entered the kingdom of water. Last time, Teia’s father, Ren, had come to sign a treaty that ended a decade of war. He had left with an uneasy peace between Erisia and Shaylan, a ship packed with diplomatic gifts—and a blushing new bride, bursting with hope for what was to come.

He and Calla—Teia’s mother—had been enamored from the instant they met, slipping notes between meetings, sneaking away for quick moments alone. But while their love had endured until their deaths, Teia couldn’t imagine the Shaylani people would be particularly thrilled to receive her. Was Ren perceived as a blackhearted villain—one who had duped the future empress of Shaylan into leaving her home? Had Calla been remembered as naive and foolish, someone who’d relinquished her throne for the man she’d adored?

Teia had carried her questions across the Dark Sea, reciting them like prayer, holding each in her heart. Yet now, she stuffed the thoughts down, somewhere beneath the surface. There was only one person in the Five Kingdoms she might have confided in, one person she’d have laid her fears bare to. But he was gone, swept away with the bones of her past, and so she faced Ket with a steely conviction, spine straight, shoulders firm.

“Our papers are ready for entry?”

“We’ve received confirmation from port. The Shaylani know we’re coming.”

“And the trunks?” Over fifty had been stashed in the hold, filled to the brim with offerings. Salt, linen, dried fruits. Several crates carried more-precious cargo, including rubies extracted from Erisia’s mines.

Teia’s advisers had been skeptical. General Samos Miran, especially, had questioned the trunks’ necessity, but Teia had been adamant. Whenever she thought of the speech she’d prepared for the Shaylani, a miserable jolt flared through her.

Beautiful palace. Thank you for having me. By the way, before I forget—Cornelius Lehm, the leader of the Erisian rebel movement, is trying to summon the Serkawr. Yes, the one from myth. Yes, the one that’s sacred to the Five Kingdoms. Oh—and he plans on using members of your own court to do it.

Goddess. Teia had rehearsed the words a hundred times, and she still sounded mad to her own ears. If it took a few jewels to soften up the Shaylani nobility first, then so be it.

Beside her, Ket was nodding diligently. “We’ll prepare the trunks as well, Highness,” he assured her. “There’s nothing to be concerned about. My men and I—”

All at once, the captain’s voice died in his throat. His focus flitted beyond her, anchored over her head. She saw disbelief reflected in the blue of his eyes—and when Teia whirled around, she sincerely wished she hadn’t.

The wave rose straight from the sea, pulling itself into a black wall of water. It surged above them to crest over the ship’s tallest mast, stretching upward to dwarf The Inferno.

Any merrymaking died as the ship went quiet. The crew stared. Teia stared. And for one wild instant, as the wave dragged to its peak, she thought, The Serkawr. The sea beast had risen from the depths. It had heeded Lehm, locked into the desires of its new master. It wanted revenge, and it was here to collect.

Just as quickly, her senses came hammering back. The Inferno might be on the Dark Sea, but this was no monster, draped in scales and dripping poison. No—this was the ocean. Her lifeblood, her kin.

This was her death, headed her way.

Teia threw out her hands. She grabbed for every trail of heat, coaxing them from the sailors and the air and the lanterns beaming against curved iron hooks. A flickering grid expanded over one edge of the ship. As it lengthened to meet the wave, Teia flattened herself against the opposite rail.

“Brace yourselves!” she yelled to Ket and Enna. She heard a muffled response, a scream from her left—and the roar of the water as it crashed aboard, triumphant in its descent, dousing the barrier of flames to rip apart The Inferno.




CHAPTER TWO
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The Dark Sea swallowed Teia whole.

She’d never felt water like this before—cold and unforgiving, ready to devour. The current shoved her under, tendrils snaking around her arms, her legs. Beneath the surface, there was nothing but thick, inky darkness.

Give up, the water whispered. Give in.

Shut up, Teia thought back. She refused to drown now, so close to land. She hadn’t endured all those ghastly weeks on the ocean—a majority of which she’d been stuffed in her cabin, sick to her stomach—only to perish here, mere miles from Shaylan.

She squeezed her eyes shut, prodding at the water. But while Calla could have parted the Dark Sea with a single motion, Teia’s abilities were far less developed. The waves laughed at her scornfully. They batted away her pleas, tossing her about to solidify their stance. She was a rag doll lifting against the tide, sucked into the depths and spat back out.

As she broke into open air, scanning furiously for survivors, Teia saw the remnants of The Inferno. The ship had been destroyed, the deck splintered in two. Broken mast pieces floated just out of reach. A sopping red banner was tethered to a loose slab of driftwood.

Yet that wasn’t what drew Teia’s attention. A girl was clinging to an overturned trunk. One hand grasped at the filigreed gold edge; the other clutched the handle of an ice pick, jammed deep into the polished wood. She was coughing violently, wet hair tangled over her eyes.

“Enna!”

