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      Chapter 1

    

    The ghost of you sings / of fire and blood

    
      Whisper

    

    
      I know my body will fail me before I even set eyes on my quarry. I’ve pushed it too hard, not enough food, not enough sleep, not enough time between battles. Muscles are shredded, joints creak, bones spiderweb with hairline fractures from blunt force impact;it is a body in its late forties, and that alone is an achievement out here. Most, braving the shattered skies of our world, die young.
    

    
      But it still moves, and that is all I need.
    

    
      I’ve stalked our hunter for weeks now. It noticed, and that is how our roles became reversed. I should have known better, listened to the body’s instinct, the foulness brewing in its gut at the sight of the cave yawning wide like the maw of a great beast. But all good things run its course. I long for sturdier flesh, and when I lay eyes upon the woman in the cave, stepping from the shadows to cut off my escape, I know I’ve found it.
    

    
      Before she even reveals her claws, I sing to her. Silver ripples across the bone that forms my back as I unsheathe myself violently from the body’s chest. The drops solidify with a sound like a tuning fork struck, and when my edge rings against her claws, I bite. 
      Skin burns and flakes away. Her fingers turn black down to the knuckles, fire glows through the warm brown of her skin. Her dress whips like a blood-drenched flag on the high seas in her pursuit, following where I lead. Step by step, we match each other’s tempo, find a rhythm in the ever-changing swiftness of our dance, the scent of sweat and smoke the backdrop to our violent performance.
    

    
      Her claws slip past and nick a vein that sprays red across her lips. I cut a retaliatory line into her toned pectorals and give chase to her flight, coming down hard on her shoulder. Her knees do not buckle. Her smile gleams, red and sharp. 
      She tastes my edge, and I drink greedily of golden blood. She is strong. Each of our strikes shatters the stone around us, and in turn shatters a bone—the body’s, not hers. Finally, when it lies broken and dying, a last breath gasped out between the teeth in its throat, my song comes to fruition.
    

    
      Pick me up. It wasn’t my best performance. I didn’t anticipate the teeth, too used to human opponents. But I can do better. I will do better, with her body.
    

    
      Pick me up. Her steps have faltered, bare feet stained with the blood pooling around us. She cocks her head, curious at the song that still resonates against her soul.
    

    
      Pick me up, pick me up! I sing, more insistent with each note. She moves like a dancer, with practiced grace, and I want, I crave that flesh, her slender hands on me, cascading locks down a well-muscled back… She isn’t perfect by any means, too small despite the strength within her, too lithe for my heft, but I will make do, I can build her up and make us better, I can take the sharp thing she is, that splinter under my skin, and fashion her into a weapon—
    

    
      Ah… She picks me up.
    

    
      Not that sharp after all.
    

    
      First things first, I lock down her hand on my hilt while she still admires herself in the reflection of my blade, grooming herself like a lion after the hunt. Next comes the nervous system, running up the arm. Tethers of necromantic influence travel from nerve to nerve, twitching like feelers, adhering themselves to her down to the bone. In mere moments, I’ll have her dancing to the tune of my strings, a living marionette to hollow out and make myself at home in.
    

    
      Her grip tightens, and my bone cracks under the strain.
    

    
      “What do you think you’re doing?” If she can hear me scream, it doesn’t show in the lilt of her voice, or her amused expression. My broken body wore a grin stretched wide by the pleasure of battle. Hers is sharper still, though small, like a scalpel tracing skin. The glow in her chest dries the blood on her chin and throat, seeping into her dress.
    

    
      In hindsight, attempting to steal a dragon’s body was perhaps a little ambitious of me.
    

    
      “You foolish, broken thing,” she coos. Her blackened fingers trace my back, running against the vertebrae. The claws have shrunk down to shorter nails, no less sharp nor glowing like freshly forged knives. “Did you really think that would work? That you could snare me with your song? You should have buried yourself in my chest first chance you got, drank my fire, 
      mended that broken body of yours
      .”
    

    
      That would have been the correct course of action, if I could have done such a thing. Alas… I writhe in her grip. She squeezes, as if to remind me who’s in charge.
    

    
      “You’ve stalked me for weeks. Always one step behind, always just out of reach. I haven’t had time to rest nor hunt…” As if she hadn’t been hunting me this whole time. As if she wasn’t leaning close to taste me. Her tongue is searing against my silver. “I want to eat you,” she whispers, like it’s a promise, “but I find myself… intrigued. I’ve never seen a blade shatter its own body with such reckless abandon, yet sing so sweet. It makes me wonder… what other songs can I coax from you…?”
    

    
      Her grip tightens and sends cracks up my spine. Light spills out along with my discordant shriek. Shattered stars, it hurts! It hurts so bad! I need to take her over! I need to kill her and make my escape, but I can’t! The tendrils of my influence pierce her muscles and yet cannot penetrate nerves. I have control over none but the most rudimentary twitches, and it takes all my focus to push past the influence she exerts in turn, like flame coating my steel, to reach past her arms and into her chest where hearts thrum like burning stars. Heat radiates from the dragon’s skin, first feverish with anticipation, then like a sun threatening to melt me away. M
      y silver wavers. My bone writhes. Each split racing up my form is a spike to the head. The dragon watches, hunger gleaming in her eyes, crimson like the blood on her teeth as she bends me, breaks me—
    

    
      “Wait, wait!”
    

    
      She releases me. Not fully, just enough to not kill me outright as I suck in breath after breath through her lungs.
    

    
      “You would regret killing me.” My voice sounds wrong coming from her lips. It catches on teeth sharper than I’m used to, and rumbles from a throat filled with fire. I’m used to my body being large. This thing, despite its sweet notes and tender teasing as she cracked me open, is somehow bigger than I have ever been.
    

    
      “I don’t think I would,” she muses, running a finger along my cracks. “I think I would forget you by the time of my next hunt.” Her nail digs in, and I try not to groan. It comes away glowing with my blood and she sticks it in her mouth.
    

    
      She makes me taste myself as she licks it clean, tongue diligently prodding to dig out what might have slipped under the nail. It’s biting, sharp and acrid on the tiny muscle I’ve just barely and so very temporarily managed to commandeer. I wonder, does it taste sweet to her? Like silver and starlight, like iron and copper, like marrow bitten from bone?
    

    
      Would she eat me, if I asked? Would she want to?
    

    
      Finally, she allows me control over her mouth once more. “You were smiling,” I say, calmer now, eyes locked with hers in the reflection. “Smiling like someone who hadn’t in a long time. You enjoyed that fight. Our song. You enjoyed dancing with me. I know, because I enjoyed it too. Even now you indulge me because it would be a shame to discard what you’ve glimpsed in me for a momentary pleasure. But give me another floor, and I will draw you into a performance you will never want to live without.”
    

    
      “And how will you do that? You broke your body, little shard.”
    

    
      I shrug my, her, our shoulders, slender, packed with gently sloping muscles. “Not my first, not my last.”
    

    
      “I see.” She smiles, looking at me, through me. “You’re a freak.” I bristle at her words. “A blade without body, stealing those of others, always looking for a greater rush and a greater wielder. Did you break your original shape as well?”
    

    
      “
      I abandoned my flesh. It didn’t suit me, anyway. Too soft.” Too warm. “Too fragile.” Too broken. “Better to be steel.” Better to feel nothing than to be cradled in warm and bleeding chest, next to a beating heart.
    

    
      “I see…” She turns me to cradle my edge in her hand. “I sympathise. It must be terrible to be made of such fragile stuff. And I respect your hunger, small though you are, a predator recognizes its like.” 
      Pressure on bone, a neat slice; I split her skin. It’s exquisite. The precision of her cut, the taste of her golden blood as I drink greedily to mend my scarring wounds, aching with each breath of hers across the cracks… I buck in her grip, yearning to take her whole hand, and she holds tight. “Ah, ah. None of that. I’m not yet convinced that you’re being honest with me. Who’s to say you won’t try to run first chance you get?”
    

    
      “How would I run from you, when you’re the one who’ll wield me?” Hm. Audacity suits her voice. Good to know, it’ll make being her more interesting. Even she seems momentarily surprised by my words, then she grins.
    

    
      “And how do I know you’re not just waiting for your chance to slay me? I’ll still eat you, little shard, when you’ve run out of songs to sing.”
    

    
      “Did you not hear me?” I drag my edge from her palm and lift myself high, catching the rays of sunset light breaking through where our dance shattered the ceiling of the cave. Blood-drenched light shines from my mending form. “You won’t eat me, because you won’t be able to live without me.” 
      For the brief minutes that we battled each other, my song rang with more clarity than ever before, honed to a single-minded edge of vicious survival instinct. 
      Maybe I’ll kill her. Maybe she’ll kill me. It doesn’t matter. I can do great things with this body.
    

    
      The dragon laughs, one foot planted upon the broken body I arrived in. She takes me back on her hand, grasping me tight in a way you do a treasure. “Brave you are! Fine, I’m willing to keep you, for a time. You seem interesting enough, and I find myself with little else to do. Lead me to greater battles, little shard, and we’ll get along famously!”
    

    
      My mind swims with gold. Had I a tongue, I would lap it from her palm. As it stands, I can only suck greedily from the vein. Still, I manage to nod her, our head. She smiles.
    

    
      “Good. What’s your name, little shard?”
    

    
      “Sabah,” I reply. “Yours?”
    

    
      “Heliodora, the Insatiable.” The name rings with power, with hunger, burning like the roar of a collapsing star. Heliodora smiles. “Feed me well, Sabah, lest I take a bite out of you instead.”
    

     

    

      ***
    

     

    
      Travelling in a dragon’s body drives home just how small we truly are—mortals, that is. Where heading from the cluster of floating islands toward the nearest inhabited landmass would take a sailor days of flying and careful navigation, Heliodora the Insatiable need only spread her wings and make her way. She pierces the skies like a still-glowing spear fresh from the forge, her body long, six wings propelling her towards her destination. She flies low, hunting for creatures I have never seen before in the depths of the cloudy abyss, battles leviathans that rival her in size, if not in magic. She scours the shallows around low-hanging islands for seashells (sky-shells), cracks them open and drinks the iridescent flesh within, crushes the remnants between her teeth, rich in iron. She rises high, to where the air is no longer thin as it is a distant memory, and watches even the tallest cloudspires dance far below, making whorls and waves on the surface of a shattered world while broken starlight catches prismatic sparks in her gold-bronze fur.
    

    
      We are blown off-course by a shardstorm. She laughs and rides the winds, pushes fractured pieces of reality aside like they’re nothing. It’s an easy matter for her, even by herself. Maybe the multiple brains serve to stabilise her, or maybe her physiology, built from the precious metals she digs out of the underside of floating stones, is simply too sturdy to be affected. I am much the same, and other than the occasional flashes, I am spared the worst.
    

    
      But, beautiful as it is, it grows… tiring. The novelty of six eyes and a whole new light spectrum can only occupy me for so long; I have no brain, but my mind wanders, drifts like cloudbanks, dissolves slowly like morning haze on a hot rock. Maybe it would not be so bad, to be nothing—
    

    
      “I hope you’re not planning on falling apart already.” Her voice is a melody, an interwoven song of whistles and chirps and sounds unfathomable to mortal tongues.
    

    
      “I’m fine.” She knows I’m lying. Has to be able to tell I am halfway out the door already.
    

    
      “What’s happening to you? Speak!” Wind under her wings. She moves so fast, she could skewer a sky-ship and keep flying on the other side, I think.
    

    
      “A shard cut off from its body will inevitably fade. Without a suitable host, I must rely on my own necromancy to sustain me. Safe to say, I used up most of my reserves during our scuffle.”
    

    
      She hits an island, skids along its side, claws melting stone, pushes off and clings to another as her momentum twists the rock in its gravity-defying setting. Her claw rises, myself curled around it like a piece of cheap jewellery. “What makes me unsuitable?”
    

    
      “There’s nothing to bind us to one another. No emotion, no spiritual connection. Your body is immortal, lacking the natural decay of a mortal form.”
    

    
      “Then how do I sustain you?”
    

    
      It’s almost like she cares.
    

    
      “Don’t mistake my meaning, little shard; I have yet to test my newest toy, and I will not have it break before I am satisfied.”
    

    
      Ah, my mistake. 
      “Blood. Give me blood.”
    

    
      Without hesitation, she plunges me through one of her clawed fingers.
    

    
      Oh.
    

    
      Yes, this is more like it. That is what I am, a thorn in the flesh of what sustains me. Reality snaps into focus like a spark igniting, a flame settling on near-dead embers. I drink up what I am given, swallow it down, golden blood hot like the sun.
    

    
      “Better now?”
    

    
      “Much, thank you.” I am no longer actively fading, but I… remain hungry. It gnaws at a stomach I no longer have, itches in teeth denied to me.
    

    
      Heliodora sighs. That’s right, it’s her here with me, not… not someone else. Her voice is affected, the annoyance given more weight as if to point out just what an inconvenience my brittle state presents. “Will I have to slay a mortal every day to keep you alive? I struggle to think your songs could make up for me having to spend every day dealing with you insects.”
    

    
      “Not to worry. I’m sure you’ll be deeply attached to me soon,” I respond, daring to tease. The Insatiable seems to find bold mortals amusing, but that can only take me so far. “I’ll be fine. You were a singularly ferocious opponent. I should be fine battling even if I only feed once every ten days.” I, too, am singularly resistant to entropy.
    

    
      The Insatiable hums. “We shall see, little shard. Perhaps it’s time to see you make good on your word.” Her wings rise again, the fins along her body catching the wind as she reads air-currents and plots a course that glows in her mind like a thread of golden light.
    

    
      “I am a weapon. You need only wield me.”
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      The first shardbearer to fall prey to my and Heliodora’s hunger is anything but suitable. Her shards are nothing to speak of, a sturdy scimitar that dances as if made of pure light and a spear that turns to mist when I try to grasp it; not terrible, not boring, but I notice quickly that simple power is not enough to make a shard appetising to the Insatiable. There are many reasons for dragons to devour—out of fear and greed, hate and joy, for grief and for pleasure… I can tell when we clash with steel and song that the Insatiable is a beast of my very own kind, seeking the latter, and these shards lack the grit it takes to make an impression.
    

    
      The next, however, is a different matter entirely, from when she knocks my blade from her girlfriend’s throat, to where her fist flies past my face as I dodge. There is a fire in her eyes. I consider tying her down with my strings just to see if her indignation can burn any brighter than her rage, but Heliodora takes over before I can make the choice. It’s almost playful, how she teases the poor girl. Though human, her form is packed with strength far superior to any creature of flesh—which is when we’re struck square in the face after all and I realize both this girl’s shards serve as her arms.
    

    
      Heliodora is entranced. We’ve found our first worthy opponent. I drink her blood. Heliodora drinks in her violence. But she doesn’t devour her shards that night, when she has her beneath her in a bed that strains to survive what they do to each other.
    

    
      Heliodora burns with hunger, a feeling that sparks through her like shard-rift lightning as she pins the girl’s arms with one of her own, fingers blackened and metal glowing under her grip. Something flutters in her chest as the girl beneath tries to hook a prosthetic leg over hers and fight back, and Heliodora pushes her leg straight with her foot. Her face is one of intense concentration, or perhaps that of a starving beast. It is enough to make me forget my discomfort. That returns in the aftermath, with the sheets a mess of sweat and… other fluids.
    

    
      Heliodora traces her prey’s wounds, scratches left not deep, but nonetheless real and present, and very wanted. I still feel the phantom sensations of both of their pleasure, sense the hammering heartbeats like drums in my bones. “You did well, Sabah. This was a decent catch. And the performance was… adequate.”
    

    
      “I could have done more, had someone not interrupted.”
    

    
      “You weren’t playing fair, nudging her with your strings. She didn’t even notice she was dancing to your tune. It wasn’t very sporting.”
    

    
      The dragon cares for fairness? Sure, they can afford the luxury of making their own rules. At least I’ve bought myself more time.
    

    
      “Have you ever done this before?”
    

    
      The question catches me off-guard. “Punch a woman after humiliating her girlfriend in public? Can’t say I have.”
    

    
      “Have sex, mean.”
    

    
      Oh. I question how it relates to our arrangement. I hope this won’t be a regular occurrence. At least I am getting more used to speaking with her tongue. It helps to keep at bay the shivers dancing through our skin in the afterglow, where our skin touches that of the girl nuzzled next to us.
    

    
      “With a woman, as a woman… Who are you, Sabah? Tell me.” She seems calmer now, like a predator sated. Friendly, almost.
    

    
      I hesitate.
    

    
      “I have been this for as long as I can remember,” she says. “Since your kind broke the world, or perhaps my kind broke the world. I was born from hunger, but I chose my name, chose this form, forged myself into what I am in the heat of stars I plucked from broken constellations. What about you? You weren’t always… this.” She gestures to my blade resting near her on the sheets.
    

    
      The air is thick with adrenaline and sweat, lace with a trace amount of blood.
    

    
      I hunger. But I don’t say it.
    

    
      “I am a blade, nothing more.” That is all I am, and all I have ever needed to be. So why does my treacherous tongue continue to speak? “But when I was alive, I… I chose to be a woman. At least until I realized that that alone wasn’t… me. That I needed to be sharper still. Be steel.” It wasn’t me, exactly, but one of the shards that shared my flesh, who found fulfillment in being a woman with all the violence and joy and hunger she could muster. She was radiant, and I did not mind being cut into so pleasing a shape, clumsy at first, more adept with each agonising slice, moulded by her hands like fresh clay. My leaving was simply the act of sifting, removing the splinters and impurities.
    

    
      Heliodora purrs with satisfaction. “That is good. No matter how fragile you mortals, no matter how weak and reprehensible, I commend you for bending your flesh to your needs. Fated to die, faced with apocalypse, you wield death against life to cut yourselves into the shapes you desire. I’m sorry your body wasn’t enough to match your spirit. I would have liked to hunt such a thing.”
    

    
      “A human body is simply too soft.”
    

    
      “Softness, too, can be pleasing.” She cocks her head. “You never answered the question in full. Was this your first time sleeping with a woman? I can feel your discomfort.”
    

    
      “I don’t understand how this can possibly be comfortable for you.” Our body shudders. “The mess… Horrible!”
    

    
      Heliodora laughs, rising from the sheets of the broken bed to head for the shower (a shower, how luxurious! I’m used to rivers). “Was this your first time, then?”
    

    
      “Stars, no! Believe it or not, you’re not the most prolific lesbian I’ve shared a body with. Compared to her, you’re downright chaste!” Hot water runs down our limbs. It steams on Heliodora’s skin. She smiles sharply, tossing her wet hair.
    

    
      “I’ll challenge your notion of that soon, little shard!”
    

    
      “Hah! Whatever you say.” Stars, what is wrong with me? I rescind use of our mouth, simply so it won’t put me deeper into whatever pit I seem determined to dig for myself. Memories I don’t want flash in my mind as Heliodora hums and takes her time washing herself, as though my comfort was worth the use of water.
    

    
      She doesn’t devour this girl’s shards. When I do claim one for her mere days later, ambushing a hunter on an island off of the one that held the town where we had our first battle and tryst, I disassociate.
    

    
      I do not hear the shard curse us. I do not feel it melt and crack between sharp teeth. Do not hear the groan of a body, so eerily similar of that of a woman begging for the bite mere nights earlier. Do not sense the body it belongs to reel as its presence snaps from two places into one, made flesh in full once more, and care not. It’s not so bad. Unlike true fading, they can simply reforge themself.
    

    
      Metal liquefies. I taste blood and sugar and the biting taste of limes. A thing borne from necromancy and fed on the incremental deaths of the person closest to it comes undone, is unmade, loses all coherence and identity, slides down a glowing throat and I… feel… nothing. 
    

    
      I still hunger. But then Heliodora buries me in a shardbearer’s chest when they try to slay us over a cup of water.
    

    
      And still I hunger. But then Heliodora picks an opponent who breaks our ribs and drags the fight across half a city.
    

    
      The fire in our chest stops feeling quite so foreign, and before I know it, I spend every waking moment fighting and slaying and growing sharper and drinking blood and being the blade I was made to be.
    

    
      For the first time in a long time, I think I am happy.
    

    

    
      
    

    

      Chapter 2

    

    inhabits my body / with veins full of mud

    
      Whisper

    

    
      Nobody likes a swordhunter, but everybody wants to be protected. And for that people would be quite literally willing to sell their souls. It’s how Sabah received most of the blades on her back, and it is those swords, and the remorseless look in her eyes, that makes the captain of the Hand of Fortune spit at her feet. It would be easier to travel without such an obvious target. All it would take is a few steps, then for her to fling each hard-won blade into the void, watching them tumble and fall and get devoured by the Infinite.
    

    
      She doesn’t, of course, and I do not take the steps for her. I no longer inhabit this body, only watch as my Shade puppeteers it. Payment passes hands; two cups of dirty water and the promise of protection. Sabah steps past the captain, who smells of sweat and tobacco, and whose knuckles are tighter than zer teeth perpetually clenched around zer pipe. Eyes follow Sabah as she walks up the metal gangplank—suspicious crew, counting the number of swords we carry.
    

    
      I count as well. Seven blades, going by how my Shade adjusts them on occasion, torn from their bodies or stolen away. And still, they let her aboard.
    

    
      Nobody likes a swordhunter. 
      Everybody wants to be protected.
    

    
      The ship (plane? Is there a distinction?) is an old, unassuming thing. Red paint peels off a rust-bitten hull, two sets of great wings hold a sloping bow. I don’t know the make or model—a whale, maybe? Not that it looks anything like the illustrations we stared at in the ancient pre-Shattering tomes, before the oceans all dried up.
    

    
      The whales are probably extinct, now. 
      Bummer.
    

    
      Despite its age, which has stripped its name off near entirely, the Hand of Fortune is a robust ship in skyworthy condition. The rotors hum powerfully, and the pipes do not leak precious water or gasoline. The food barrels are filled for well over the ten day journey planned, and the crew moves efficiently.
    

    
      I mostly watch as Song negotiates a space for their body. Dealing with people has never been my Shade’s strong suit, and even through the distance I’ve placed between us, I know how their stomach ties into knots at the idea of asserting herself. I wonder, idly, how they’ve come to possess so many blades. Song must have gotten them for them.
    

    
      My Shade wedges themself between two wrapped crates in the hold, from where they can watch the crew work in loading and tying down more cargo. Their hands tighten on their knees at the looks.
    

    
      “Shh…” Song’s voice sounds wrong pleasant from my lips. It resonates in our chest, something akin to calming, more grounding than the hum of machinery beneath our feet. “I’m here. I’ll protect us.”
    

    
      She always does. It’s not fair to her.
    

    
      “It’s not fair to you,” my Shade thinks. Not that I can hear them.
    

    
      “We are part of one whole. What serves you, serves me, serves us.” She’s curt, despite the horrible softness in her words. Anyone else wouldn’t know it as hers, would know her by snarls and growls, clicking teeth ready to tear. But for my Shade, there is a fondness in the way her hand brushes across our their neck.
    

    
      Long ago, this was mine, too. Not anymore.
    

    
      Song is no liar. Straightforward as she is violent, she means every word, but I know how her expression softens whenever she is provided an act of service. She would do all this and worse for no reward, simply because we they are of one flesh. That doesn’t mean my Shade isn’t not using her for their own selfish ends.
    

    
      The body’s fingers flex—ah, that’s my Shade in control. Song doesn’t comment on the thoughts doubtlessly spinning through her head.
    

    
      Sabah, or what is left of her, stares at nothing as the ship rumbles to life beneath them. I’ve heard sailing on purely gas-powered vessels described as being in the belly of a dragon, surrounded by machinery, the rumbling in your bones, the sharp smells.
    

    
      This is nothing like being swallowed. Far too dry and cold.
    

    
      Sabah sits until their legs ache. Then they wander, stopping at one of the portholes. Around them lie clouds like the oceans of old before they drained through cracks in the fracturing earth, churning waves of pure white vapour. Beneath and round that, azure sky. Shardlight glows from the shattered firmament above, and in the distance glint floating islands, connected by rope and wood.
    

    
      Vibrations hum through Sabah’s chest from where her head meets the cold metal wall. “What do you think, three days until we run into a pirate?”
    

    
      Song scoffs. “The Hand of Fortune has dealings with the Bladesong. Our destination is firmly within their territory. You’d have to have a deathwish to try and plunder it.” It’s thoughts, I can hear, and she knows it, I’m sure.
    

    
      “Hm. You’re probably right.”
    

    
      “We haven’t eaten today. Grab some food, get some sleep.”
    

    
      She’s right. I can tell from how our their stomach tightens, now that she mentions it. With some difficulty and Song’s persistence, my Shade tears their eyes from the window and goes to get their allotted portion of daily rations. In their chest, Song’s satisfaction is like a pat on my head, stroking through the hair she washed for them this morning—
    

    
      I shouldn’t be here. Why do I watch my Shade amble about committing atrocities, cheating people out of their blades by wh
      atever means? I don’t, and so I retreat, focusing back on Heliodora, sleeping beside me as if she required rest at all and did not simply do it to mimic a human habit, as if playing at being one of us. As if it was novel and fun to bare her neck and play defenseless for whatever girl she has dragged into our bed, some glowing with the same divine fire that empowers her.
    

    
      Her hand rests on my blade. This is what I am now. Rippling silver. Shattered bone. I do not watch my Shade choke down bland rations as if they’re the most delicious thing she’s ever eaten. I do not pay attention to the phantom pains of a hand gripping another as Song holds her at night, because they cannot bear to feel alone for a second, the greedy thing.
    

    
      I am there, coincidentally, when on the third day they’re awoken by gunfire and a sharp off-kiel tip of the vessel. Then the claxons blare to signal a pirate attack.
    

     

    
      ***
    

    
      Shade
    

     

    
      We stumble through the narrow corridors, cursing, sleep still stuck to our hair, and catch an engineer by the shoulder—small thing, scrawny, an apprentice perhaps with fear written in her eyes.
    

    
      “Turret, where?” Song growls. The girl shakes, but leads swiftly. She’s terrified, but even the most frightened sailor has more backbone than the average duellist. We send her off with a curt growl and squeeze into the turret compartment.
    

    
      “What are we dealing with?”
    

    
      The gunner pauses her volley briefly to stare down at us. I’ve seen her around the ship, given that she’s the only one who would talk to me; a woman covered grease stains and with dirt so stuck under her fingernails no amount of washing could get them out.
    

    
      “See for yourself,” she grunts, and we climb until our head is just about between her knees. She steadies us as the ship banks sharply and we cling to the rungs of the ladder. “There, one ship. Can’t make out the make, but it’s quick as a gull and the size of a narwal. Didn’t see any harpoons yet, but I’ll be damned if they don’t try to board us.”
    

    
      “Fuck.” I can’t see our enemy through the dome of armoured glass. Judging from the gunner’s wry smile, they’re using the sun to hide—whatever’s left of it, shattered and swimming across the sky.
    

    
      “Second gun’s yours, if you know how to use it.”
    

    
      “Make space.”
    

    
      She scoots, we squeeze past. 
      “Not how I planned to climb this one,” Song remarks and makes me full-body shudder. Her enthusiasm for sex is something all her own. I used to be jealous of how easy it was for her to fall into a stranger’s arms, or take them home with her, wherever home was that night.
    

    
      Our size becomes an advantage with the second gun. It’s heavy, bucks like a wild horse (Don’t think about horses.) and nearly turns our hands numb. Song directs us as they help us aim for the shadow darting between disparate shards of light. The pirate ship is sleek, and we barely graze it. Their guns are small caliber, the Gunner informs me, and is immediately proven wrong when a high-caliber round tears through one of the wings mere meters from us and we start trailing burning gas. She curses and slips out of her seat to fix the issue, she’s closest, after all.
    

    
      “Stop firing,” Song instructs.
    

    
      “I know,” I say back, not in words but simple understanding. We scan the skies, searching, searching… There! The pirate ship dips low, where the shattered sun’s glow cannot hide it, readying a harpoon from its bow. Our gun rattles and tears into its side, but a moment later the Hand of Fortune shakes, speared and caught.
    

    
      We cease our assault. The skies fall eerily quiet, save for the rumbling of the rotors. Our ships are tethered together more securely than by fate itself. If one of us falls now, all of us do.
    

    
      “Looks like it’s our turn now,” Song growls, sullen. I sigh and unlatch the glass dome to make my way onto the hull of the ship we’re set to guard. With some luck, we can get to the harpoon before the lineguard does.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      The ship’s hull reverberates beneath us as we speed down its length, tethered only by a single cable from the harness belt slung around my waist. Song is in my hand, a slender yet weighty thing that ends in a broken length of blade and a jagged point like a shard ripped from the broken sky itself. I take aim to strike mid-dash.
    

    
      We don’t make it in time.
    

    
      The lineguard lands before us as if she’s simply jumped the distance from her ship to us. I catch armour plating, a yellow shawl, a mask painted with a fanged grin. Her blades clash against Song as I draw back, boots scuffing the hull like an impromptu dance (it’s not a dance, can’t be, never again) and she lands in a nimble crouch.
    

    
      “Not so fast, big girl!” Their voice comes distorted from beneath the mask. We draw back and narrowly escape her short blades. She’s not tethered to the line.
    

    
      “Are you insane?” One slip could send her careening into the infinite sky beneath us.
    

    
      She laughs and flips one longknife in her hand. “You don’t survive on the open skies by always playing safe! Besides…” They give me an appraising look, and I feel oddly naked as her eyes briefly catch on our forearms. Our sleeves are rolled up. “I’m not going to take sailing advice from someone who came topside in nothing but a shirt. How’re your lungs? 
      Air getting thin yet?”
    

    
      “Shut up,” I huff out. Song rises in my hand, pointing at the pirate’s heart. “You picked the wrong ship. This one sails for the Bladesong. I’m willing to let you escape and try your luck with someone else.”
    

    
      Song bristles. Her blade writhes in my hand at the idea of sending these pirates after someone else, someone defenseless.
    

    
      Better them than us.
    

    
      “No, that’s the right ship.” They come at us again, and I step back, matching the tempo of her two blades with my one. She’s smaller than me, but not by much. Being un-tethered gives her more room to move and press her advantage, and each blow threatens to break past my guard. A gust hits the ship and the dancefloor lists dangerously beneath us. I lose my footing and fight off Song as she goes to balance us.
    

    
      “What are you doing? Get up!”
    

    
      “I’ve got this!” I hiss, and a blade under my chin chills me more than the wind does.
    

    
      “You don’t. Stay down.” The pirate is crouched mere steps from me. Her eyes narrow in amusement behind the mask. “It’d be a shame to ruin that handsome face.” I swipe at her and she tilts backwards, flips, pushing off her hands to land on her feet. The ship lists again and she sways, balancing on one leg, catches herself with a laugh that makes my stomach flip with panic and something else. “Nearly went over that time!” Their hood has come loose, leaving two firm box braids whipping in the wind.
    

    
      I stand, fighting the wind pressing against our back. “You’re going to fall! Or I’ll kill you! Is that really what you want? All to make yourself the Bladesong’s prey?”
    

    
      “Bold of you to think she couldn’t be mine.” Her knives dance in her hands. She is perfectly in tune with each of them, in a way that makes envy burn in my chest. “You’re no sailor. Hired muscle, then? You don’t know how the Bladesong hoards water. I wonder if you’ve ever gone really thirsty.” She studies our face, which freezes. “You have. This plane carries more water than we could drink in three months. Step aside, and you get a cut of the haul. We’ll even take you wherever you need to go.”
    

    
      But we have an agreement with the captain of this vessel. Behind our enemy, other pirates have descended already. Two, three, five… too many for us, unless we sacrifice a blade. Which one? The saber? The longsword? The chakram? Behind the boarding line, the pirates pry open a hatch and slip down, each one wielding their own blades, long knives that won’t impede them in the narrow spaces. Even so, each is longer than my own dagger, and each rivals Song.
    

    
      We need more reach. I lift Song to my wrist. My hands freeze.
    

    
      “No,” Song growls.
    

    
      “We cut the line, the pirates won’t be able to take as much water—”
    

    
      “I’m not letting you cut yourself!”
    

    
      The pirate comes to us. She lunges, bears down on us like a hawk descending from above, her glinting longknives twin beaks, her foot braced on my hip. One blade catches against Song, the other digs deep into my shoulder. Their breath puffs hot from behind the mask, against my lips, separated by sky alone. I cry out and throw her off. Song grazes her arm, a shallow target, and the pirate lands in a roll. She whips around like a panther, circles us with speed and brings her steel ringing against ours. 
    

    
      “Eyes on me!”
    

    
      She forces us back. Each of her movements is sharp and heavy, desperate, almost. Like she needs this in a way that we can’t fathom. Her shards work together as her metal-reinforced shoes spark off the hull of the ship in a flip that drives her heel down on our shoulder, moments after Song has staunched the flow from our wound. We go down, but not before Song slips between the greaves and nicks her skin. The blood flows onto the blade, builds up the iron. We come away with a bruise and a handlength more reach that slashes at the pirate’s throat. Her eyes go wide, and as she tips backwards, so does our swing.
    

    
      Once more they recover, acrobatic, as if the infinite churning beneath us wasn’t a concern, as if their ship and crewmates weren’t tethered to the Hand of Fortune with no hope of saving her. Steel glints. One knife grazes our cheek and flies past, Song catches the second and we kick the pirate back. The thrown knife returns and bounces off Song, right back into the pirate’s waiting hand.
    

    
      “Nice blade,” they say. “What’s their name?”
    

    
      “Song. Yours?”
    

    
      “Rose and Thorn.” She crosses them before her, as if they’re dancing together. “Offer still stands, by the way.” We clash again, and this time Song bites into her shoulder, but she twists aside again. Rose goes wide, Thorn opens our arm. I growl at Song, falling back.
    

    
      “Can I?”
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      I press her iron tip against the blood coating my skin. She laps it up eagerly, and I miss the bite. She’s heavy now, long enough that both hands are required to wield her, a true greatsword. Her wide arcs cover all the distance we need to keep the pirate at bay. Still, they press forth. Her blades spark off Song’s edge, boots scuff the metal hull beneath The ship rocks and we both falter, then our whirlwind dance tears up and down the spine of the vessel once more.
    

    
      “Why work for the Bladesong?” the pirate calls. “Why go so far for someone you owe no allegiance to?”
    

    
      “Because I’ve made a promise!”
    

    
      “Is it worth dying over?”
    

    
      Song passes by the pirate, slashes the hull as we anchor us. She growls. 
      “You’re distracted. Let me take control—”
    

    
      I ignore her and rip her free, stabbing forward like a spear. The pirate jumps the thrust and lands on the blade, forcing it down. Her knives come for our throat. I can’t evade, not without letting go, we’re trapped— Song unclamps our hand and we stumble back just in time. Hot blood pours down from the slash above our collar. And Song’s shardblade… slides down the hull behind the pirate.
    

    
      We throw ourself at her with a cry, push past to snatch Song before she falls any further toward the Infinite. 
      Clutching her tight against, our eyes find the pirate we’ve thrown aside. She catches herself, but then the ship lists just as her toes touch the hull. She tumbles, falls, and I reach out despite myself.
    

    
      My line snaps taut, the old cable creaking. I lock eyes with the pirate as she goes over the edge. Then they’re gone. Wind buffets me as I kneel, tearing at my hair, my b
      loody, sweatstained shirt. I’ve killed before, but never lightly, never when I could avoid it.
    