The water remained choppy, eager to pull Teia under. She fought with each stroke as she swam forward, catching one of the trunk’s wide straps. For a terrible moment, she almost lost her grip on the slick leather. The Dark Sea jeered in glee, before Enna lunged to the side. The thief grabbed for Teia, fingers wrapping around her wrist.

“Damn ocean,” Enna rasped. “Remind me to never sail again.”

Teia heaved herself onto the trunk. It sank a few inches lower, but bobbed persistently against the surface. She cursed, spitting water from her mouth, shaking off the heavy fabric of her cloak. It disappeared into the sea, engulfed by the deep. At least the leather pouch with Shaylan’s map was still on her waist.

“Ket?” Teia said.

Enna shook her head. “I don’t suppose we could swim for shore?” she said hopelessly.

It was an impossible distance, the shore not yet visible without a spyglass. Teia swore. She lifted her arm, reshaping what little heat endured around her and Enna. A respectable circle of flames formed beside them. Teia forced it upward, and it ricocheted into the sky, lighting their place in a fiery halo.

She held tighter to the trunk, shivering against the cold. Where did the wave come from? she thought furiously. Teia didn’t believe the Shaylani would try to drown her outright—but the wave could have been one of the kingdom’s wards, unintentionally triggered by The Inferno. Ket hadn’t mentioned anything, but there was no other explanation for what had happened. Before the wave, the water had been calm, the skies clear.

Either way, though, its source hardly mattered now. All around Teia, the current was shifting, contorting with newfound urgency. A rush of concern overtook her.

“Did you feel that?” she said to Enna, as dread pooled in her stomach.

“Feel what?”

The water was gathering now, moving swiftly as it centered on a single spot. A haze of droplets linked themselves together, one after another. They joined and writhed, quivering in their ascent, combining to climb into the air.

“Oh,” Enna breathed. “You mean that.”

The new wave rose sluggishly. Ten feet—twenty—thirty. Its shadow fell across Teia and Enna. Any farther, and it would douse their beacon, which hovered above them diligently.

“Teia?” Enna said nervously. “If you have one of your brilliant plans ready, I’d love to hear it.”

“Ah,” Teia said. “Hold on?”

“Hold on? That’s it?”

At that exact moment, a gong cut through the night. The sound was deafening against the emptiness of the Dark Sea, echoing so loud that the water around them rippled. Teia twisted back in shock, at the same moment Enna said, “Is that a ship?”

Not just a ship—but one with somebody at the helm, feet planted above the silver figurehead. His dark hair blew wild against the howling wind. When he leveled one arm, a pale hand swept forth from a sloping sleeve.

Time seemed to slow. The wave, which was now taller than the last, stilled. It shivered at its apex, as if poised to fall.

Then it carved itself apart, tearing into two. Water sloughed away on either side, tumbling down like twin waterfalls. And while the force alone should have destroyed the trunk, casting Teia and Enna under, a shimmering shield of water appeared just above them. They heard the thunderous roar of thousands of gallons crashing against the shield—but inside their makeshift shelter, everything was oddly calm.

Enna swore, shattering any temporary peace. “I guess we found the Shaylani?”

“I think the better way to phrase that,” Teia said, “is that they found us.”

“They saved us. I take it that’s a good sign?”

“I don’t believe in good signs.”

“Of course you don’t,” Enna said, before glancing down at her sodden clothes with a sigh. “I love being disheveled when meeting foreign dignitaries.”

“You’ve never met any foreign dignitaries.”

“Untrue. I’ve stolen from at least five.”

Overhead, the cascade had stopped. As the protective shield of water fell away, melting back into the ocean, the ship drew nearer. The intricate figurehead was fashioned in the likeness of a woman, a dragon nestled around her shoulders. Lanterns gleamed from the hull’s many windows. Blue sails stretched proudly against the mainmast, with geometric patterns embroidered down the centers.

A ladder was dangled over the side of the ship, woven from coarse black rope. Teia seized the bottom rung. She began the painful climb upward, her steps labored as she reached the top. The warm glow from the deck had just come into view—the crew pressing dangerously close to the edge, a shaggy black dog bounding about happily—when a hand caught hers, helping her balance, hauling her aboard.

The young man before Teia was simply dressed. His plain white robes fluttered against the breeze, and a jade bracelet looped around his wrist. Not that it matters, Teia thought. He didn’t wear any finery, but she identified him at once. Who else could move with such careless confidence? Who else could cast aside the waves, as if the Dark Sea was merely a nuisance?

Teia dipped her head. “Li Yuwen,” she said, as he bent again to the ladder to pull Enna onto the schooner. “It’s a pleasure.”

The crew broke into vigorous whispers, taken aback by her informality. A boy around Yuwen’s age even dared to dart forward, pushing rounded spectacles higher on his nose. He muttered something in Yuwen’s ear but was quickly waved off.

The Emperor of Shaylan inspected Teia. He reached behind his head, grasping for a silver hairpin, before catching it between his teeth. He tied back his hair neatly, the ends brushing his waist, and then he paused. He smiled.