    
      I wanted her gone.
    

    
      I didn’t want her Gone.
    

    
      “Don’t look.” Song’s voice. Soft and smooth like it never is for anyone else.
    

    
      A helpless stammer bubbles past my lips. “She’s… They…”
    

    
      “Doesn’t matter.”
    

    
      “I didn’t want this!”
    

    
      “It was her or us. She could have cut our line at any moment.”
    

    
      “She didn’t seem like the type.”
    

    
      Song takes a deep breath, and it almost calms our hammering heart. “... No. She didn’t. But it’s done now. Cut the cable and let’s get off the hull.”
    

    
      With heavy steps, I move toward the harpoon. Once its cable is severed, the ship above will be able to go into freefall after their crewmate. Maybe, if she has a glider somewhere in all that cloth layering across her armour, they’ll be able to catch them. If not…
    

    
      Well, they might also stay, if they’re heartless. Cut their losses and get torn apart by the Hand of Fortune’s turrets. Or, maybe, take the remaining seconds to take shots at me, specifically. I raise Song high, feeling her hum and sharpen in my hands.
    

    
      “Round two!”
    

    
      I snap around. A kick drives the air from my lungs and throws me past the line. Heat blooms in my stomach, my shirt and harness belt shredded. The pirate grins at me, still perfectly balanced, the claws on her toed boots slick with blood from the wound I clutch, then she is on us like a storm, clawed hands swiping, in our range. Her strike glides off my blade, and her metal-reinforced heels kick up sparks as she whirls into a kick. I stumble, the swaying of the ship forcing me off-balance, tumbling back. This is nothing like the quick and deadly movements of Rose and Thorn, no. The claws tipping her extremities now are polished and shining, smelling of blood. I feel the thrum of necromancy as they cut into my side.
    

    
      “Stop retreating! Meet her head-on!”
    

    
      “She’s in our range—”
    

    
      “We’re out of room, we need to barrel past her!”
    

    
      My heel hits the tail of the ship. 
      “I can’t!”
    

    
      “Yes we can! We’re bigger!”
    

    
      “We could fall!”
    

    
      “If we do nothing, we fall!” My body jerks towards the pirate. I wrest back control before slashing claws tear through my jugular. Her eyes glint. She’s grinning wide, enjoying herself, mask abandoned around her neck. Her claws come down with more force on my blade, and a scream rips through my mind.
    

    
      “That bitch just chipped me! Let me fight!”
    

    
      I give in.
    

    
      From one moment to the next, we shift, our stance low, shoulders squared, blade near abandoned in our hand. Our shoulder drives the air out of the pirate. We are bigger, and she goes flying back. Her armour is tough, but its protections minimal, allowing for an impressive range of movement and speed, both of which let her roll back and jump up before our foot can crack down on her head. Metal reverberates under our heel. Our blade cuts the hull and sparks off her claws, driving them up. The strike is one-handed, wild, driven by powerful musculature and the rotation of our torso. She catches the gap, darts in, but Song’s fist catches her under the breastplate. We grab her shawl as she falters, sword raised to deal the finishing blow.
    

    
      Gunfire rattles above us. The blade comes down with a moment’s hesitation. The pirate’s shawl tears as she kicks us apart, and machinegun fire scores a line in between the two of us.
    

    
      My hand goes to our back, as we right ourselves, snatching the chakram, while driving Song deep into the hull of the ship to throw it. The edge slices past the pirate’s cheek and clean through the line connecting our ships. It clangs against the hull of the ship and bounces, then goes sailing into the void. A waste, I think. Song disagrees.
    

    
      “Shit!” The pirate curses. “Alright, big girl, that wasn’t bad. You can take your ship to your dragon.”
    

    
      “I’m not.” Song remains pointed at her heart. “I’m only travelling that way.”
    

    
      “You don’t say.” She cups her chin, bloodstained claws drumming across her lips in thought, marring them crimson. She’s beautiful, especially when she grins. “Next time you need a ride, come find me instead.” Her eyes wander up and down our frame once more, and the way she says it lights a fire in my gut. “I promise we’re better company than sailors who throw their lot in with a dragon.”
    

    
      “I wouldn’t know how to find you.”
    

    
      “You’re resourceful, I’m sure,” she purrs and steps close, claws hidden behind her back. They lean in and bat their eyes up at me. “You’ll figure it out.” Then they slip past us and jump into the void. I almo
      st catch her by the wrist again, but she is gone before I have the chance, and then a second ship rises from just beneath our sightline
      . Other pirates kneel on the hull, and she stands at the 
      head
      , foot propped up on the ostentatious ramming spike, one arm across her knee.
    

    
      “Come see me,” she signs and winks. Then their ship veers off, breaking into a wave of clouds for cover before the Hand of Fortune’s autocannons can spool up.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      The captain is furious. Song handles the fallout. We’ve, by all rights, done as was expected. We were never expected to fight off an entire pirate horde by ourselves, and did all we could.
    

    
      “We sacrificed a blade for you,” Song growls, cutting the discussion short. “Do not make us take a replacement.” Her voice is rougher than usual. I can feel her anger boiling when she takes us back to the nook we’ve made our temporary home in. Our wounds are mending already, clotted and knitting shut thanks to Song’s meticulous work.
    

    
      “Song—” I start, but a hand covers my mouth.
    

    
      “Quiet,” she growls. I am still in the cargo hold. I am also on a balcony above the clouds, hammered into a mountainside. Song rarely pulls me here, but when she does, I know I’ve pissed her off. “You left yourself open,” she snaps. “You resisted my help, you nearly killed us. And for what?”
      Her body presses mine against the railing; we are of the same build in the real world, but in this space, she is taller, stronger by far. Her voice is in my ear, her hand on my hip, close to where my wounds ache.
    

    
      My protests are muffled under her hand.
    

    
      “I don’t care what you meant. You won’t do that again. Do you understand?” She doesn’t threaten. She would never make a threat she wouldn’t follow up on, and I know she would never hurt us. Hurt me. But she is nonetheless rough when she spins me around so I have to meet her eyes, burning golden. Her hair is longer than mine, white instead of black, a glorious current dancing in the wind instead of a shaggy wolf-cut grown out from whatever mistake preceded it. Her face is the same as mine, save for the many more scars.
    

    
      I nod in answer to her question, wishing she’d hurt me instead.
    

    
      Slowly, her fingers release my jaw. They trace my lips, and I resist the urge to bite. She is powerful in ways I could only ever dream of being. I wish I could consume her and keep her somehow closer—but she is already, isn’t she? Part of my self, tucked under my ribs, her hands curled around my spine at all times. In that case, I wish I could expel her simply to find something of hers between my teeth that isn’t sullied by my being there.
    

    
      “Oh Shade.” She smiles. It looks terribly sad. “Get some rest.”
    

    
      I am abruptly, pathetically, back in my body. My hand still traces my lips, but it’s no longer her there, and I am dreadfully alone as I curl up and try not to miss the earlier fight that made me feel so strangely alive.
      

    

    

      Chapter 3 
    

    You choke on your riches / you eat what you haunt

     
      Whisper

    

    
      Cities hold little appeal for a being like Heliodora, whose hunting grounds are expansive and span the shattered skies. She weaves among clouds, a blood-red ribbon trailing embers. Shardrifts are the windows through which she slips like a predator through the underbrush, stalking ships and islands, and others of her kind. More than once we clash with other dragons—young ones, mostly, arrogant upstarts she sends scurrying off with bruised pride and tanned hide. On occasion, we stalk something greater, and always pull away before the rhythm of their many wings can shift and their sharp eyes catch our fleeting shadow darting over clouds that rise like mountains.
    

    
      She likes to play at being human. She finds it novel, I think, to board their ships in the dead of night, and walk the deck like she owns them, until, inevitably, a sharp-eyed shardbearer recognizes her for something inhuman. Then she unsheathes me, bleached bone, rippling silver, and we make a feast of our foolish opponent. We toy with them on dirty trawlers smelling of oil and fishguts, we dazzle them in ballrooms so extravagant the empty hole of hunger in my nonexistent stomach yawns wide, and my unfeeling steel yearns for the warmth of that floor.
    

    
      But I say nothing.
    

    
      It is warm enough in Heliodora’s skin, and if that does not warm me, blood will do the trick. On her tongue, the screaming blades she devours taste not like steel but sugar and light, dreams and kisses at sunset. It is overwhelming, and yet I, too, swallow greedily, as if it could fill me.
    

    
      “You’ve been quiet.” Heliodora’s voice pulls me from whatever sullen mood I’ve found myself in. “Don’t tell me you’ve lost your singing voice already, 
      Sabah
      !” Her tone remains teasing, but I catch the Hunger behind it. She acts unbothered as she plucks a tiny red berry from a platter laden with venison and sauce, and places it between her teeth, but there is an itching in her chest, in her ribs. She wants to hear me sing again. Her tongue, barbed and glowing, licks clean her fingers and nails.
    

    
      “My voice is perfectly fine,” I speak back, purring like something feline and dangerous curling around another. “I’m simply marveling at the waste!” Our free hand gestures (something she has allowed me more freedom over, or something that has simply escaped her notice) and Heliodora’s eyes follow to the fountains and aqueducts in miniature. Their crystalline channels pull all throughout the ballroom and catch the warm light. Some has spilled on the varnished wooden floors.
    

    
      Heliodora shakes her head, stepping to one. She dunks her hand into it, and the cold chases a shiver down our spine. “How your kind has survived the Shattering is a mystery that continues to confound me. Can’t survive without food, can’t fly, can’t step through a shardrift, let alone a storm, without breaking yourselves into pieces, can’t even drink unfiltered water—”
    

    
      “We can drink it fine. Just makes us sick.”
    

    
      “Has it never occurred to you that necromancy is good for more than simply making blades?”
    

    
      “Don’t ask me. I’m not a shardsmith.”
    

    
      “Really?” She lifts me from the harness on her back, places me high so she can look into her own eyes. Even angled above her, there is an air of her looking down at me, appraising, while my own eyes twitch in microexpressions of discomfort. “You said you forged yourself. And you’re too impressive a blade for that to not involve a deep understanding of necromancy. Few blades warp and flow like you.”
    

    
      “I don’t know what to tell you.” I refuse to use her mouth, not trusting that I’ll manage to hold my chipper mask. “I forged myself. And then I grew. It happens.”
    

    
      A new hunger gleams in her eyes. She’s curious about me now, and brings me close to her bosom, cradling me. “You’re a curious thing.”
    

    
      I laugh, sharp like my edge against her thumb. Curious? Me? What a funny turn of phrase.
    

    
      “But you’re not quite honest with me. Shardblades don’t grow out of nowhere, not the way you did, not how you still do when I feed you shards of our broken foes. You’re hiding something.”
    

    
      “Am I really that suspicious?”
    

    
      “Yes. Where were you forged?”
    

    
      I grin. “Don’t remember!” Not a lie. I left that knowledge behind. Or maybe it was already lost long before I abandoned my flesh. “How would you know what shardblades are like, anyway? Dragons don’t forge swords.”
    

    
      She regards me for a long moment. “Lying to me is a bad idea, Sabah. Especially when I’m hungry.” Which is all the time.
    

    
      “I have never lied to you,” I say, and this time speak in her most honest voice. “Not once.” My hand rises to caress her jaw, and I crack a smirk. “You get so suspicious when you’re peckish, Dora. Speaking of, there comes our next meal!”
    

    
      The Insatiable’s grip tightens at the audacious nickname, but despite her snarl, she allows me to turn us, facing the heartbeats weaving through the ballroom towards our position. With a flair to my step, I walk us from the regular buffet to await our own in the middle of the dancefloor. Our heels click loudly on the wood (heels, how novel and cute!) and I turn with a flourish.
    

    
      “Who’s first?” I usually prefer duets, but I don’t mind making it a group affair tonight. Heliodora is hungry, and I am angry.
    

    
      But then the blood scent hits, sharp and heavy over perfume that masks gasoline and varnish.
    

    
      The shardbearers who’ve singled us out do not pounce, instead they converge on a scuffle that has bloomed in our wake. Security personnel in suits as sharp as their bared shards throw themselves on a person in a dishevelled cloak and decidedly not ballroom-worthy attire. Some stowaway, or perhaps someone with the decent idea to crash this damn ship into the nearest floating rock and sink it into the Infinite. There are slashes and ringing metal, dances interrupted and music that abruptly cuts out. Chaos, and I’m not at the center of it? Fascinating! My own dazzling turn is left ignored in favour of a hand clad in metal cracking a woman’s teeth, and a saber does not swing towards us but is deflected by a jagged edge. A gun clicks and fires, and a moment later the hand that held the shard arcs through the air, blood briefly hanging suspended like an arch of water from the fountains before splattering across the floor.
    

    
      Then it is pull
      ed from the very same, swirling to form a blade of blood, and my own runs cold.
    

    
      “Whisper!” Sabah’s eyes are locke
      d on mine. She throws off her cloak. With one hand, she points Song at my heart, with the other she grips a blade strapped to her lower back. “Found you!”
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      My Shade’s eyes are bloodshot and manic, circled dark, their hair dishevelled. I thought, for a moment, I was looking at Song, but the shimmer in her eyes, that’s all my Shade. My corpse wastes no time closing the distance, and Heliodora brings me to bear. My blade bites Song’s.
    

    
      “You’re not getting away this time,” he growls.
    

    
      “Try me,” I hiss back. Necromancy pulses from my corpse and for a moment Heliodora’s inhuman strength is outmatched. Wood splinters as she steps hard and braces. Shade draws a saber from behind their back. The air shimmers. A length of steel pierces through Heliodora’s calf and nails us in place. The saber cracks even as they swing it for her throat.
    

    
      We snap it apart between sharp teeth.
    

    
      “So this is your body.” Heliodora’s thoughts are molten iron dripping down my skin. She chews dead metal, its mind writhing weakly. “Let’s see how pretty it sings, hm?”
    

    
      “No!” I wrench control away from her. Shade’s brass knuckles shatter our metal bones as our fist goes wide and they retaliate. “This is mine!”
    

    
      “You don’t get to decide that, little shard. You’ve lied to me twice already. A lesson is in order.”
    

    
      “You don’t get to break them!” 
      I push Song off me, clearing space around us with my length. Both hands grip my hilt and I miss my Shade as they sidestep, instead digging into the floor.
    

    
      “Oh?” Heliodora… backs off.
    

    
      Why is she backing off? I don’t know, can’t trust it, but I have little time to worry about it when my Shade pulls a handgun from a holster. It writhes in their grip, wanting to turn against their temple, but they squeeze the trigger, again and again. My silver catches three of the bullets, and two go wide. The last one digs into our side, and I can feel Heliodora’s strength be arcanely dampened. Where they stole a shard of such power, I couldn’t say. Their eyes are wild, their hair sticking to their skin.
    

    
      The gun shard is spent, discarded by being thrown at me. Heliodora’s mouth waters, but I flick it aside with the tip of my blade, appraising our foe.
    

    
      My Shade looks tired, the corpse they inhabit worn out and pulled taut. Scars line their forearms, none of them fresh. Their breath is quick but controlled, the brass knuckles on their left hand cracking slowly. Whatever mind inhabits it has long since attempted to abandon that shell, and their repeated use of it is not doing the shard’s integrity any favours.
    

    
      My expression pulls into a smile, all sharp angles. “Well, Sabah. You really neglected those poor things, didn’t you? Always so wasteful, breaking anything you can get your hands on.”
    

    
      “Say what you want,” they reply. “You’re coming home with me.”
    

    
      “I thought I’d told you…” Flesh tears, steel bends. I rip us free of the blade nailing us down. “You’re no home of mine!” Golden blood splatters across the dancefloor. My Shade steps away, matches my pace even in a foreign body. Iron or gold, Song eagerly laps up the blood around us. She swings and I duck as her blade flashes outward, an arc of cutting liquid. She stabs and I sidestep with a riposte and twirl as she scores the dancefloor behind us. The brass knuckles deflect my blade and the silver splashes from my bone. Heliodora catches Song as I pull myself together.
    

    
      Our blades clash. My Shade’s breath is on my skin, feverish. They have more shards, and now grasp for one. It looks like an ordinary shard of glass, but when they crush it in their hand while peering at us, our vision fractures. We cry out, in rage, not pain, and throw ourselves at them.
    

    
      “Wait!” Something is off when they dodge instead of striking. My Shade is many things, but most of all she is my Shade. They would not let this opening go to waste.
    

    
      Heliodora doesn’t listen. “Your body is fun, Sabah! I think I’ll tear it apart after all!”
    

    
      There is a split in the air where my Shade was a moment ago. I spy a length of blade in her hand, fractured, the shards held together by an unseen force. Through the space they’ve slashed, I see mountains, a meadow, herds of—
    

    
      No!
    

    
      The meteor hammer clips our side and nearly throws us through the newly formed shard, already disintegrating. Before I can deflect, the dart at the other end of its rope pierces us beneath the ribs. I snarl, tasting blood from a punctured lung. Heliodora goes about fixing the damage immediately, diverting airflow into the remaining air sacs instead. My edge severs the hammer’s string. I kick the weighty head and watch my Shade’s eyes widen as it craters their chest. Song’s blade collapses as he reflexively hardens blood vessels to protect them.
    

    
      They tumble and come to rest facedown.
    

    
      I stare.
    

    
      Wait for them to get up as we tear the bullet from our side.
    

    
      Their hand twitches, and I let out a breath. Heliodora’s shoes have come apart in tatters under the force of our steps. All too well. I make my way to the longsword and slide it away. Its voice whimpers in my mind, and I disregard it, eyes on my Shade, who comes to her feet, slashed from our exchange, bruised from the hammer. It rests in her hand, twitching.
    

    
      My grin sharpens. “What are you gonna do with that, Sabah? Crush my head? It’ll break your hand for trying, now that the rope’s gone.” They flinch again. Their eyes dart all over my face, chapped lips moving, twitching like a dead thing clawing for life. “I have to admit,” I purr, “that was your best attempt yet! Six whole shards, and you nearly threw me off this vessel!” My smile falls. “Too bad your best has never been good enough. And no amount of stolen strength will ever change that.”
    

    
      “You… You!”
    

    
      “Me!” I say, bright and airy, as she lunges for me. Song drinks up blood and grows into a moving, writhing blade, but I am her match in both viciousness and speed. Our lashes decimate the dancefloor as we twirl and step in time, brought together and torn apart again and again. Steel glints. My Shade buries herself in my arm. I feel her strain, read it from her pinched brow and bared teeth.
    

    
      Pathetic. Was I ever this desperate for something to break me?
    

    
      “I’m not leaving without you!” Their voice breaks through to me. They mean it, too, the greedy little thing.
    

    
      “You want me back so badly?” I sweep their leg, catch them on my knee, blade raised high, tip aimed for their heart. My hand is in their hair, forcing their head back as far as it’ll go to bare their pretty throat. They cling to me, blades discarded, hands meekly clawing at arms of steel and fire, clenched into blood-red sleeves. My eyes are on their pulse, hammering against the skin of their throat. I could dig myself into their chest. Could lean down and open their veins with my teeth. My corpse is strong, I’ll admit that much, but this body moves it like a puppet, no, a doll, no strings required! I could dress them up in the fancy clothes Heliodora keeps in her lair, see how delicate they’d look in a dress! I could snap them in half, could open every scar with my claws, still unsheathed! Shattered skies! The power is intoxicating!
    

    
      I release them and watch them catch themself. They stare up at me, chest rising and falling rapidly, hair dishevelled, and they look, they look—
    

    
      I… take my foot off their chest.
    

    
      No point in keeping them down. I’ve already asserted my dominance thoroughly enough.
    

    
      “Please, don’t stop on my account,” Heliodora purrs in my mind. “I was just getting invested.”
    

    
      “Didn’t you say you were hungry?” I pick up the longsword. My fingers twitch, and Heliodora joins me fully, turning it over in our hand, ignoring whispered pleas for release.
    

    
      “A fine meal indeed…”
    

    
      “So what, that’s it??” My Shade’s voice makes me freeze mid step. They’re on all fours, fighting their way back to their feet. Their eyes are wet and accusing, piercing mine. “You’re just going to run away again and expect me not to come for you?”
    

    
      I sigh, drawing it out to watch the thorn of my dismissal dig into them. “You really are wasting your time with that, Sabah. Go back to your horses. I’ve got a stronger body now. I don’t need you anymore.”
    

    
      Their fists clench. “Is that why you left? Because we… because I wasn’t strong enough?”
    

    
      “Yes. And you never will be. So stop trying.”
    

    
      “I won’t!” Tears roll down her face now, thick and ugly, and I feel… nothing. The objectively insane urge to wipe her cheeks overcomes me, and is squashed down, no matter that it would make this exchange less unbearable. Her teeth are gritted, her face a grimace as she is swarmed by shardbearers working security, and restrained.
    

    
      “Our most sincere apologies, Ma’am,” a member of staff addresses us. “Our shardbearers failed to uncover this swordhunter before leaving harbour. If we may compensate you for the inconvenience, there is an upgraded room waiting for you, as well as the finest surgeons in the Gleaming Isles to tend to your wounds.”
    

    
      “No need,” I reply, but Heliodora cuts me off.
    

    
      “I’ll gladly take the room. But our wounds are nothing worth bothering with.”
    

    
      The attendant’s eyes wander to my blade. “Of course not,” they agree easily, swayed by what they see.
    

    
      “Whisper!” My Shade’s shout makes me turn, catching them as they fight off several security personnel to get to me. “I’m never going to stop chasing you! Not until you come back!” I can see the emptiness in their eyes, the space I left that they are desperate to fill with anything, even what will kill them.
    

    
      “We’re done here. Let’s go.”
    

    
      Heliodora hums. “No, I think not.”
    

    
      “It’s just a walking corpse! Leave it!”
    

    
      Her eyes find mine in the reflection of my silver. “That walking corpse was more trouble than the body you crushed in our first dance. However weak Sabah was before you left them, they’ve grown, much like you. Isn’t that right, Whisper?”
    

    
      I refuse to answer. She smiles and lifts me, locking eyes with my Shade as she plunges me into her own chest. I can see the betrayal on their face, etched deep as they go still and are forced to their knees. That I would allow myself to be sheathed in another, someone other than them… My silver coats Heliodora’s bones. She keeps the wound open and me visible under the low cut of her dress as she steps close. Her eyes flick to the shardbearers.
    

    
      “Let them go,” she instructs with the easy authority of someone well used to commanding it. “I am her quarry, and I choose not to end her. Such is my right as the victor, no?”
    

    
      “We can’t allow her to attack our guests for their blades,” a shardbearer says.
    

    
      The Insatiable smiles at the broken thing that is my corpse. “She won’t. If she does, I’ll gladly beat her down again. But I promise she’ll behave.” Her hand brushes my Shade’s hair, and they flinch, but do not pull away. Heliodora smiles. “I take full responsibility.”
    

    
      The shardbearers complain, but the same attendant who addressed us earlier quiets their concerns. We dominated the dancefloor, and wasteful as this place is, they know true power when they see it. My Shade is released, and their hands fall weakly into their lap, head bowed, motionless. I can’t see their face anymore.
    

    
      My wielder crouches before my Shade, lifting their chin with the pommel of the stolen longsword. Their face is empty. She smiles. Her voice is a purr, her eyes lidded pleasurably. “My name is Heliodora.” Slow, deliberate, seductive. “The Insatiable.” Recognition of a dragon’s title breathes a glimmer of life into my Shade’s eyes. She searches Heliodora’s face, for the very first time seeing her, her smile, her gleaming fangs. “You’ve entertained me, Sabah. Your… Whisper, too, has been a joy for me to have. They’ve shown me such melodies, provided breathtaking dances. But they need a strong hand. You would know, given that they were you, once. So I will keep them. But if you impress me, you can see them again. Bring me more swords to devour, and I might even let you have them back for a time.”
    

    
      At this false promise, something new and horrible enters my Shade’s eyes. Hope.
    

    
      I clamp Heliodora’s mouth shut. “What do you think you’re doing?” My voice is a hiss, low and sharp.
    

    
      “Playing with my toys.” She smiles sweetly. “Don’t come back unless you can measure up to me. Or I’ll eat you both.”
    

    
      She leaves them behind in the middle of a dance floor, broken and in tatters, gawked at. I say nothing as she brings us to the fancy new room with its domed glass ceiling, through which we observe a shattered firmam
      ent of broken constellations and shards of empty void. Heliodora says nothing of my lies. And I remain silent as she breaks shards off the longsword and melts each screaming fragment on her tongue.
    

    

    
      
    

    

      Chapter 4

    

    break open my ribs / with hands, pale and gaunt

    
      Shade

    

    
      I’m thrown off the luxury liner the moment it pulls into a port smelling of rot and rust. The inconvenience to their guests is less of a concern for them than getting me off the ship, and I land face down in grime and dirt. By the time I lift my head from the cold dock, they’re already pulling back out of port. I try and force myself up, but my body moves like it’s stuck in molasses.
    

    
      Not that it matters. I had my chance, and I wasted it.
    

    
      Whisper was there. And I failed to bring them home.
    

    
      My chest feels hollow.
    

    
      “Shade.” Song’s voice startles me out of my wallowing. That’s all I’m good for, isn’t it? Whining and feeling sorry for myself. It’s why Whisper left. “We need shelter. Food. Water.”
    

    
      They didn’t take our dirty waterskins.
    

    
      “Fresh water. We can’t get sick.”
    

    
      There’s no point. I still stand, hands clawing the ground briefly before my limbs obey. I rise slowly, shamble through the rain that has begun to come down, soaking us.
    

    
      I don’t feel thirst, or hunger. My body is cold like a corpse. Maybe I’m already dead. Whisper leaving was no less painful than dying, so maybe I missed my life slipping away somewhere in the midst of that? Song doesn’t deny it, and maybe that’s all the confirmation I need.
    

    
      Something coppery is on my tongue. I pause, hand braced on the wall of a run-down shack, surprised by the taste of anything other than ash, and touch my lips. My hand comes away bloody. Must’ve hit my nose when they tossed me off. I take the opportunity to gather some blood and funnel it, clumsily, into my filled waterskins, while topping off the half-filled one with water from a rainspout, and trying to catch fresh rain with the last. Song doesn’t comment, simply goes to work using my blood to filter out what dirt she can. She’s gotten so good at it. By the time our fresh waterskin is filled, a pearl of blood floats up out of the first, laden with toxins. She flings it out into the rain, instead of letting it splatter into the dirt I cower in.
    

    
      “Drink. You need to hydrate.”
    

    
      I whine, pathetic. My eyes flutter shut, arms aching from holding them still. Maybe I’m not dead, after all.
    

    
      Maybe I should be.
    

    
      “Shade.” Her hand cups my jaw from behind. I can’t make out our soulscape, but I feel her, phantom sensations as she drags my heavy fists closer, white-knuckled around the brass mouthpiece. She tips my head up and I waste more precious water by spilling more hot tears down frozen cheeks. Shattered stars, didn’t I cry myself empty last night? Seeing Whisper look at me like that, all sharp and empty, looking right through me, as if I wasn’t even there?
    

    
      Song keeps me steady as I shake, massages my throat, and still I choke and cough and cough and spit until that empty spot in my chest aches. I curl up in the dirt and sob until there is nothing else left in me.
    

    
      I see it now, why Whisper left. I am a hollow thing, desperate for them to fill me.
    

    
      The rain lets up, eventually, and so does my embarrassing display, or so I think when I hear my name being called.
    

    
      “Song?”
    

    
      Someone near us. Song lifts her head. Stars, is he tired… I get why. Taking care of me is a chore. Too draining for him to step to the front and respond in anything more than a growl.
    

    
      “Song, is that you?”
    

    
      Oh, someone is calling her name, right. But Song is tired, and just as likely to tear apart anyone who comes to close as they are to respond. I squash down the defensive instinct she experiences and I raise our gaze in Song’s stead to peer between the strands of dirty hair. Boots with claw toes. Armour like chitin. They crouch low, and I catch a sight of a yellow shawl, raindrops beading on the hood. A face comes into view, mask painted with a fanged grin. But now it is tugged down to reveal dark lips, firm with… something. An open, soft face. Round cheeks, sapphire blue eyes.
    

    
      “It is you, isn’t it? I’m sorry. I never got the rest of your names.”
    

    
      “Pirate,” Song says. It’s more of a growl. Her hand is on her blade.
    

    
      “Call me Faye, they/she.” They turn more chipper at our reply, as if the small sign of life has somehow given them cause to celebrate. Their head tips to the side. “What are you doing here? I thought you were busy sword hunting. And what happened to the ones you had?”
    

    
      “Gone.” That’s my voice, coming wet and tight. “Lost ’em. I tried… I really tried…”
    

    
      “Song— Skies below, that’s not you, is it?”
    

    
      “I fought so hard, I thought for sure—” Another sob chokes the words in my throat.
    

    
      “Hey, hey…” Faye frowns and moves a bit closer. Her voice softens. “Think you can tell me what happened?”
    

    
      Another sob breaks from my lips and I curl up tight. Faye sits next to me in the dirt and gently touches my shoulder—I flinch, but she keeps her hand there, allows me to relax and lean into her, even though it’s too much, hurts too bad to be touched, to feel real with every slow rub of her hand up and down my back— She talks to me, in simple, friendly words, like a dog or a child, coaxing the words out of me as I shiver, and places her shawl around me to keep me warm.
    

    
      It hurts to be seen. And my words spill forth like blood from a wound.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      Some time later, I sit in the mess hall of the Red Witch, a bowl of thick stew steaming in front of me, warming my cold hands. I’m not sure why the pirates have allowed me aboard their ship. I also don’t understand why Hornet—the shawl, a piece of Faye’s shardplate—remains draped around my shoulders like a comforting blanket. It does help, though, with feeling less cold. My shirt is still soaked, sticking to my skin.
    

    
      “Sabah.”
    

    
      I startle a moment too late. Names have power, and to be called by the wrong one sounds like static scribbled in the air. Sabah isn’t wrong, exactly. It’s also not right, exactly. But it’s good enough, I guess. It’s fine, and that’s all a name needs to be.
    

    
      “Ah—yes?”
    

    
      The ship’s cook scowls and places a cup of clean water in front of me, a touch heavier than needed. I jump, eyes flashing up to her.
    

    
      “You get one cup,” they say, curt. “Nothing more.” Their mechanical hand clicks against the carabiner on her belt as she places her hands on her hips. She keeps watching me, while I stare at her. “So?” Her voice sharpens with impatience.
    

    
      “U-Uh—” My eyes dart to Faye for help.
    

    
      “What Brekker means is that she hates waste, and wants to know if the food is fine before she goes back to the engine room.” There is no small amount of amusement in her voice.
    

    
      “Oh, I’m fine,” I respond dutifully. Any food is good.
    

    
      Brekker narrows her eyes. “You better be sure. Nobody else is going in my kitchen.”
    

    
      “Nobody ’cept Aru.” That’s Khostas, who sits at the head of the table, sort of flanking both me and Faye. Their grey eyes have yet to stray from me.
    

    
      “Aru’s getting over a cold, so no, they’re definitely not going in my kitchen.”
    

    
      “I’ll be fine,” I assure them, just so things don’t devolve into an argument. Brekker sounds like she’s just about ready to grind diamond to gravel between her teeth. There is such presence to her, despite the lines in her face. She might be twice my age, which… frankly, I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone over fifty.
    

    
      “Wonderful. I’m going back to the engine.” They shrug off the apron and fold it, dropping it on the edge of the table.
    

    
      “Don’t mind Brekker.” Faye leans close in a conspiratorial whisper, her claw tapping a wooden spoon she pushes towards my hands. “She’s just cranky because the rain makes her joints ache. It’s why she spends most of her time in the engine room. It’s pressure sealed, and the air is good for her.”
    

    
      “Maybe that’s how she’s lived so long,” Song muses. “I’d love to learn more.”
    

    
      “Please don’t.” Brekker’s hair is short and grey, her hands calloused, her boots heavy. The overalls smell of oil and cigarette smoke. Nothing good can come of indulging Song’s curiosity about her.
    

    
      “You can absolutely try your luck,” Hornet interjects, and I startle again. “But she’s been sailing since before you were born, and I’m fairly certain she’s sworn off love.”
    

    
      “Nobody mentioned love.” Song handles the unusual presence of a… third in our mind with grace. I don’t. It’s not something I’m used to.
    

    
      “I can take it back.” Faye is watching us. My hand tightens into the fabric of the shawl. I can’t bring myself to agree, nor shake my head. She gives me a long moment, smiles.
    

    
      “Eat.”
    

    
      Mechanical, I take the spoon and shovel some stew into my mouth. I chew. Swallow. Tastes like… a memory.
    

    
      It shouldn’t taste like anything.
    

    
      “So.” Ruyi, who sits to Faye’s other side, watches me critically. Her legs have been propped up on the table for some time now, Brekker’s scowl ignored. A bootknife glints between her fingers. “You plan on going after that shard of yours?”
    

    
      I blink at her. Did I tell them about Whisper?
    

    
      “Song?”
    

    
      “We told Faye. I was too busy keeping us walking to listen to what else you told these three.”
    

    
      Ruyi misinterprets my surprise. “Don’t get me wrong, a shard that can survive so far away from its body? One that takes over shardbearers and goes through them like pairs of cheap shoes? I don’t really believe that, not until I see it. If everything else you’ve told us about…”
    

    
      “Whisper,” Faye says.
    

    
      “Ab
      out 
      Whisper is true, then maybe. I’ve heard of powerful shards. But regardless, you had seven shardblades left when we parted ways, and now you have one.”
    

    
      “Two,” I mutter. My dagger. Not worth mentioning. I chew more food. Tastes… good. My eyes are hot again. Embarrassing.
    

    
      “I can’t imagine someone who could collect so many would lose them all easily. And that luxury liner wasn’t supposed to make land here, that wasn’t in the intel. So, if we catch up to it, maybe your story holds water.”
    

    
      “Whisper is real.” I force out the words through a tight throat. Somehow, accepting that they might not be feels worse than anything else.
    

    
      “We believe you,” Faye… Hornet says. I think I’ve got her cadence down, now. Faye’s hand rests over mine on the table. The contact is startling. I flinch, and she pulls away. “We just… haven’t ever seen a shard like that.”
    

    
      I grumble and sip my water. Oh. It’s chilled. I guzzle the whole cup. Greedy.
    

    
      Khostas sits up. “No way of knowing until we get there. If we get there.” Their spine pops several times, and I grimace sympathetically. “Flora is plotting a new route. She’s not happy, though. She’s been around for some time, but given the shards you carry, she’s not the only one who has a hard time believing that they’re some marvel of necromancy. I’m not saying Whisper can’t do what you say, but the mechanism is probably different. Some kind of hypnosis, instead of taking over the body.”
    

    
      “Oh. Right.” Maybe they’re right. I don’t actually know much about necromancy. I’m certainly no shardsmith. Absent-mindedly, I fill my cup with the rest of my dirty water, and open my finger with my teeth.
    

    
      “Shattered skies below, what are you doing??”
    

    
      I look up with a start, finding the three before me staring, all half or fully out of their seats. “I don’t want you to waste water on me.”
    