If Yuwen had any sense, he’d fire his royal portrait artist immediately. The painting he’d sent Teia scarcely did him justice. In person, there was something ethereal about his features, his brown eyes set against a narrow face, a dimple creasing his cheek. He appeared younger than his twenty-two years, as he nodded ever so slightly, raising set knuckles toward his forehead.

“Teia Carthan,” he said in lilting, accented Erisian. “Welcome to the kingdom of Shaylan.”




CHAPTER THREE
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If there was anything to be said about this country, it was that the Shaylani were exceptional hosts.

Teia awoke to the smell of roses, which wafted from an ornate stone diffuser. As she pushed herself upright and flung off the quilt, light checkered through the patterned window shutters. It lit upon the lacquered furniture scattered throughout the room, the woven slippers placed beside the bed. A porcelain tea set rested on the desk. It had been delivered to Teia the night before, with a dozen tea sachets stashed within a jewel-encrusted box.

She padded over to the wardrobe and pulled back its heavy doors. An assortment of Shaylani garments had been prepared for her arrival, all sized to her exact measurements. She dressed slowly—a high-necked tunic dyed the palest blue, a skirt that matched in color. Two cranes had been stitched on the back, circling over a vast ocean.

The sight of the embroidered waves sent grief crackling through her. Teia’s fingers stilled on the skirt, her thumb curled around one of the waist’s satin ribbons. Ket, she thought. The crew.

Yuwen had commanded his men to search for any survivors from The Inferno—but hours later, Teia received a note slipped under the door, penned in the emperor’s narrow hand. There was no one left alive from the wreckage, with the bodies swept out to sea or else forced beneath the current. Ket and his sailors were gone, added to Teia’s endless list of ghosts. She could almost envision them in the room with her, their bloated arms stretched her way, features distended from the salt.

I did this, she thought, and the pain that struck next hammered straight into her chest, lodging above her heart.

Because, after all, it had been Teia who’d insisted on coming to Shaylan to deliver her warning about Lehm. She’d fought against the will of her advisers, challenged every minister who argued that a letter would suffice. And while she knew it was what needed to be done, she’d just traded the lives of seventy Erisians to arrive where she was now.

She had to succeed. She needed to.

The road behind her was paved with bodies—but so, too, would be the path ahead, if she failed at her current task.

Teia gave herself another minute, releasing a long breath, adjusting her collar. When she was ready, she reached for her pouch first, which hung from a pearl hook beside the bed. Miraculously, its contents had survived the Dark Sea, thanks to the thick coat of wax she’d slicked against the leather. The map was more or less intact, but it was the square of folded parchment that Teia grasped at.

She undid it carefully, scanning to ensure each word was still legible. Her signature had been scrawled neatly at the bottom. A scarlet seal was pressed beside her name, bearing the coiled form of the Serkawr. The decree had been one of Teia’s first acts after she’d assumed the Erisian throne. She knew it was foolish to bring it across the Dark Sea, but she couldn’t bear to part with it—not now.

Not yet.

She rolled up the document tightly and stuck it in her boot for safekeeping. She inhaled once more. Then, because she could delay it no longer, Teia stretched toward the circular window, her hands unsteady. Before she could falter, she threw aside the shutters.

She’d caught glimpses of Taijin Palace the previous night, when the carriage had rattled through the gates. Yet in the daytime, Teia admired the true sprawl of the complex, made of a dozen spacious courtyards and three times as many buildings. Each hall was fashioned with overhanging eaves and magnificent painted walls, held aloft by pillars twined with thin swirls of silver. Craggy trees reached for the sky. In the far back, rows of mountains loomed over the palace walls. The one in the center had a diamond-shaped peak, which disappeared into the wispy clouds.

But most extraordinary of all were the canals that ran through the palace grounds, connecting its different buildings. Yesterday, they’d resembled black stretches of ink, opaque against the darkness. Now, sparkling water threaded through the complex, maneuvering around stone walkways and marble bridges. Golden koi glistened in the channel. Lily pads jostled the surface.

From Teia’s place at the window, Taijin Palace seemed to float on water.

Wonder crested through her, followed by a tightness in her throat. The ache for her mother was always there, wedged somewhere Teia could not reach. Today, though, she felt its sting more sharply than usual, like a knife taken to her ribs.

Calla had loved Shaylan. She’d spoken of her old home fondly, with an ease Teia had rarely seen. How many times had she described the flowering trees, shedding pink petals against the wide-set walkways? How often had she recalled the bustling canals, the clamor of the courtyards, the scent of mooncakes as they drifted from the kitchens?

What would she say, if she knew Teia was here today?

Teia could have remained there endlessly, caught in her own thoughts, if a knock hadn’t spiraled from the staircase. The sound shook her into action. As she snapped the shutters closed and treaded cautiously down the wooden steps, she wondered who was at the door. A servant, in all likelihood, or a guard. It was fairly early—a gong bellowed in the distance, marking the top of the hour—but perhaps the Shaylani were early risers.