    
      Ruyi stares at me. “Are you— What in the world—”
    

    
      “Ru, look.” Khostas’ eyes are locked on my cup. The water is swirling, the blood in it a vibrant ribbon as it filters out the toxins and dirt. The table goes quiet, so I can focus on assisting Song. It’s not like I can really do much, but my presence helps, I think? There’s a feeling of gratitude from the space in my being she occupies, and we finish quicker than the last time. The pearl of toxic blood floats up, and I clasp it in one hand.
    

    
      “I’m gonna throw this out, okay?” I make my way to the nearest window. The ship is worn, but well-loved. The hinges on the portholes don’t squeak. The other three are whispering when I come back, wiping my hands out of habit. “Something wrong?”
    

    
      “Sabah…”
    

    
      Don’t grimace, don’t grimace, Song’s here too, it’s her body too.
    

    
      “You just filtered your water. By yourself. Yes?”
    

    
      “Well, yeah? Only the most prevalent toxins, though. I’m not good enough yet to do what a purifier does.” Faye covers her mouth, elbow braced on the table. She gestures, their disbelief mirrored in her crewmates’ faces. I frown, finishing off my stew. “It’s not a big deal. Other shards can do it.”
    

    
      “I need to talk to the captain.” Khostas leans heavily on their cane as they rise. Faye puts her hand over theirs. Something bubbles up in my chest, ugly and cloying. Greedy.
    

    
      “You’re sure? I think you should go and rest.”
    

    
      They smile, and their eyes look so tired. “I’ll be fine. Promise.”
    

    
      Ruyi gets up as well. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure they don’t collapse on the way back.”
    

    
      Discomfort floods me immediately—not mine, but Hornet’s. The thought of Khostas collapsing replays in my? her? our? mind and sticks there like a fly in a web. Faye sighs heavily. “Alright.” She kisses Ruyi’s cheek and I swallow the nauseating sugar bubbling up in my throat. “I’ll take top bunk with Sabah, then?”
    

    
      Um? “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “Yeah, that’s fine.” Ruyi offers Khostas ta de arm. “We’ll try not to wake you.”
    

    
      “Is it fine? I feel like maybe it’s not fine?” Stars, do I ever sound pathetic, stammering my desperate objections. They’re so flimsy Faye actually laughs.
    

    
      “Sorry, big girl,” she says, taking my empty bowl to the sink. “Too late to prep a whole new bunk, and you’re too big to share with Khostas. Come on!” She pats her thigh, and I hurry after her to the hatch. Wind tears at us immediately, and I hold tight to the railing and Hornet around my shoulders. It’s not the deck proper, but a gangway leading from one part of the ship to another. To one side, the engine room emits a comforting heat, and to the other the cold sky splashes us with moisture. I fight my way to where Faye leads, to a ladder going up the side of the engine room and its buoyancy sacs.
    

    
      “Why don’t you share with them?” She freezes, one foot on the ladder. I shouldn’t have asked. “I mean…” Stars, what do I mean?
    

    
      “I do, usually.” Faye continues to climb. “But their pain flares get worse during storms, and I don’t want to crowd them.” She has to call back down to be heard over the wind, but at least my prying question doesn’t seem to have upset her.
    

    
      Song narrows her eyes. We reach the deck and head into… a bath. Right. I’m covered in crusted blood. Makes sense they would put it above the engine room. Faye is polite enough to turn around after I hand Hornet’s shawl back. Her cheeks are dusted a shade darker from the cold, I think. I sink into the hot tub she prepared for me while I stripped off and hung up my wet clothes.
    

    
      “Can I ask…”
    

    
      “Shardbleed,” Faye says quietly. “We got caught in a shardstorm. The main sails wouldn’t furl. Khostas climbed out to take care of it.”
    

    
      “Their shard absorbed the ambient necromancy,” Song mutters.
    

    
      “Yes. It was heavily damaged. Even sealed, it’s leaking into their body, constantly.” She sounds… like nothing. Not resigned. Not calm, not empty. Blank. Unreadable. “Wash up. I’ll go wake our doctor.”
    

    
      I reach for where Hornet lay around my shoulders, the touch too warm and gentle to be anything near natural, just to make sure she can’t hear me anymore. Because even hearing about Khostas’ terminal illness, the warm water feels good, and I hate myself for thinking it. I search for something to say. Some comfort. Condolences.
    

    
      I have none. So I wash the blood off myself, and say nothing.
    

     

    
      ***
    
 

    
      Dr. Oliveira is a stern woman with cutting features and narrow eyes. Her demeanour is stern, if not as abrasive as Brekker’s, and she eyes our cuts with a critical eye. She has all the presence of a scalpel, and even in the way she seems to peel back our metaphorical skin to find the secrets underneath, there is a clinical professionalism that makes being examined by her both more bearable and infinitely worse.
    

    
      “What did this?” Bony hands gesture to my black and bruised ribs.
    

    
      “Meteor hammer,” I say through gritted teeth. My arms are raised over my head, maybe to check something to do with my breathing? She instructed me to breathe naturally.
    

    
      “I have to touch that. Is that alright?” Dark eyes find mine. I squirm. “If your ribs are fractured, I need to know.”
    

    
      “You should listen to her.” Faye seems… oddly concerned, hovering so close over the doctor’s shoulders that she swats Hornet’s shawl aside. It’s nice, almost, to feel like she is worried.
    

    
      I can’t think of why she’d care.
    

    
      “Maybe she has a thing for wet dogs. You saw Khostas, didn’t you?”
    

    
      Song’s words drive the blood to my face. “I… fine.”
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira nods. “I’ll be quick.” Her hands are cold, and her approach thorough. The pads of her fingers press and prod, and I flinch until I get somewhat used to the feeling. It’s not so bad, really. Like being touched by steel. Comforting, if I could let myself sink into it. But that would be mortifying, not to mention greedy.
    

    
      “Mm. No broken ribs, but the bruising is extensive. You need to take it easy for a few days at least. I’ll mix you something to help you sleep. Faye, come help me.” She from her chair, straightens her back, and looks at me. “Don’t move.”
    

    
      The intensity in that look makes me freeze. Where would we even go? The surgeon’s quarters aren’t big, and the only way to this cot goes through Dr. Oliveira’s sleep and work-space. There was two more doorways, one sealed, one with a beaded curtain… I hear the hiss of hydraulics and smell disinfectant. That’s where the medicine is, then?
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      I can feel Song think as we sit on the cot, even if I don’t know exactly what. She feels present, almost sitting right next to me. Her fingers brush our side, and I shudder. I want her to dig her claws into the bruise and open it. Maybe that would finally—
    

    
      “What happened to you?”
    

    
      A kid’s voice. Both of us jump, head whipping around to the air vent next to the cot. Two eyes shine in the light of a humming bulb.
    

    
      “I, uh… I was in a fight. … Who are you?”
    

    
      The kid retreats a bit. “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers”
    

    
      I lean back, humming in thought. “Well, if we introduce each other, we won’t be strangers anymore, right? I’m—” Sabah, Sabah, Sabah. “Shade. She/they.”
    

    
      Silence. Then, “I’m Aru’adeen. Oh, and I use they/them, because they’re the best pronouns.”
    

    
      They are? “They sure are!” I give them a little smile.
    

    
      There’s a scrape as the vent cover swings up and Aru’adeen crawls out, with just a bit too much ease for this to be a rare kind of excursion. They dust themself off and look at us with the imperious look of a not-quite-teenager, eyes squinted in what I think is supposed to be suspicion or intimidation. It’s kind of cute, actually. “Why are you on our ship?”
    

    
      “Faye invited me. She uh… saw me in the rain and felt bad.”
    

    
      “Why were you in the rain? Don’t you have a home?”
    

    
      Ouch. “I’m travelling. So, right now, it’s very far away.”
    

    
      “Oh. That’s sad.”
    

    
      Change the subject. “What about you? What are you doing here?”
    

    
      They kick at the ground. “Sick,” they grumble. “Can’t sleep in the crew quarters while I’m sick. I gotta stay in quarantine.” Big word for a kid.
    

    
      I think.
    

    
      I don’t actually know many kids.
    

    
      “Bummer.” I gesture to the cot. “Wanna sit with me? Might be a bit less boring for a little?”
    

    
      Once again, they make a show of pondering me, like they’re trying to make the decision look weighty. Then they nod. “You look harmless, so I guess it’s okay.” Devastating. The kid sits next to me. I wonder whose they are. Tan skin, curly black hair; they don’t look much like anyone I’ve met so far, but maybe the face mask is throwing me off. They smell much like the rest of the ship, metal and sail oil and open skies.
    

    
      They’re still watching me, with eyes that shine like molten bronze. Stars, this is awkward. “So… how old are you?”
    

    
      “Almost thirteen! Captain says I get to steer the Red Witch on my birthday!”
    

    
      “Oh? That’s exciting! Think you’ll make a good helmsman?”
    

    
      “Yeah! I’ll chase down all the thieves and whalers and cut them down!” They swing an imaginary sword around. “When I’m big, I’m gonna be just like Captain and be the best sky sailor ever!”
    

    
      “I’m sure you will be.” It’s easy to smile at their enthusiasm, especially when the affirmation makes their eyes sparkle, right up until they remember to nod and cross their arms again, all imperious, maybe emulation that captain of theirs. They swing their legs, and whistle a clumsy little string of notes. A melody that translates to something like best captain best captain biggest ship yes yes.
    

    
      Hm. It’s been a while since I’ve spoken that language, and Song is really much better at it, but maybe I can… “Yes yes best captain big ship captain!”
    

    
      “Hey, not bad!” Song comments. My chest warms with pride. The kid gasps, head whipping around to us. We wink.
    

    
      The door opens sharply. Dr. Oliveira stands in the doorway, holding a glass of water and a folded piece of paper. I freeze under her gaze. She turns to the kid. “Aru, what did we say about sneaking out of bed?”
    

    
      “You were all loud,” they grumble. “And quarantine is boring.”
    

    
      “And what if you get Sabah sick?”
    

    
      “I’m pretty much healed now! You don’t even wear your masks anymore!”
    

    
      Oliveira sighs heavily. Faye is peering over her shoulder. There is something in her eyes that makes me stammer out, “It’s my fault! I asked them to stay, even though they told me they were sick. Please don’t be angry with them?”
    

    
      She kneads her brow above her glasses. “Aru, please head back to bed. I promise I’ll be right there, and I’ll read you whatever book you want. Alright? You can exit quarantine tomorrow.”
    

    
      “... fine.” They don’t look happy, but they get up and trudge past us. “’Night, Olive. ’Night, Faye.”
    

    
      “Night night, little one.” Faye ruffles their hair with a soft smile. Aru turns around one more time.
    

    
      “’Night, Shade.”
    

    
      “Goodnight.” I give them a little smile. A thought occurs. “Would you have liked me to tell them your name, too?”
    

    
      Song scoffs. “I’m not attached.” I thought so, but it’s good to have her confirmation.
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira’s look when she turns back to me freezes my good mood in ice. “Let me make one thing clear,” she says, her voice sharp and precise. “While in my care, you will do as you’re told, and that includes ensuring you do not get yourself and others sick. If you spread illness on the crew, you will not like what happens. Am I understood?” She smiles wryly at my quick nod, deepening the crow’s feet around her eyes. “Good. Put this on your tongue, wash down with a sip of water. It’ll help you sleep. Then you both can get the hell out of my quarters so I can do that too.”
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      The medicine helps to numb the ache, and by the time we’re bundled into a bunk bed next to Faye above an empty one that smells like her and two others, I’m almost pleasantly numb. This is… well, different. The crew quarters are tightly packed, if not nearly as large as I would have assumed. You can’t turn over without everyone hearing you, but that’s fine. Song and I are used to sleeping around people, and Hunting Whisper has never been comfortable. Still, I question how there is any privacy. Faye assures me, with no small amount of amusement at my grimace, that privacy is negotiated with favours, or the threat of her trio no longer caring about it.
    

    
      I hate her a little bit, for putting that image in my head.I hate myself more for how it makes my stomach flip.
    

    
      Khostas and Ruyi join us soon after, and there’s a brief murmur as the next crew takes up their shift while they slip into bed beneath us. Faye doesn’t comment on the bunks left empty, simply wishing me a good night.
    

    
      Sleeping in a bed is odd. It’s too soft, really. I’m used to hard surfaces, ones that induce the sort of pains only my age spares me off, if one of Song’s flings is to be believed. Not like we’re likely to make it past thirty.
    

    
      Hm, that’s soon, isn’t it? Maybe we’ll make it to thirty-one.
    

    
      The crew quarters tilt with the ship, but the Red Witch parts the winds easily, and the bunk beds are well made. It smells of people—not pleasant, not unpleasant, in any particular way. I think I can make out Faye’s scent under all the others.
    

    
      “Sleep,” Song demands.
    

    
      “Can’t.” My eyes are closed. My breaths are steady. I lie… well, close to comfortable, not touching Faye as best I can despite my size. She’s much lither than she looks without the shawl, her muscles toned but not of the same mass as mine, so that helps. But I’m too aware of my body. Can’t stop existing for long enough to fade into sleep.
    

    
      “Leave the body to me. You rest.” A hand falls over my eyes. I can still see through my eyelids, the shades of a not quite completely dark room. But I manage to let go, retreat from control, nestle myself into the bed Song has constructed in our soulscape. It’s large, the sheets dark in a way that glitters like a night sky. Soft. Warm. Almost warm enough. Her hand finds mine— I used to pretend that holding our own hand was someone holding mine, before I realized I wasn’t alone. It helped. It still does, even when it’s her.
    

    
      Around us, the breaths of the other crew are rhythmic, even. We listen to each one. Khostas’ come a touch heavier, now that they’re no longer masking their pain. Ruyi’s is matched to theirs, spending comfort. I imagine her forehead pressed to zhers. Faye… has stopped breathing.
    

    
      We feel cold metal on our skin. Song snatches Faye’s wrist, my dagger flying from its sheath to land against her throat. She is on top of us, eyes widening as she realizes we’re awake. My dagger is knocked from our grip, but Song catches her other hand before it can open our veins, and struggles, puts us on top. Her elbow presses down on Faye’s throat—uncomfortable, but not lethal, not yet. “Not a move,” she growls. Beneath us, Ruyi’s breath stutters. “I’ll crush your throat.”
    

    
      Faye sighs. “You should have gone to sleep.” She sounds almost sad. She squeezes her thighs around our waist. Hornet’s claws flex gently, only testing our grip.
    

    
      “This was your plan?” Rage boils in our chest like a volcano spilling over, searing and painful, altogether foreign to me. “Feed them, bathe them, make them feel nice and understood, then kill them in their sleep?”
    

    
      “Them—?”
    

    
      “Shade!” His voice is low and dangerous. Our eyes gleam. I can’t take back control. I don’t know if I want to. “The one you’ve been talking to, who followed you, trusted you!”
    

    
      Faye’s eyes narrow. “They’re a swordhunter! So are you!”
    

    
      “Don’t care. You don’t get to take what’s mine.”
    

    
      She looks into our eyes without fear. “I really didn’t want to.”
    

    
      “I know. That’s why you’re still alive.”
    

    
      “You’d have killed me otherwise?”
    

    
      “Without hesitation.”
    

    
      “Liar,” Hornet whispers, and a low rumbling growl rises in Song’s chest, feral and wild. Faye startles, as does Ruyi, who no doubt has reached for her shard.
    

    
      “Your other shards are with your partners, no? That’s how you communicated this little attempted murder.” Song pins Faye’s hand above her head. She leans in close to their ear. “I won’t forgive this, but I’ll let it go for now. That’s the best you can hope for. In return, you’re going to help us get Whisper back. No matter what it takes, no matter how many swords we need to hunt, or how many people we leave devastated in our wake. You’ll do that for me, won’t you?”
    

    
      Faye’s grip tightens on our throat. Song drops me, restrains her other hand before she can slash. “Never! What you do disgusts me! I would never rip souls from their place for my own comfort!”
    

    
      “You will.” Song smiles. “Because your love is dying. And when we get Whisper back, I promise we’ll use them to save Khostas’ life. And know this, I’m only making this offer because Khostas, however self-servient, tried to convince your captain to change her mind. Am I wrong?”
    

    
      She’s not. She can tell from how Faye stills. Their throat is right there, her pulse against our lips. It would only take a bite to open the vein, quicker than Ruyi could even hear Rose and Thorn cry out.
    

    
      Song licks her lips.
    

    
      Faye takes a shuddering breath, her chest pressed to ours. “Go to sleep,” she says, voice brittle. “You’ll need to be rested to get your shard back.”
    

    

    
      
    

    

      Chapter 5

    

    The life that you crave / was never quite mine

    
      Whisper

    

    
      It was easy to trick myself into thinking I had control while using Heliodora’s body, but the reality is I have never been more trapped. I long for this freedom now, all night, reminiscing over jumping from body to body, beholden to nothing but my own conscience, urging me to drop off the howling shards I ignored with someone who would sustain them. I kept this up even when they started hunting me down. It was a mercy. Or maybe I simply grew tired of tuning out their curses.
    

    
      Now, Heliodora’s glowing claw scores my length like a lover marking her partner, and I can do nothing but lie on the silken sheets, enduring. Trying to feel nothing.
    

    
      “I should snap you in half for lying to me.” The claw scratches down, clicking against the vertebrae with each low snap of bone coming loose. Shattered starlight glitters off the white, prismatic and broken in ways unfathomable.
    

    
      “Tired of me after all?”
    

    
      “You’d survive. It would be painful, of course. You might feel like you’re dying, but you’re stronger than that, this I know.” Her eyes are hooded. She licks her lips. “Or maybe I should break Sabah instead, seeing as you thought to hide them from me.”
    

    
      I scoff. “I don’t see why you’re so interested in my corpse.”
    