Instead, Teia opened the door to the Emperor of Shaylan.

“Teia,” Yuwen said. His blue robes were decorated with dragons darting through gray plumes of mist. The silver sash around his waist matched the pin tucked in his hair, which was set with three twinkling star sapphires. “Did you sleep well?”

“Very much so.” Teia didn’t care for small talk, but for Yuwen, she’d make an exception. After all, he had fished her and Enna out of the Dark Sea. “The diffuser is a nice touch.”

“I wanted to make the space more personable. I had it custom built once I received your letters asking to visit Shaylan. Roses aren’t usually cultivated here, but I read about common perfumes in Erisia. If you don’t care for the scent, I can have it switched out—” He broke off, a flush rising on his pale cheeks. “My apologies. I’ve been told I ramble.”

“No more than anyone else.”

“It’s just—” Yuwen hesitated again, wavering. “It’s good to meet you is all. It’s been a long time since I’ve had family in Taijin.”

Family. It was strange to hear such a word, uttered so casually from the mouth of a stranger.

“Cousin,” Teia said, and Yuwen’s face brightened at the acknowledgment, his features lighting with a grin. She didn’t expect he’d remain this happy when he heard what she’d say next. “The wave from yesterday …”

His smile dimmed. “It wasn’t one of Shaylan’s defenses,” he assured her. “But the Dark Sea can be dangerous. Unpredictable. There are occasions when even our ships are pulled under by a rogue wave.”

Somehow, knowing this was even worse. Had Ket and his sailors died because of an accident? If Teia were more adept at controlling water, could she have saved the men who’d sworn to follow her?

She was so embroiled in her thoughts that she barely noticed Yuwen gesturing toward the walkway. A boy lingered behind him, half-hidden in the shadows. As he emerged into the bright slant of sunlight, folding neatly into a bow, Teia recognized the rounded spectacles perched atop the narrow nose. “You were on the ship last night.”

“Jin is my adviser,” Yuwen provided, which took Teia aback. He couldn’t be older than twenty. Then again, age hardly indicated effectiveness. Teia herself had rewritten Erisian law so she could rule at seventeen—and things had gone quite well, up until this disastrous journey to Shaylan. Not to mention Jura’s advisers had all exceeded him by decades, but each had been more useless than the last.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Highness.” Jin’s posture was razor straight, his cropped hair flattened with absolute precision. His Erisian was similar to Yuwen’s, meticulously honed by an instructor—clean, exact, and deliberately formal.

“Charmed,” Teia said, before turning back to the emperor. Her message about Lehm hovered on her tongue, but she cast a quick glance at Jin, unsure how much she should say. “Yuwen—I was hoping we could speak privately.”

“About?”

“The reason for my visit.”

The emperor’s tone warmed. “Ah, yes,” he said. “I must say, Cousin—I read each of your letters a dozen times over, searching for clues. You were superbly vague.”

In truth, Teia had tried numerous times to compose a message about Lehm’s intentions with the Serkawr. The end result was a small mountain of crumpled drafts that spilled from one of the mahogany drawers of Teia’s desk. If Lehm could fake his own death and steal back the Morning Star—the jewel needed to raise the Serkawr—who was to say he couldn’t intercept a few pieces of mail?

Her lips thinned, as an image of the rebel leader rose to mind. “It’s a talent of mine,” Teia said crisply.

“No doubt one of many,” Yuwen said cheerfully. There was something about his endearing optimism that needled Teia’s skin, similar to a scratchy tunic on a sweltering day. People like this didn’t tend to bode well for her. “I actually know just the place for conversation, if you wouldn’t mind a short walk—”

“Is someone giving a tour?” a voice drawled. “Because if so, I insist on a stop at the Shaylani treasury. I’ve been told the imperial jewels are astonishing.”

Both Yuwen and Jin started. Enna had popped up behind them, her footsteps silent against the stone path.

“Have you been there this entire time?” the emperor gasped, clutching at his chest.

“More or less.” Enna stretched out her arms with a yawn. “By the way, Boss,” she added, spinning nimbly toward Teia, “have we thought about importing some Shaylani beds to Erisia? My back feels excellent.”

Teia cleared her throat. “This is Enna,” she said, by way of introduction.

“Chief adviser to the queen,” Enna tossed in smugly, as she extended her hand. It was the best way to explain her presence on the journey, although she’d nearly keeled over in laughter when Teia had first proposed the title.

Jin took her outstretched hand. “Jin,” he said seriously. “And I’m afraid the treasury is off-limits. We’ve had some recent encounters with thieves—”

Enna’s ears perked up. “Thieves?” she interrupted. “As in the Society of Thieves?”

“You know of them?”

Teia resisted the urge to elbow her. “They’re a group that began in Erisia,” she put in, before Enna could start singing her organization’s praises. “I’m sorry you’ve had trouble with them. I was told they’d expanded across the Five Kingdoms.”

Jin scowled. “Scoundrels—the whole lot of them. Lowlifes, who do nothing but pilfer from others.”

The smirk slid off Enna’s face. “Excuse me?” she said.

“It isn’t only Taijin they’ve struck in the past few months. Two weeks ago, they stripped a fleet of our warships bare. They took everything on board—cargo, weapons.”

“It could have been worse,” Yuwen supplied gently.

“They cut holes in the sails to steal the insignia on the fabric.”

“Very thorough,” Teia said dryly.

“Too thorough,” Jin bit back. “I’ve told Yuwen he’s too soft on them—”

“They left the crew unharmed, Jin,” the emperor said. “What would you have me do? Put warrants on their heads? See each of them hanged?”

“If you take no action, they’ll abuse your kindness.”

“There are other ways to earn respect. I’m not my—” Yuwen’s voice cut short, crumbling in the center—and just like that, all of Teia’s old instincts came roaring back. It was a feeling set in the pit of her stomach, honed from the many years she’d spun her influence in Erisia, lurking within the passageways. There was more that could be uncovered here: a secret to be unearthed, a wound to be pried open.

Despite the urge to remind Yuwen about her request for a private audience, it was Teia’s curiosity that won out.

“Do you mean Li Feng?” she said delicately, and the former emperor’s name seemed to curdle in midair. Teia had heard rumblings about Yuwen’s father, but never anything more than rumors. In Erisia, nobody had conducted proper intelligence on the Shaylani in years; with Jura wreaking havoc on the country, there had been little time to dwell on international affairs. The most Teia knew about Feng was that he’d had a tremendous temper.

Apparently, there was some truth in the gossip. If possible, Jin’s expression grew even stiffer. “Yes,” he said shortly. “Yuwen assumed the throne two years ago.”

“And?”

“And all of Shaylan is better because of it.”

Teia cocked her head. As she glanced from the emperor to his adviser, she chose her next words carefully. “Were your parents nobles under Feng?” she asked Jin.

“No. They were employed at Taijin, rather than members of the court. I became a noble when Yuwen selected me as an adviser.”

“Jin and I came up together,” Yuwen said. He offered Teia a smile, hastily redirecting the conversation from his father. “We used to drive the palace staff mad. Once, I convinced Jin to sneak away during one of our lessons. He was always outstanding, no matter the subject. History, economics, astrology—”

“You were better at philosophy,” Jin said.

“Unfortunately, nobody considers reciting proverbs as the pinnacle of intellect.” Yuwen sighed in mock disappointment. “Anyway, we decided to break into our botany instructor’s room, to see if we could pinch his notes for our exam—”

“You decided—”

“I suggested an idea, which I recall you accepted.”

“It didn’t go well?” Enna said.

“Not in the least,” Yuwen said happily. “It turns out our instructor was a regular lecher. We found him tangled in an—ah—unbecoming position. The woman was the wife of a local official.”

“What did you do then?”

“Why,” Yuwen said, “what any normal person would do, of course.”

“Yuwen,” Jin said. There was a slight note of amusement in his voice. “You fainted.”

It was the kind of story that couldn’t be tortured out of Teia, much less one she’d offer freely before a foreign dignitary. “You what?”

“It wasn’t my fault,” Yuwen said indignantly. “I was tired, all right? All those exams wore me out.”

“You were so still that I thought you’d died,” Jin countered, his lips tugging upward as he turned to address Teia and Enna. “Imagine me bent over him, nearly in tears, with my botany instructor and his mistress both huddled under a bedsheet—” The adviser stopped suddenly. The smile evaporated off his face. “Not that it matters,” he finished rigidly. “It’s a silly, useless story. We were young. Children who deserved a good thrashing.”

For a second, sadness flickered across Yuwen’s features. He opened his mouth, before closing it again. “It was a different time,” he said at last. The sentence rang with a false merriment. “The past is the past.”

A long beat of silence followed. It was clear there was more there, but Yuwen’s expression told Teia it wasn’t the proper moment to pry. Perhaps it was just as well. She wasn’t there to collect information about the Shaylani, scuttling about like a spider behind walls. Instead, she’d come to provide a warning, a message that needed to be shared.

Teia cleared her throat pointedly. “Er,” she said. “The reason for my visit?”

That same strange melancholy still tinged Yuwen’s demeanor. He considered Jin once more, his gaze lingering, before wrenching his eyes back to Teia.

“As I was saying before,” the emperor said bracingly, “I know a place we can talk.”

“Close to here?”

“It’s a quick stroll through Taijin.”

At this, Jin nodded. “If it pleases you,” he said evenly, as he bent into another perfect bow. He beckoned Teia and Enna toward the end of the walkway, where a bridge curved over a glistening strip of water.