    
      “That body was much stronger than the one you faced me with. Had you still inhabited that one, she would have shattered it and claimed you.” She stops. Tries to figure out the feeling that rises in her, my, our stomach, bubbling, cloying. “I want to see what they can do. See if they’re as diligent in fulfilling my wishes as you are.” The claw hooks on my bone. She drags me closer, against her. My steel slots between her thighs, draped in soft silk, my bones press to her sternum. She is soft, yet I could not cut her where my edge shudders so close to her synthetic skin. I don’t even get the chance, deftly handled with no care for the danger my edges pose, aligned exactly as she chooses. Her lips brush my pommel. “Maybe, if they impress me, I’ll even give you back for a bit.”
    

    
      I feel lightheaded. Nauseous. “That’s not our deal.”
    

    
      The Insatiable turns over, tossing me like a cat a ball of yarn. She stretches with feline grace. “
      The deal was that you entertain me, was it not? So much so that I can’t live without you anymore. Or else, I eat you. Anything between here and there is mine to decide.” Silk brushes down her skin and falls as she rises. Her hand is sure on my hilt, no hesitation, no vice grip; as if she intends to keep me.
    

    
      I lied to her. Truthfully, I expected her to eat me, by now. And yet the claws that caress my length do not feel like those of a predator carving meat, but rather the tender adorations of a treasure claimed.
    

    
      “Tell me who you are.” Her voice is sharp, clear like the diamond tip of a sacrificial blade hovering above my heart. In her molten eyes, I see not the usual sparks and sunburst eruptions, but a settled flame, focused on a single point within the reflection I hold.
    

    
      “... Whisper.” That is what I am. Nothing more.
    

    
      Heliodora smiles, satisfied. “I’m going to hurt you, Whisper.” I have no breath to hitch or heartbeat to skip as once more she feeds me into her chest. I drink of the blood she allows me, lethargic and appetiteless. The fact it spills across my silver and nearly drowns me is what makes me swallow, except that makes no sense, because the throat I breathe through is hers, and her flesh accommodates me with barely a shudder of discomfort. A glow alights in the full-length mirror across the round room. Fire flickers around her form, turning it bright like metal forged, moulded under her hands. Her form expands, is tempered, then cools.
    

    
      A broad jaw. Skin darkened by one shade, muscles that rise with greater emphasis on shoulders more broad supporting a taller frame. Eyes that are soft, not cutting, and dark, though they glow in the framing of a well-groomed wolf cut. I stare into my Shade’s face, familiar, twisting into something horrible as the glow still creeps over our skin. It’s too late for the fine clothing she spins from light and fire, I have already seen too much; every tight muscle, ever rib that still shows, the sharp knuckles and slender fingers, as if in a single look the Insatiable had measured a perfect statue of my likeness from my still-breathing corpse. My hands claws at the broad chest, pulling the buttoned shirt aside as I try to dig myself from my own chest with a deep-throated wail.
    

    
      “Calm down, Whisper.”
    

    
      “Undo this! Let me out!” I choke on my words. My voice sounds wrong in my ears, too pitched and sharp, like slivers of glass beneath the skin.
    

    
      “That is exactly what I’ve done.”
    

    
      “I am a blade!”
    

    
      “No. You’ve been a fascinating mystery from the start, since the day you came to me with murder in your heart and a song on your lips. You’ve enticed me with your melodies and puppet strings, dazzled me and shown me violence more beautiful than I thought a mortal capable of.” That’s right. I am a weapon. Violent and efficient. Crafted for the singular purpose of cutting and severing and taking. “But I’ve not yet decided what you are. How could I, when you yourself haven’t? So, let us see what you are without that well-honed edge.” A laugh. “See? You’re already moving all by yourself!”
    

    
      I will myself to halt the pacing. My fingers itch. I want to find something to destroy. The mirror is what goes first, and my skin does not split against the fractures. I keep beating it, crushing the shards into dust.
    

    
      “Take all the time you want, little shard. We are far from land, and nobody is coming for you.”
    

    
      “Sabah…”
    

    
      “With how you broke the poor thing, I imagine they’ll need some time to heal that bruised ego.”
    

    
      My growl would have made Song proud. “Heliodora…”
    

    
      No answer. She is silent, and no amount of cursing and threatening and pleading will get her to speak. I still feel her, in the starlight thrum of her hearts, warming me within her chest. I have no doubt, that, should I try to fling us both off the deck of the ship into the infinite, she would stop me. But I make no move to do so. Instead, I curl up against the bed I’ve shattered against the wall, covering my face with my arms to hide the disgusting thing I am from the shattered moon hanging above like a sundered eye.
    

    
      This is all my Shade’s fault.
    

    
      …
    

    
      This is fine.
    

    
      It’s fine.
    

    
      It doesn’t matter.
    

    
      If Heliodora is so interested in my Shade, in some humanity I do not have, then I’ll just have to shatter their spirit once and for all, so they’ll never ever show their face before us again. And that thought, of them broken beneath the sole of my foot, bloody, dishevelled, helpless… makes me feel something, after all.
    

     

    
      ***
    

    
      Shade
    

     

    
      Captain Flora Sagar is a woman who fills the space of the captain quarters by presence alone. Like a wildfire condensed into human form, she radiates danger best avoided, broad-shouldered and thick limbed beneath a heavy leather coat. Eir eyes, one gleaming, one milky and sunken into the surrounding scar tissue, track us as we are led inside and made to sit on the chair before her. Eir voice is like eir hands, resting calmly on the hilt of the saber braced before her; calloused with scars, broad and heavy, marked by a life at sea.
    

    
      “So you’re the swordhunter my crew have dragged aboard. Sabah, yes?”
    

    
      “That’s me. But you may call me Song.” Her guttural voice matches the captain’s. She’s never had trouble asserting herself.
    

    
      Captain Sagar scoffs. “I’ve had many types on the Red Witch before. None have been bold enough to try and bargain for their lives, then go right back to sleep. You’ve got guts, for a runt.”
    

    
      A low growl hangs in Song’s throat. Captain Sagar ignores it. Ey is bigger than us in every way, broader, more present. Where Song is all energy, coiled like a spring, Sagar is violence personified in every fiber of her being. Ey is old, no doubt, eir dark skin wrinkling, but not so old as to be frail yet. I catch sight of at least a dozen shards.
    

    
      Song’s eyes wander to the rest of the assembled crew. Everyone save Aru’adeen seems to be here, the doctor and Brekker watching impassively from the door, Ruyi and Faye flanking my chair, Khostas having taken a seat off to the side. Two more crew members are here now, curled at the captain’s knee and hanging over her shoulder; twins, I think, adolescents with platinum curls and a disaffected demeanour.
    

    
      “Make your case, then, runt.” The captain gestures, casually lifting a strong hand to palm one of the twins’ jaws. They lean into it like a cat chasing touch. “Why should I not toss you overboard right now?” The other twin watches us, their eyes So bright they seem to look right through us.
    

    
      Song crosses her arms. “One of your crew is dying. We can save them.” Everyone but the captain has a reaction to that. Khostas’ eyes go wide. Brekker shifts her weight, Dr. Oliveira squints from behind her narrow lenses. Even Ruyi makes a soft sound, matching Faye in something that not quite dares to be hopeful, like a flame in the wind, unsure of whether it will be nourished or smothered. The twins both shoot up, but the captain’s ringed hand rises, freezing them in place.
    

    
      “What proof do you have?”
    

    
      “Whisper, the shard we’re hunting, is gifted with necromancy far beyond anything most industrial necro-forges could ever conceive of. They’ve consistently stolen the bodies of powerful duellists and remained alive over great distances, no matter the damage we dealt them. If they can fix themself, chances are they can fix your crewmate’s shard. If you want Khostas to survive, you’ll help us get them back.”
    

    
      “What Song means,” I interject as the Captain’s jaw tenses, “is that we want to help. We can help each other! Without your ship, we can’t catch up to Whisper, and… frankly, now that there’s a dragon in the picture, I don’t know how we could ever get them back alone.”
    

    
      “What’s this dragon’s name?”
    

    
      “Heliodora,” Song purrs, “the Insatiable.”
    

    
      The captain thinks for a moment that drags longer and longer. My knee bounces. I still it with all the control I have. It’s not enough. “We can do more!” I offer, desperate. “Water! You need water, don’t you?”
    

    
      “I’ve heard of your talent to filter it. But other than your word, I have no guarantee that it won’t still make us sick.”
    

    
      “But what if I could get you a year’s worth of water? Fresh and ripe for the taking?”
    

    
      Within me, Song perks up. The idea is good. Even the sceptical Captain Sagar can’t entirely resist the idea. Ey laughs, uproarious enough that eir wild locs fly under eir beautifully feathered hat. Eir teeth gleam like daggers, grinning wide.
    

    
      “Now that, little hunter, is a bold claim! Very well, I’ll entertain you: Where will you find so much water?”
    

    
      “The cruiser Whisper is on. It has enormous water stores.”
    

    
      “And I suppose you can lead us to said cruiser? Are you a sailor? A clairvoyant? Do you know how to navigate these skies? Perhaps you know which new route the ship has taken, after your little stunt caused it to alter it?”
    

    
      “Something like that.” I root around in my pocket and pull out one half of a rope dart. Around me, the crew makes sounds of disgust at the broken shard that they can instinctively tell is not mine. Khostas stares at it, then at me.
    

    
      They argued for my life.
    

    
      I don’t meet their eyes.
    

    
      “I wounded Heliodora with this shard. It will always find the way back to her. Song tells me they’re not going to be moving for a while.” She’s always known, somehow. I suspect she can still feel Whisper, whereas I remain shut out, and something ugly bubbles up in my chest every time I consider it, so I don’t. “We can find the ship. And then… take Whisper back. We can save Khostas, and I won’t have to sword-hunt ever again.” I look at the captain, holding eir firm gaze. “I never wanted to take shards for myself. All I want is my friend back.” Friend. Are we friends? No. I know that Whisper sees me as nothing like a friend. And still, I follow them, a walking corpse looking for the ghost that has fled it.
    

    
      I wish I was like Song. Powerful, shameless, eager to claim things as mine simply because I have deemed them so.
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira steps forward. “Captian, this is a risk. Facing a dragon, with Aru aboard—”
    

    
      “I know.” Captain Sagar worries her lip, thinking. Her rings tap on the metal of eir shard.
    

    
      “Captain!” Faye. “If we can save Khostas, we have to try!”
    

    
      “Petal…” Khostas looks at her with heartbreak. 
    

    
      “And what if they’re lying?” The twins’ voices, in perfect unison, send a shiver down our back. “Their shard might be able to save Khostas. If we get them back from a dragon. If they’re not just biding their time to escape.”
    

    
      The accusations leave me unmoved. My eyes are on Khostas, the depth of sadness in zher face. That is not the eyes of someone afraid of hoping. I’ve seen them before, in a mirror reflecting my own face. Eyes that have accepted the end, wait for it to come. “I’m not!” The chair falls back as I shoot up. “I want to help, I— I…” I have no argument. I’m a sword-hunter. And I would take every blade here if it was the only way to get Whisper back.
    

    
      The captain’s hand rises again. The crew falls quiet, and I shrink back instinctively. Ey fixes me with eir gleaming stare. “Alright, runt, you’ve got a deal. We’ll get you your sword back, you’ll heal Khostas. But it’s not going to be easy.” She rises, stepping close as if to emphasise how she towers over us. “I’ll work you to the bone. The first week, you’ll wish you’d die. The second, you’ll wish I’d let you. But you won’t. We’re gonna drum up some friends, and then you are going to lead us to that water and your shard. Disobey, and I’ll throw you off the ship. Harm my crew, and I’ll feed you to the crows. Do we have an understanding?”
    

    
      “Ah— Yes, ma’am! Sir! Captain!” I go to salute her like I’ve seen other sailors do, when I catch her hand, outstretched. Captain Sagar’s eyes go wide, then she laughs, deep and full-throated, and takes it away, leaving a knot in my chest. “Alright, everyone, let’s get to work! Ruyi, you’re piloting. Brekker, check the engines, Mira and Inaya, sail duty. Doctor, I want a word with you in private. Khostas, kitchen. Faye, show our new friend around. Once she’s got the lay of the land, put her to work scraping the hull.” Ey smiles. “And you get to help her.”
    

    
      Faye groans. “Yes, captain…”
    

    
      Ruyi gives me a nervous smile when she catches my eye. I don’t know how to respond, so I just… stare. She looks away quickly. “Where are we headed, captain?”
    

    
      “The Viper’s Nest.” Captain Sagar smiles. “We’re going to need a lot of ships to transport all that water.”
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      I follow Faye outside, very much aware of the looks still being cast my way. My hand goes to my arm, covered by the sleeves of a dirty but robust shirt, itching for something else to do, to numb the prickling discomfort of being so scrutinised, but Song pulls it away.
    

    
      “So…”
    

    
      “Let’s get one thing clear; I don’t like swordhunters, and I will slit your throat in a heartbeat, if I have to.” She walks ahead, not looking back at me or even a moment. “I will explain how things work exactly once. After that, you’re on your own. Touch anyone’s shards other than your own, and you’ll pay in blood.”
    

    
      “I wouldn’t—”
    

    
      “Don’t care.”
    

    
      “Right… Sorry.” I clamp my mouth shut as she glares. Within me, Song growls and snaps her fangs, wanting to tear Faye apart. But she’s not wrong, is she? I take people’s shards, ignore how it tears them apart. Sometimes, I even anchor them to myself by hurting their bearer first. Anything to make sure they last. Anything to make sure I can wield them against the person who knows me best and hates me most.
    

    
      We’re shown around the ship—notably not the engine room, though we enter briefly to snatch one of the spare masks for me. I’m given one of Brekker’s coats to keep me from catching my death out on the deck. It’s heavy. Warm. Reminds me of a cloak I no longer have.
    

    
      On the deck, Mira and Inaya explain to me the different types of sails—sun sails, wind sails, storm sails. I try my best to remember. Song will, though, so it’s fine that I’ll inevitably forget.
    

    
      “Is there no lookout?” I ask, after noticing the gliders set into the aftcastle.
    

    
      “There is.”
    

    
      I look around. We’re at the highest point of the ship, barring the masts that can be arranged in different angles from the deck and sides of the ship. Faye notices. They stick two fingers in their mouth and whistle sharply. I hear the rhythmic flutter of wings, and a bird settles on her head, black feathers shining iridescent blue.
    

    
      “Meet Five Pebbles, the Magpie, our resident lookout.”
    

    
      I stare at the bird. “Your lookout is a bird?”
    

    
      “Trust me, it’s good at its job. Sees everything. Tells us everything.” She eyes me meaningfully. I look away, and Five Pebbles returns to its duties.
    

    
      I bite my lips, checking the ropes I’ve been given for damage. Occasionally, I point a frayed part out to Faye, and they sort it into one of two piles. They remain monosyllabic and curt. Basically, all I get is grunts. Up above us, Five Pebbles calls out, rattling a brief pattern with rough chirps. Faye sighs and straightens up.
    

    
      “Shardrift!” She calls with both hands cupped around her mouth. At the bow, Mira and Inaya take up the call. Someone responds from the lower deck outside the engine. Faye glances at me. “Brace yourself. I’m not scraping you off the boards if you can’t handle one rift.”
    

    
      “What?” I look up in alarm.
    

    
      “You heard me. Shardrift ahead. We’re about to pass through.” She’s right, I can see the point in space ahead where reality has cracked and broken, slashing a piece of sky from its foundation.
    

    
      “With Aru?” I didn’t see any shards on them.
    

    
      “Aru is fine.”
    

    
      “But if they’re not anchored—”
    

    
      “They’re fine! ” Faye snaps at me, and I flinch away. They sigh, running a clawed hand over their braids. Oh. Those claws weren’t there a moment ago, were they?
    

    
      I shrink away. Another sorry dies in my throat. I don’t think any amount of them could make her feel safer around me. After last night, I don’t know if anything can make me feel safe around her again.
    

    
      I remember steel on my skin.
    

    
      My scars itch. I want to reach in and take the feeling out, but Song won’t let me. So I need to wait until she’s no longer watching.
    

    
      Sleeping in the same room as someone who recently tried to murder you should prove a challenge, but I’m fairly certain by the end of the day that I’m too tired to care. It’s cold in the crow’s nest. Even huddled in my coat and scarf, I shiver until Song circulates our blood faster, warming us as best she can. I don’t even notice the glider’s tether being retracted until a gust shakes it and I grasp on to the sides for safety. Mira and Inaya guide it into its setting. They stare at me.
    

    
      Usually, watch shifts happen in pairs. I guess Five Pebbles was deemed enough to keep an eye on me.
    

    
      “Your turn to sleep,” the twins say in perfect unison.
    

    
      “’Kay.” I clumsily exit the glider, fingers frozen stiff.
    

    
      “What’s it like?”
    

    
      “Huh?” I look at the twins. There’s no open hostility in their faces, just a look like… thoughtful curiosity.
    

    
      “Losing a piece of yourself. What’s it like? We don’t know. We’ve always been one person.” Their pale eyes glow like the shattered moon. “What’s it like when you can be… apart? Is it… fun?”
    

    
      My jaw tightens. “No. It… hurts. Even if I know they’re technically still there. Even if I can feel every time they fade. Even knowing they can hear me.” (Hoping, praying, begging.)
    

    
      They tip their heads to one side, expressions settling into something like pity and confusion. “Then why be apart?”
    

    
      “Because…” My throat is tight. “Maybe they didn’t want to be me anymore.” Maybe I am just that awful. Weak. Greedy.
    

    
      I flee before there are anymore questions, but a hand catches my wrist. I flinch away. Mira, I think, is looking at me. “We don’t think you’re that bad,” they say.
    