Teia gave him a curt smile, but Enna shot Jin a glare as she passed. It was clear she hadn’t forgotten his earlier comment about the Society of Thieves. Teia could hear her grumbling faintly under her breath, barely audible over the dim chirp of crickets.

“If it pleases me,” Enna mumbled, “I’ll nick the robes off that adviser’s back and throw them straight into the canal. Seems to me he could use the change in disposition.”




CHAPTER FOUR
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It seemed an entire city had been crammed behind Taijin’s silver walls.

The bridge opened to a wide gravel path, dotted with courtiers who strolled between flowering trees, chattering away in Shaylani. They hefted colorful parasols over their shoulders, intricately painted with picturesque valleys or foaming oceans, each design lovelier than the last. Music floated from the top floor of a spiraled pagoda, accompanied by soft snatches of laughter. Pink petals blanketed the ground, swirling in the breeze, filling the air with a perfumed scent.

Enna sniffed at a blossom, pulled a face, and immediately broke into a fit of sneezes. “Goddess,” she moaned. “I think I’d prefer to visit the desert next time.”

“These are from Okkan,” Yuwen said proudly, as he balanced a petal on the curl of his fist. “When Taijin was first constructed, my ancestors brought a batch of saplings to the palace.”

Teia’s mind flew to the map of Shaylan, laid neatly on the table within her chambers. Okkan had been built along the upper coastline, positioned beside a dense forest that led to the country’s largest mountain range. “My crew told me stories about the city,” she said, and she felt another twinge of regret at the memory of The Inferno’s sailors. “Is Okkan close to here?”

“It’s about two days by horse, following Niisha Mountain.” Yuwen lifted his hand toward the palace walls, where the diamond-shaped peak rose in the distance. “Tell me, Cousin—is street food of interest to you? If so, Okkan has the best fried oysters I’ve ever tasted. On occasion, you even get to keep any pearls that have been found inside—”

Jin clucked his tongue disapprovingly. “Of all the merits of Okkan, you choose to start with the oysters?”

“What?” Yuwen said. “Is there something more?”

“What about the central pagoda worshipping the Goddess? The royal visits to the cliffside? The sacred grove these saplings were culled from?”

Yuwen dismissed all this with a quick shake of his hand. “That too,” he said. “But have you tasted a freshly grilled oyster?”

“I’m allergic to shellfish.”

“One of your fatal flaws.” He flashed a smile at Teia. “Like I mentioned,” he said, “the food is what Okkan is best known for—”

“Incorrect,” Jin muttered.

“But there’s also history here and there,” Yuwen continued, unabashed. “Legend says that the Serkawr once walked Okkan’s shores, which is how its cliffs were formed. Farther out from the city, there’s a grove of trees several miles away. It’s said that everywhere the sea beast stepped, a new sapling sprang to life. These trees come from that original crop. They stay in bloom all year round—even during winter.”

Enna sniffled. “Oh joy,” she said.

Teia, in comparison, felt better than she had in all her days of travel. It was peaceful here, far different from the chaos of Erisia’s Golden Palace. Water ran cheerfully in the canals. Koi fish shimmered beneath the clear surface, their scales glinting like copper pieces against the sun.

I could get used to this, she thought.

One bridge later, and all illusion of tranquility melted away.

The music vanished, as did the gentle notes of conversation. The walkway widened into a stone courtyard, which was choked full of people. There were far more servants now—men and women in long white robes who carted wicker baskets and wheelbarrows as they wove through the bejeweled courtiers. They scampered deftly around the nobility to disappear within a terraced building, which was adorned by fresh plots of magnolias.

Teia shaded her eyes. A bronze statue towered in the middle of the courtyard, with a line of people wrapped around the wide pedestal. Servants and courtiers alike shuffled forward. They bent low before the statue, or else touched two fingers to their lips before setting them gingerly to the polished base.

“What are they doing?”

“Paying their respects,” Yuwen answered. “There are some who visit several times a day.”

Enna blinked. “Is that the Goddess?” she said, maneuvering closer to the statue.

Teia knew Armina was worshipped throughout the Five Kingdoms. If the priests were to be believed, she was the reason each country retained powers over a separate element. Fire, water, earth, metal, air. Later on, when infighting broke out among the founders about who would rule, Armina interfered once again, halting the civil war by sending the Serkawr to keep the peace. After that, the five founders had learned their lessons. They’d settled into an uneasy truce, before starting their own separate kingdoms.

Back at home, Teia had seen countless statues of the Goddess, fashioned from gold, wreathed in rich velvets—but the sculpture before her was different from any Erisian interpretation. Here, Armina was shown with the curved eyes of a Shaylani, armor fitted over her flowing dress. The Serkawr was wrapped over Armina’s shoulders, its scaled hide spilling down her torso. While its maw was drawn back in a snarl, revealing hundreds of daggered teeth, the Goddess appeared serene. She rested one hand on the sea beast’s tail, fingers cupped against the spiny ridges.

“It’s good to see her,” Enna said quietly. When Teia glanced over, the thief was smiling, radiating happiness at the sight of the deity’s statue. She sidestepped the many offerings heaped around the metallic base, before bringing both hands to her forehead in prayer.

Yuwen and Jin followed suit, while Teia stood to the side, shifting uneasily in place. She didn’t harbor a single shred of faith, but she decided to stretch forward anyway, where she gave the statue’s foot a tentative pat. It seemed like a healthy compromise, just in case the Goddess really was listening.

“Is everyone in Shaylan devout?”

“Most are,” Yuwen said. “Here, we have a saying—that there are few who don’t have something to pray for.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Teia said.

“The statue has been a good deterrent. There have been times when officials have stopped fighting, solely because they can see Armina through the assembly chamber windows.” Yuwen pulled back his hand, pointing to the tiered ornamental building. Its double doors were decorated in motifs of dragons, inlaid with shining mother-of-pearl. “Luckily, the governors don’t gather often. The Hall of Eternal Wisdom usually stands empty, aside from matters of state.”

Now this was some common ground. “Droning speeches and dithering officials?” Teia said.

“Worse and worse each year. We have twelve governors in total, each overseeing a region in Shaylan. Every single one of them has an opinion.”

“Better than fifteen.”

“Fifteen governors?”

“We call them ministers, but I imagine they serve similar purposes.” There were some days when Teia was ready to commit murder, as she waited for each one to deliver their updates.

“The endless joy of being a ruler,” Yuwen said. “At least we have some distance here. The governors reside in their own regions, so they’re rarely called back to Taijin. These next few weeks are an exception.”

“You’re throwing a banquet?” Enna said eagerly.

“Close. We’re making preparations for Kashan.”

“Kashan?” Teia repeated. The clipped consonants felt clumsy against her tongue.

“The Festival of Lights,” Jin translated. “It’s a time of great reflection.”

“Come now, Jin,” Yuwen said with a grin. “You make Kashan sound so dull.”

“Well, that’s the original purpose, isn’t it? To mark when Shaylan was founded—to pay our proper respects.”

He gestured to the Hall of Eternal Wisdom’s steps. A bronze statue of a woman stared back at them—smaller than Armina’s, but still large enough to overlook the throngs of people. She had a stirring face, with deep-set eyes above a lowered brow. She lifted a saber in one hand, and a sphere of water in the other.

“Mei,” Teia said.

“You know of her?”

Too well, Teia thought sourly. Mei might have established Shaylan, but she’d also secretly summoned the Serkawr alongside Eris, Erisia’s first ruler. Yet for all her research, Teia hadn’t been able to uncover when this might have happened—perhaps after the sea beast had been commanded by Armina to stop the civil war between the founders. “I’ve heard stories.”

Enna appraised the statue. “She looks friendly,” the thief said dubiously.

“She started a kingdom with nothing more than the clothes on her back,” Jin said. “She isn’t meant to invite you to tea.”

“I would hardly accept. I don’t fancy poison in my cup.”

Jin looked ready to leap at Enna, but Teia let out a hasty cough. “Yuwen,” she said. “You were saying about Kashan?”

Yuwen scratched his head thoughtfully. “I suppose reflecting on what Mei did is part of the holiday, but nobody takes that as Kashan’s original purpose anymore. You’ll see. It’s a time of food and drink and dancing.”

He nudged at Jin, who remained stoic as ever. “I don’t dance,” the adviser intoned.

“It would do you some good,” Yuwen said jovially, as he returned his attention to Teia and Enna. “Kashan is the largest celebration of the year. There are nine straight days of festivities, starting with the initial banquet.” He nodded to the magnificent gates beyond the courtyard, with three arched entrances and an elevated watchtower. “We keep the palace gates open during the evenings. The entire city comes to feast with us. We set up tables—some right here in this courtyard. Everyone gets fantastically drunk on berry wine and white liquor, and nobody gets a lick of sleep.”

“Ghastly,” Jin said.

“You’re heaps of fun,” Enna told him.

He straightened his spectacles primly. “Thank you,” he answered, as a gong rang out past the courtyard. It was followed by a short burst of drums, which thundered over Taijin, sending a flock of birds roosting on Armina’s statue into a panic.

Teia glanced around. “Is that also for Kashan?” she said. Nobody else seemed the least bit concerned. One of the courtiers in line to pray released a long yawn, her fan fluttering over her mouth.

“In a sense,” Yuwen said. He was already weaving through the line, angling to the other side of the courtyard. “This is good timing. The drills happen to be on our way.”

“He’s not going to show us some military barracks, is he?” Enna murmured to Teia. “Because I have a list of things I’d rather see instead.”

Teia held back a grin. “Are you continuing your petition to tour the Shaylani treasury?”

“Or the royal museum. I heard they have an entire set of solid-gold furniture there, right down to the matching chamber pot. Solid gold. Astounding, isn’t it?”