    
      “But you can’t hurt Faye,” Inaya adds, same cadence, same voice. “It wouldn’t help?”
    

    
      “What would you know?” I’ve figured it out already. It wasn’t difficult, it’s not like they’re hiding it. Something awful and wrong settles in my chest, a horrid, jealous thing that fills my throat and spills thick and poisonous like tar from my lips. “What would you know about being so dreadful that not even your own self wants to endure it?” They could never understand. I storm away, ignoring Song’s tender pity. The crew quarters come in sight, finally, and I creep in, quiet as I can, making sure not to wake anybody. I just want this day to be over.
    

    
      “Oh hey, it’s you.”
    

    
      Stars fucking damnit.
    

    
      I want to scream. But Ruyi made so certain to whisper, and ta is trying so hard to be quiet as ta rises from the bunk ta shares with a sleeping Khostas. I just smile and go to move past.
    

    
      She stops me, and I flinch at the unfamiliar touch on my chest.
    

    
      “Hold up! Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      “Right… Are you going to sleep in those?” She eyes my shirt. “You didn’t pick out any nightclothes for yourself.”
    

    
      We blink. “This is fine.”
    

    
      “Right…” Ta frowns, hugging ta de self, foot rubbing against their calf to ward off the cold of the crew quarters that assail them, now that they’ve left their warm bed and their loving partner’s embrace. “Sabah…” Not my name, not my name. “Are you sure you’re okay? We haven’t had a chance to talk since—”
    

    
      “What’s there to talk about?”
    

    
      “Last night, that…” She falters. It clicks for me.
    

    
      “Oh, you mean about how you tried to murder us.”
    

    
      She flinches. “I wasn’t—”
    

    
      “It’s fine.” I wave it off. “Heard you breathing. Sorry you were awake for that. I know Captain Sagar was probably pissed at Faye. ’m not gonna tell em you were awake, don’t worry.” Really, I just want to go sleep. I don’t understand why we’re having… whatever conversation this is. Why Ruyi is looking at us like something dead that has crawled in through the doorway with all its bones and rot exposed.
    

    
      “Are you not… I don’t know, angry?”
    

    
      “Angry?” We laugh, and at this point it’s more Song than me, frustrated with the obstruction, exhausted and hungry to dig her teeth into something. “Honestly, no, I’m actually a little impressed! You were willing to go to any lengths to keep her safe. Takes conviction.”
    

    
      “Her?”
    

    
      “Faye.”
    

    
      Ruyi’s face tightens. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
    

    
      “I know you were willing to murder. Die for her, even.” I shrug at their haunted look. It’s fine. It’s what anyone would have done, really.
    

    
      “I… didn’t want that. None of us did, she would never have brought you back here if she—”
    

    
      “I'm not talking about that.” Song leans over ta, a smile etched on her face, sharp like a fishhook. Ta is the bait. “You’re the pilot. I know what kind of sound that gun mount makes, recognise the caliber. You were in the cockpit when Faye and I fought on the Hand of Fortune—” (I had forgotten that’s what it was called.) “—and you took a shot at me when you thought I might get anything resembling a solid blow in. One stray bullet to the fuselage could have hit a gas pipe or power line, or anything else vital, and doomed us all to the Infinite. But you didn’t hesitate.”
    

    
      We lean back. Our face smooths over into my tired expression. Dopey-eyed, Whisper had called it. Handsome, Faye. Cute, if Song can be believed. I don’t think so. “I don't want to hurt you,” I say, easily and honestly. “I know you don’t believe me, so… I choose to believe you.”
    

    
      I unsheathe my dagger, twirl it in my fingers, hand it to her, hilt first. She backs away, eyes wide.
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      I forgot I am tainted. To hurl my shard into the void, she would have to touch it.
    

    
      “Sabah—”
    

    
      “Why is everyone being so loud??” A kid’s voice. I startle, catching sight of Aru’Adeen as they turn on a lamp over the bed they share with Faye, who rubs their eyes and glares. “I can finally sleep around everyone again, so go sleep before Olive wakes up.”
    

    
      “Too late for that,” a tired voice comes from the bunk opposite theirs. “Can you children behave, or do I need to get out the sedatives?”
    

    
      “Oops. Sorry, Olive.”
    

    
      “Sorry, Doctor.”
    

    
      “Sorry.” Ruyi looks mortified. She gives me another look.
    

    
      I sheathe my dagger. “Back bunk is free?” She nods. “Cool.” I wait for her to make space and fall into my bunk. Song insists we take off our shoes, so we do.
    

    
      He’s tired. I can feel it in the emptiness in my thoughts. All day, Song was on alert, watching, ready to bear their fangs, and it’s taken a toll. It doesn’t take long for me to be entirely alone. I wait until I am sure everyone has fallen asleep, listening to their breaths.
    

    
      My hand sneaks to the scars on my forearm. Long. Thin. Some parallel, some criss-crossing. Slowly, I dig in my nails.
    

    
      It hurts. I briefly forget the monster I am.
    

    
      “You were gonna kill them?”
    

    
      We—I freeze. Just me, alone, hands bloody and tainted.
    

    
      “Aru…”
    

    
      “I don’t want you to kill them! Shade is my friend!” Their whisper is desperate. They sound distressed. They… don’t really know me.
    

    
      “They take shards from people, Aru.”
    

    
      “So what, we take stuff from people all the time!”
    

    
      “It’s different.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      Silence. She doesn’t say the obvious. That it’s monstrous to steal another’s soul. That it hurts to have it touched against your will. That the best they can hope for is me shattering their shard before it fades, because then it at least can be reforged.
    

    
      Faye takes a breath. I can barely hear her voice. “I can’t… I don’t know how to explain that to you. It’s not something that can be explained. It… hurts.” That cannot even begin to describe the violation of being used by someone you haven’t chosen.
    

    
      My Shade used to seduce people to get their blades. At least they used to let Song do it. Eventually, they stopped. That’s worse. But I’m glad they did.
      

    

    
      
    

    

      Chapter 6

    

    each breath that I take / drawn by your design

    
      Whisper

    

    
      I don’t know how long it takes for either of us to start moving. Heliodora’s body feels no hunger, not the way I do, anyway. I’ve been hungry for so long, unsheathed, thirsting for blood with which to mend my cracks, but her need to consume and burn and break down whatever gets between her teeth is something else. The depth of her want mesmerises. And some horrid part of me wishes it could do so in kind.
    

    
      Instead, watching my Shade fight even now to get me back, when the agony I’ve inflicted on them sticks to their skin and under their nails, taints them, bloody, makes me want to do worse to myself. But Heliodora’s body is steel, and she has not given me her claws, so when I move, it is out of sheer, unbridled boredom. One can only watch their corpse amble about so long before wishing for rest. One can only stare blankly into space and let the world pass them by so long before even that grows tiring. At first, I startle at the movements of my own hand. My thoughts go to Song, my Shade, Heliodora, but it turns out to be a mere errant swipe brought about by my own mounting restlessness.
    

    
      I am back in flesh and blood. Stars hum in my chest, blood pumps, breath comes falteringly. I bury my face in my knees, hiding the shame of my existence from the world.
    

    
      “I don’t know what you think you’ll get out of this.”
    

    
      I don’t even want an answer, only to wrap my hands around Heliodora’s neck and squeeze the life out of her. The relief that fills me when she responds is as immense as it is embarrassing.“That’s the joy of doing things at all, Whisper. You never know what might happen.”
    

    
      I laugh wetly, wiping my stained cheeks. Whatever runs down them has crystallized on my skin, leaving a film of glittering residue on my fingers. “I can’t fight like this!”
    

    
      “Maybe you don’t have to fight? Use that singing voice for something else. Talk to someone. Make a friend. Flatter a stranger. Start a blood feud. Whichever.”
    

    
      “You want me to consort with people who waste water?”
    

    
      “Does wasting water make them evil?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “No. And you know that. Their perspective is simply different from yours, their means other and more plentiful in what you lack. None of them know the gnawing sickness of dirty water, or the bite of thirst, or the fire of a dragon’s kiss.” Thoughts stir. Heliodora in a room filled with smoke, her scent like incense and cedar, her kiss burning, a hand on my body hilt, her hands on not my body. She imposes her presence in a way that took me years when I was still three people, the feeling of a hand pressing on mine as if it was physical. “Do you think me evil, for having what you lack? For devouring, as is my nature?”
    

    
      I don’t answer.
    

    
      “There’s an old saying; the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence. Mortals coined it obviously, for no dragon would ever be fenced in. And I know what you’re going to say, grass isn’t green—”
    

    
      “It is.” My voice, rough. “It is, when it’s healthy.”
    

    
      “… You can’t run from yourself, Whisper. Much less so from me.”
    

    
      She’s right. I hate that she is right. With a groan and a creak in my bones that cannot belong to a body as well-built as hers, I rise and stagger from the bedroom, ignoring the many mirrors Heliodora has placed here. She likes to adore herself, adore the body she crafted so expertly.
    

    
      A tremor rumbles through the ship. I feel it in my fingertips, the vibrations of a docking clamp being slid into place and fastened. Then there is a pressure change, and we are no longer at sea.
    

    
      “You can leave. It’s all you, Whisper.”
    

    
      I flee the ship as swiftly as I can.
    

    
      We’ve made harbour in an enormous city, multi-tiered and prosperous. Water rushes through aqueducts, filling our tanks once more to bursting. A waste.
    

    
      I’m hungry. It’s so long since I’ve had to have a mouth, and my steps have a will entirely their own when I let my mind go blank. Like watching myself from an outside perspective, I steer towards one of the less seedy dive bars, picking my target by smell. The currency here is uniform chips of metal, hammered thin. I realize this too late, when I find myself back in my body, staring at a plate of glazed meat and steamed vegetables.
    

    
      My stomach twists. I reach for the fork. Will this be like ash in my mouth? Will it be salty like the rations my Shade is used to, like blood? Or worse, will it be savoury and sweet and delicious?
    

    
      I place the fork down again, ready to bolt from my seat, when I notice someone watching me from the booth across the way. I think of my Shade, flinching away from people’s touch when it feels so unexpected, so soothing that they want to chase it.
    

    
      Before I know it, I slide into the booth with the mysterious beauty. “Hello, stranger,” she greets. Doesn’t protest to me settling across from her.
    

    
      “Hello, fellow stranger.” I smile. It comes easy enough. Smiles serve well as a mask, and Heliodora’s face is accustomed to the expression.
    

    
      “Shirva. She/they.”
    

    
      “Whisper. They/them.” The other name would break me, I think.
    

    
      “Charmed.” She offers her hand, marked blue like the sharp patterns on her eyelids. I take it. Her skin is soft and beautiful, a rich brown like earth after rain. Clever eyes watch me bring it to my lips, suggest a kiss to the knuckles. Hazel eyes sparkle with something understanding and kind. The smile dimpling their cheeks does not leave.
    

    
      By habit, I take control of the conversation. “I wasn’t expecting to meet such a beautiful woman in a place like this! No offense, it just seems… not your style, if you know what I mean.”
    

    
      “None taken. And yes, that’s the idea. I wouldn’t want to run into anybody I know while trying to take someone home for the night.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “It just… creates problems. Relations with close peers.”
    

    
      “Right. I should let you get back to it—”
    

    
      “You’re fine where you are.”
    

    
      I stop, half out of my seat. “I’m not exactly interested in sex.” I am less interested in providing Heliodora with another meal, right now. I think of her devouring this woman’s shards, but instead of the quill sheath on her painted finger, it’s my Shade’s dagger that slides down her throat.
    

    
      “I’m perfectly fine just talking,” my stranger says, chin resting on folded hands. “Honestly, meeting interesting people is most of my reason for doing this. The sex is just a bonus. An optional one,” she affirms earnestly.
    

    
      “Interesting people? And you picked me?”
    

    
      “I saw you from across the bar. And I have to say, I’ve never seen someone look at a plate of honey breast like it has personally offended them.”
    

    
      “Oh.” Embarrassing. “That was visible on my face?”
    

    
      Her smile turns pitying. “Very, much so.” I put my face in my hands. “Rough day?”
    

    
      I laugh, too sharp and bright. “Oh, where to start?”
    

    
      “I have all night. Tell me your woes, mysterious beauty.”
    

    
      I glance at her and find a wink. She seems genuinely interested. She wants to know me. I should recoil but… maybe it’s their playful nature, the way their head is cocked, the clever, teasing smile, there is something disarming about them. I want to spill my guts. Air out the rot inside me.
    

    
      But I can’t. Saying it would make it real. “I bought food. I have no money.”
    

    
      Her eyebrow rises, perfectly manicured. Eyes find my hand, tight on the table next to the plate I for some reason brought over here with me. “Whisper. It’s okay not to say anything.”
    

    
      There is a tenderness in her eyes that cracks me open. I bury my face in my hands. And the words flow freely, spilling forth like a newfound spring contained in a layer of rock, carrying all the dirt and grime within me to the surface. “I… met someone again. Someone I haven’t seen in a long time. They were so important to me—I hated them. I couldn’t live without them. We were together for so long, but one day, I hurt them, and they hurt me, badly. And I still… care for them. But I made so certain to forget them, to never think about them, and then I’m put on a ship where rich people waste fresh water, and I think about her being sick. I go to bed and remember what it was like not to fall asleep alone. I see a plate of food and am terrified of tasting anything other than ash, like I could live without them— Stars, I’m sorry.” I sniffle wetly, pushing my hair back with a sigh. “Here you are, all dressed up for a night out, and the person you picked as your conversation partner is having a breakdown because of a plate of chicken breast!”
    

    
      “It’s a good food to break down over,” my stranger offers. “And I’d be upset having to be on that cruiser too. You know, they off-load their dirty water here. The purifiers basically keep the town alive. If it wasn’t for that, I probably would poke holes in their air sacs.”
    

    
      I blink at her.
    

    
      She smiles innocently. “My boss is on that ship.”
    

    
      “Ah. What is it you said you do for a living?”
    

    
      “I’m an artist. And a proud instructor for the Cartographer’s Society.” A playful look enters her eye, and she scoots a little closer, her shoulder brushing mine. “Interested in joining? I could use some help with my dastardly plan of assassinating them. You’d make a good accomplice.”
    

    
      The tension in my shoulders melts away, just a little. “Is that what we are now?” I joke back. “Accomplices? My, how scandalous!”
    

    
      “Has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”
    

    
      “Would we still be able to talk like this?” I allow myself a smirk. “Giving your feelings about your peers, I imagine the idea of your students hitting on you—”
    

    
      “I take it back, you’re banned from ever joining!” She looks so pained I can’t help but laugh, and they join in, taking it in good fun. But then her expression turns serious again. “I’m sorry you’ve had such a rough day, Whisper. I’m on good terms with most of my flings, but know what it’s like to unexpectedly run into an ex, how it feels to grieve the relationship.”
    

    
      I stare at her. “An… ex?”
    

    
      “Well… aren’t they? You talk about them like you…” She gestures. My eyes shoot wide.
    

    
      “What? No! No, shattered skies, no!” My face is aflame. “We’re not— They’re just—! You know.” I make a vague gesture myself. Brilliant. They give me a look that seems to be trying to hide something like a grin, then they smooth it over, hands clasped seriously before them on the table. They nod, understanding.
    

    
      “No, no, of course not.”
    

    
      “We were just… close!”
    

    
      “I understand. My mistake.”
    

    
      “And I didn’t need them to chase me all the way here from the Cage!” They should have simply stayed with their horses. I grimace again, hugging myself as I lean back. Me and my… them? Stars. What a dreadful insinuation.
    

    
      But then a laugh crackles past my lips. I can’t help it. Here I am, finally flesh again, making myself a fool in front of a complete stranger. And she joins in with a chuckle of her own, finding the inherent humour in the awful misunderstanding.
    

    
      Our conversation lulls. Silence settles, not uncomfortably. My stranger watches me with curious eyes that search my face, and I look back as they steal a piece of glazed chicken breast from my plate with my fork. My own eyes are drawn to her lips, soft and full, pulling apart the strips of tender meat. I wonder about my Shade. Remember the mirror I watched them in during dinner, wondering how something so blinding, so searing could be a part of me. No, I could never love something like that. But this…
    

    
      “Can you tell me your name again?” My voice is like a promise made, soft and shy. “I’m sorry. I’m used to… not connecting with people.” Only to use them. It’s horrible of me. Monstrous.
    

    
      Her eyes are tender. “Shirva. Pleased to make your accompliceship.” My accomplice smiles.
    

    
      I really do like that term. Accomplices. Not quite friends, not quite strangers. But maybe, for a little bit, I could pretend to make a connection that my edges won’t invariably sever. To hold someone who won’t be cut.
    

    
      “Shirva…” I feel out her name. Taste it. Let myself be anchored by the closeness between us, the warmth that radiates from her skin to mine. For just a bit, I feel less like a body, and more like a person. “Thank you for talking to me.”
    

    
      “Thank you for the food. And the company.”
    

    
      “You deserve it. I hope it tastes good.”
    

    
      Her eyes sparkle. She sees something I do not, something I cannot name because it is too complicated, too greedy, and would break me to admit. “Do you want to taste?” she asks. I nod, and she leans in.
    

    
      Their lips are sweet and warm, like the hand that finds mine and settles as I flinch, then squeezes me, holds me. We part for a breath.
    

    
      “Whisper,” she murmurs against my lips, “do you want to get out of here? Talk somewhere private?”
    