“Sounds impractical.”

“Only for those who lack imagination.”

“Untrue,” Teia said. “For instance, I can imagine exactly what happens to us if the Shaylani discover you’ve raided their museum.”

“Begrudging respect?”

“If we end up being tossed back into the Dark Sea, I’m going to be extraordinarily unhappy.”

They followed the emperor and his adviser along one of the glistening canals, winding through the flourishing pink trees and masses of courtiers until they arrived at another courtyard. A large group stood at one end of the square, clad in simple black robes. Behind them, three rows of drummers were arranged on a set of wide stone steps. In perfect synchronization, the drummers lifted their sticks, muscles bulging against the trimmed sleeves of their tunics. A steady beat ricocheted over the courtyard as two of the black-robed figures began to move.

The woman had shorn hair and tanned skin; the man had a thick neck, set over a barrel-shaped body. Both had the snarling image of a dragon inked above their right brows, the patterned tail snaking down to their jaws. They faced one another, stooping into bows. Then they lifted their hands, and twin ribbons of water unfolded in the air.

“What are they doing?” Enna said.

“More importantly,” Teia said, “who are they?”

The drums grew louder, pacing out a frantic rhythm. The figures struck, their coils of water lashing out. Teia watched in fascination as the woman flexed her fingers. Her ribbon split into five, each aiming for the man’s neck.

“The Naga,” Jin said. “Imperial guards, who answer only to the emperor.”

“As for what’s happening,” Yuwen added, “consider this a dress rehearsal. They typically showcase their skills during Kashan on one of the later nights. Usually, each Naga specializes in a particular affinity, so they’ll cycle through their best fighters.”

“What’s an affinity?” Teia asked, as the male Naga deflected the blows, slipping around the woman to send his own coil forward.

“My instructor used to explain affinities as the talents we’re born with. When we’re young, we gravitate toward certain skills—causing mischief, eating mooncakes. It’s the same concept with water. I can learn to change the temperature of water, to mold it into ice, but it’s not what comes naturally.”

Jin snorted. “I don’t think Instructor Lao used mischief and mooncakes to describe affinities.”

“He should have. He was terribly boring. I used to pray Armina would strike him down.”

“Yuwen—”

“Don’t worry. I always did penance after. Not much, mind you—”

“Yuwen—”

“Is there an affinity that describes drowning people?” Teia interjected. It wasn’t a particularly graceful way to introduce her powers, but she found herself thinking of the men she’d killed. She could no longer recall their faces—just the gleeful chuckle of water as it rushed into their lungs, creeping higher with each second.

Jin considered her statement. “I believe the term for that is internal manipulation.”

Before them, the duel had come to a searing halt, with the female Naga’s ribbons dissolved to shreds, puddles of water flecking the courtyard. She set her hands together, lowering her head in another bow. Her opponent did the same, and as one, they melted back into the crowd.

The little girl who stepped forward next couldn’t have been older than six. She bore no dragon tattoo, but exuded the same determination as the guards before her. When she spread her arms, spears materialized in her palms, wrought from solid ice. Someone wheeled forth a dummy, stuffed with straw, painted with a garish red smile.

Teia’s next question came a smidge too eagerly, leaping from her lips. “Can all affinities be taught?” she said, as the little girl pierced her spears straight through the dummy’s belly.

Jin and Yuwen exchanged glances. “All except one,” the adviser answered slowly. “But only to Shaylani who can control water.”

Enna frowned. “I thought everyone here felt some pull to water.”

“For most, it’s a subtle draw,” Yuwen told her. “Maybe they feel more comfortable at sea, or find peace in a rainstorm. But in order to manipulate
















HODDER CHILDREN’S BOOKS

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Hodder & Stoughton Limited

First published in the United States in 2025 by Violetear, an imprint of Bindery Books, Inc

Text copyright © Tiffany Wang, 2025

Cover design and illustration adapted from the original edition by

Dan Funderburgh and Charlotte Strick

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

eBook Conversion by Jouve India Pvt Ltd.

ISBN 978 1 444 98063 9

Hodder Children’s Books

An imprint of

Hachette Children’s Group

Part of Hodder & Stoughton

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland, 8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.hachettechildrens.co.uk


ops/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise for Inferno’s Heir



		Title Page



		Contents



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One



		Chapter Forty-Two



		Chapter Forty-Three



		Chapter Forty-Four



		Chapter Forty-Five



		Chapter Forty-Six



		Acknowledgments



		Thank You



		About the Author



		Copyright













		Cover



		Table of Contents









ops/images/ch.jpg





ops/images/title.jpg
TEMPESTS QUE

EN
TIFFANY Way

h





ops/images/9781444980639.jpg
Vmsef x Ini fernosﬂelr “Mesmerizing'™-
Y&‘oet aYarros. Authoroffourth Wing I T
- W Z/ f T/ IFFANYWIM[





ops/images/pg1.jpg