    
      “I want to forget about my day,” I reply. She takes my hand in full, leaves some money on the table. Her iridescent skirt shines, the gemstones adoring her cuffs and collar glitter and do not rival her eyes. And then it’s just the two of us, out on an unfamiliar street, and I still taste honey and spice and it does not break me.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      We talk for hours. It is strange and intimate, on almost empty streets, me gesturing with hands I’ve not had for a day, her balancing on broad stone railings, her heels held out in one hand. She takes me home to an apartment that smells like paper and ink and oils, invites me to lie on a bed that smells of fresh blooms. Her hands play with hair that isn’t mine, painted nails scratch a scalp belonging to another, and it feels so good I think about kissing her again. Any place she touches me, I am grounded. I never understood how Song—suspicious, wounded Song—could do this with a stranger. But now, I understand a little better what it is like to drown yourself in someone, to find just the right depths to submerge yourself in another’s voice and hands and the feeling of their skin under yours.
    

    
      That part actually provides me trouble. I remember never feeling particularly comfortable with my body, and despite the edits made by Heliodora, that feeling remains.
    

    
      This isn’t mine. I don’t want to look at it. I want Shirva to dig her fingers into my skin to the bones and pull me free from my own ribs, and at the same time any touch that strays from my hands makes me recoil.
    

    
      So they offer to touch me. Pressure on my chest grounding me in the sheets. Hips on mine anchoring me, keeping me from floating away in my own body, preventing me from fading. It is strange and intimate and unfamiliar, and it keeps me from thinking about my Shade, making deals to get me back despite how I’ve hurt them, will hurt them.
    

    
      Shirva doesn’t mind the barrier between their skin and mine. I never thought I could feel so connected to someone through so many layers—clothes, unfamiliarity, secrets—and yet my hand wanders from her arm to her back, guiding her against me, and she is soft and warm and heavy in a way that feels real and makes me whine out her name as the flutter in my belly grows into an electric hum that spreads through my bones like a wire being plucked.
    

    
      I’m not chaste or innocent like Heliodora seems to assume. But I’ve never sought to seek out any kind of sexual intimacy. I don’t know if this counts. I know I’m not here for the right reasons. And still, for just one night I don’t feel trapped in my flesh.
    

    
      “Heliodora,” I whisper when I’m sure Shirva is asleep, pleasantly exhausted, her back pressing against mine. “Not this one. Please not this one. Anyone else, but leave her.”
    

    
      My body moves. I lie on our back, watch the broken moonlight play over Shirva’s slender shoulder, trace the muscles with my eyes before squeezing them shut.
    

    
      Heliodora doesn’t reply.
    

    
      I wake up on the ship, stand at the balcony as the crew begins to set off. At the shore, a woman with nails and eyes painted an iridescent blue waves to me. I wave back. There would be enough time to leave the ship, I’m sure.
    

    
      But I don’t. And I watch the harbour disappear into the distance.
    

    
      There is a letter in my breast pocket. It’s a goodbye, and an invitation. I fold it up neat and tuck it away somewhere along with the memory of the last day.
    

    
      “Are you ready, Whisper?” Heliodora. She hasn’t commented yet. I close my eyes, the image of the cloud-ringed island still in my mind.
    

    
      “Ready for what?”
    

    
      “To show me what else you are.” Her hand goes to her chest. 
      “I think we’ll start with this ship.” She unsheathes me in a spray of gold that paints the railing before us, and the pain reminds me of what I really am. All edges. Silver and bone. A weapon.
    

    
      And weapons don’t feel.
    

    

    
      
    

    

      Chapter 7

    

    To now take your hand / I toil without rest

    
      Shade

    

    
      Captain Sagar is true to eir word, working us to the bone, but neither Song nor I seem to really mind. The crew avoids us anyway, as best they can, and this gives us an excuse to do the same. Aside from Five Pebbles, the Magpie, there is only one crewmember who seems to seek us out directly and has absolutely no issues talking our ear off.
    

    
      “Why don’t you have a ship?” Aru sits at the railing, legs dangling over the abyss while Song and I scrub dirty sails in a tub at the bow of the ship. Five Pebbles sits next to them, eating seeds out of their hand. They line them up carefully on the polished brass for it and turn around to me. Even the magpie stops and blinks at us as we pause our work. “You were travelling to find you… your shard, right? Shouldn’t you have just gotten a ship? Then you wouldn’t have to pay with water.”
    

    
      We frown. The way they’re saying it makes it sound like they think we’re a bit stupid. “I had one.”
    

    
      “Okay. Where is it?”
    

    
      “Forgot.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “Yeah…” I wish I could say it got worse with Whisper leaving, but that doesn’t feel right. I don’t remember, though.
    

    
      “Dont you have friends? How come you’re all alone to forget important stuff?”
    

    
      I shrug, taking the work back up, scrubbing the sails. “We were always travelling too much.” Most people stick to skies they know.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Looking for our mother.”
    

    
      “Oh.” Aru kicks their legs, cheek resting on their hands. “I get that. I don’t have a mom either. Captain Sagar says I’m a ‘child of the Red Witch,’ but she’s a ship, so she can’t have babies.” Mm. Very true. “It’s okay, though! I have lots of friends, and they can be your friends too!”
    

    
      A soft laugh escapes us, Songs, I think, or mine. The distinction isn’t important to us just then. “That’s nice, Aru, but I think your friends need to decide that for themselves.” I have no hopes in that regard, and it must show in my voice, because Aru turns around with a pout.
    

    
      “Why wouldn’t they want to be your friend? You’re nice! I want you all to be friends! Right, Pebbles?” Five Pebbles responds with a rattling sound, spreading its wings in a little flutter.
    

    
      “It’s just… Sometimes people don’t want to be friends.”
    

    
      Aru looks at me. They turn back around, resting their chin on the railing to stare out over the clouds. “Just say you don’t wanna tell me,” they mumble, bitter. “’m not a baby. I know you don’t wanna tell me.”
    

    
      Guilt rips through me, as immediate as it is painful, like a gunshot that registers a half-second after the fact as a sudden, gaping hole in my chest. My mind works frantically, searching for a way to fix it, fix it, but then I notice the way Aru is slumped.
    

    
      “Faye is not telling me stuff. I know Ruyi is not telling me either, or Mira and Inaya. Usually it’s just the adults who don’t tell me things.”
    

    
      I feel the need to point out that I am an adult, and so are Ruyi and Inaya, but… well, compared to the older people on the crew, maybe we do seem a bit juvenile. And besides, that’s not what Aru needs right now. I go over to say something, maybe reach out and ruffle their hair like how I’ve seen Captain Sagar do, how Song does to me when she tries to comfort me, but my hand stops, hovering just above their hair.
    

    
      Is it okay to touch them?
    

    
      Is it okay for me to touch them?
    

    
      “Sabah.” Dr. Oliveira’s cutting voice makes me flinch back. She stands as sure on the deck as any sailor, rooted there like one of the sail fixtures. “How far along are you with the cleaning?”
    

    
      I shrink away. “Almost done.”
    

    
      A hum, curt, calculating. Her eyes slide to Aru, who’s not looking at either of us. “Brekker needs help preparing food. Would you kindly, Aru?”
    

    
      “Can I?” They flick a seed into the abyss. Five Pebbles dives after it and comes back with it clamped securely in its jaw.
    

    
      “You’re officially cleared for kitchen duty.”
    

    
      “Okay.” They stand up without the usual pep to their movements, and start walking—not scampering—off towards the mess hall.
    

    
      An immediate protective urge rises within me at seeing them move over the wide deck. Sky-sailing is dangerous even for seasoned adults. To fall without a tether means facing the Infinite. Aru’adeen moves around the ship like they were born doing it, but that doesn’t stop my stomach from tying into knots with worry. Jaw tight, I go back to work.
    

    
      “Sabah.”
    

    
      I scrub harder.
    

    
      “What did you two talk about?”
    

    
      “None of your business,” I mutter, just to be difficult.
    

    
      Steps approach. No hand finds my hair to tug, tilt my face up, not painful but insistent, but I flinch regardless. I can feel her eyes on me like coals, dark and smouldering. “If it has them looking like that, then it is my business!”
    

    
      “Well, maybe it has something to do with the people they want me to be friends with trying to poison and kill me!” I throw the sail down into the soapy water. My face is reflected in the doctor’s glasses, teeth bared, all sharp and jagged—have I always been so… so jagged?
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira tilts her head back, eyes narrow and calculating. She has this affect to her, self-assured and stubborn, and our conflicting attitudes clash spectacularly. She doesn’t reply, simply watches us, watches us, plucks us apart like an insect under a lens. My teeth grind together.
    

    
      “Some doctor you are, putting a defenseless person to sleep so they can be murdered.”
    

    
      Her eyes do not soften. They remain sharp like the scalpel holstered at her hip. But she looks at us, looks right into our eyes, unlike Faye, who can barely look at us. Her voice is even, cold. “Let me be clear, Song; this crew is my family. I have fought and bled and shattered alongside them since before you were born. The Red Witch is more than a ship, it is a home to us, one I would do unspeakable things to protect. For some reason, Aru has decided that you are a part of this. But don’t think I have forgotten what you’ve done. The shards you’ve taken from people. The swords you’ve hunted. Should I believe for even a moment that you are an active threat to us, I will not hesitate to break my oaths and remove you myself, just as I would cut out a tumor if it made itself known. Do I make myself understood?”
    

    
      “You don’t know me.” My teeth ache. I am at the edge of something I don’t want to acknowledge, and I cannot hold her gaze.
    

    
      Oliveira sees it.
    

    
      And, with that same cold, calculating look in her eyes, she pushes me over. “Then maybe we should get to know each other more. I’ll start; why don’t you tell me what possessed you to start stealing the shards of others’ souls? I don’t get the chance to ask this question to many live subjects. What does it feel like to hold another’s heart in your hand and tear it from their grasp?”
    

    
      The wind tears at her coat. My face is averted. Slowly, I turn to her, and whatever she sees, it startles a reaction out of her; a widening of the eyes, a flinch at the shadow that has settled over my eyes. “You want to know what it feels like?” We stand, slowly, as if to not scare her away. Our hand finds the railing, bracing us there. We are not as sure-footed as she is, stumbling once. “When someone shares a shard with you, it’s exactly like you say; holding another’s heart in your hands. Their whole heart, precious and raw, with all its flaws, warm and beating. So beautiful that you can be forgiven for wanting to tuck it away under your ribs and keep it safe there. But when you then rip it away from them? Grasp it tight so it can’t slip away, feel its pulse squirm against your claws? It feels like worms burrowing under your skin. Like glass crunching in your teeth. Like ash in your mouth, choking you, coming from deep inside you. It’s horrible. It’s unspeakable. And I have done that and worse for my family.”
    

    
      There is something new on her face now. Horror? Disgust? Alarm? What does she see in my eyes that makes her so afraid? It doesn’t matter. Short of her deciding to throw us into the Infinite right now, there’s nothing, no judgement, no hate that she could muster to hurt us right now. Not with this empty hole in my chest, making me feel so numb. I smile.
    

    
      “Does that answer your question? Or would you like to cut me open and see if you can find the rot for yourself?” I wait. No answer. I thought not. Simply touching me is enough to make people feel unclean.
    

    
      We return to the sails. I am silent, scrubbing away. The doctor takes a sharp breath. “And still, you did it.” Not a question. No need to answer.
    

    
      “It didn’t start like this, you know?” The words slip out easily now, even tasting of failure and ash. “We used to just pick up the blades Whisper left behind. But eventually I realized that would never be enough.” Not so if Song had been in control. She is self-assured. She could face them, if not for my weakness.
    

    
      Silence hangs between us, heavy as drowning.
    

    
      Then, “Finish up here. Aru will be upset if you’re late to dinner.” She walks away without a word of goodbye.
    

    
      I understand. If I could escape myself, sometimes I’m convinced I would try too. Just like Whisper.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      The conversation with Oliveira fades into the background of my days working. If not for the way she still looks at me, and the fact that Aru avoids being alone with us, it might as well not have happened. Sailing is… fun, actually. Even scrubbing barnacles off the kiel isn’t so bad, I think, which is a good thing, because the rest of the crew is happy to stick me with that. Nobody else likes having to do it.
    

    
      That’s why it’s such a surprise when I hear the other lift whirr and none other than Captain Sagar joins me hanging off the bow.
    

    
      “Mind some company, Sabah?”
    

    
      “I don’t think so?” I stare at her. Song stares worse. The Captain has doffed her coat and saber, now wearing only sturdy workboots and an engineer’s overall like Brekker’s. Her carabiner is still present in the harness, but other than that she looks nothing like the imposing and wild figure commanding the ship the rest of the time, her locs tamed, her face calm. The knife in her hand, one of her shards, deftly starts slipping under the hard growths and pries them free. Briefly, I worry she might drop it into the dark clouds below, but she moves without a care. It makes me grasp Song’s handle, touching it to reassure myself she’s still there, still secure.
    

    
      We work silently side by side, but the air is charged.
    

    
      “You’re here a lot,” the captain finally remarks. “The others aren’t pushing their barnacle duty on you?”
    

    
      “Oh, no. It’s fine.” Mira and Inaya may have begged me once, but after that, I was glad to take on the task. Nobody tries to talk to you while you’re hanging a dozen meters off the ship. Nobody even has to actively avoid you. “I like doing it. It’s… kind of fun?” The admission catches me by surprise. Sagar laughs.
    

    
      “Yeah, nothing like good, hard work to find fulfillment in. Gets the blood flowing, too.”
    

    
      I wait for a follow-up. None comes. I go back to scraping barnacles off the Red Witch, and watch the captain do the same with a kind of diligence that is almost entrancing.
    

    
      “Who’s staring now?”
    

    
      I ignore Song. She has luckily not tried to flirt with anyone yet, unless perhaps that thing with Ruyi counts…
    

    
      “It does.”
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      “Focus.”
    

    
      I curse as one of the barnacles’ stingers tries to slither past my wrist, where a bit of skin is exposed between glove and sleeve. A knife spears it before I can even pull away. The luminescent organ squirms, neurotoxin leaking across the metal. Sagar pulls it free between calloused knuckles and pops it in her mouth. It cracks between her teeth as she swallows absently. Her eyes remain on her work, but… ey was watching me.
    

    
      I’m not sure what to feel about that.
    

    
      But it is nice to just work in silence. We keep going for another hour before the Captain stops to stretch. “Shattered stars, I’m not spry enough to keep up with you young folk anymore,” ey groans. “That’s enough work, Sabah. Lunch break.”
    

    
      “I can keep going—”
    

    
      “Captain’s orders.” She grabs a box from the side pouch of her harness and hands it to me before taking an identical one. I smell rice and dried, salted meats. “Eat. You’ve been here since noon.”
    

    
      With some reluctance, I click open the mouth section of my mask and open the lid of my own lunch box. My stomach growls. Song guides my hand to help us eat. The captain has turned around, facing the skies now. We side-eye her, still unsure of why she’s here.
    

    
      I chew my lip. Take a breath. “Do you… like sailing?”
    

    
      “Of course! Wouldn’t be here otherwise.” Sagar grins. “Sweat on my brow, wind in my hair, there’s nothing better!” She unclips her mask, letting it fall around her neck. “You smell that? Come on, take off the mask and take a deep breath.”
    

    
      Squirming under her encouragement, I do as I’m told. The wind smells sharp, like crushed herbs or the first bite of winter. We look out over the ocean, catching the rays of a slowly setting sun in haze and scattered prisms. My heart skips a beat.
    

    
      Next to us, Sagar exhales. “That’s what freedom smells like, kid.”
    

    
      We don’t answer, just take it in. Song continues to make us eat. Sagar does the same.
    

    
      “How do you… justify being a pirate?” The words escape me before I can think better of them. Captain Sagar looks at me, insistent, but not angry, so I continue. “You steal water, food, things people need. You could… do something else.” It’s not the same as what I’ve been doing.
    

    
      “It’s the same, or worse.”
    

    
      It’s not. It can’t be. Not with how Faye can’t bear to look at me.
    

    
      Sagar hums. “I like taking from those who have too much. I don’t like listening to authority. I like helping people I care about. Things just happened to intersect in such a way that I turned out to be a pirate. Could have been a carrier instead, but… well, I’m a damn good pirate, y’see?” Ey grin, with wide, strong teeth.
    

    
      “You don’t ever question it? Even when you have to fight people?”
    

    
      “It’s in peoples nature to protect what they have. Conflict is inevitable. My crew and I, we never take more than we need. We share what we can. Maybe it’s not righteous, but it’s kept us alive, and us staying alive has kept others alive. In my view, you can’t make right by all the world. You carve yourself out your corner, and you protect that. It’s all you can do. Can’t keep two islands together with your bare hands, you know?”
    

    
      I nod absently. I’ve seen the Red Witch dip down to islands to empty water tanks into the towers of tiny villages. Sagar is helping people, selflessly. It’s different from what I do.
    

    
      “Barnacle duty aside, how is life on the ship treating you?”
    

    
      I look up, surprised. “It’s been fine, I suppose.”
    

    
      “You sure? The good doctor mentioned you might have trouble adjusting. Same for the crew.”
    

    
      “No surprise.” I can’t help the little scoff. Who would want a swordhunter in their midst? If not for Khostas’s illness, I wouldn’t be here.
    

    
      “Can’t deny it’s been a rough start,” Sagar admits. “But I’m old enough that I’ve made more unlikely alliances—some of which you’ll meet soon. That’ll be fun for you.” She elbows us, and I get the distinct impression that it’ll be anything but fun. “That being said… You’ve done good. If we get your shard back, you might want to take up sailing permanently, hm?”
    

    
      “I…” My hands fidget. The after was never something I’ve concerned myself with. Sagar watches me, and I can’t meet her eyes. Her lips pull into a smile I’ve never seen on her. It… burns, oddly.
    

    
      “Well, no rush,” ey says. “You still have to stick around for Khostas. Lots of time to think it over.” Eir eyes are drawn aside, to our destination. Clouds rise before us, still far but steadily getting closer, rising higher and higher. From the lookout, I’ve seen the maelstrom dotted with enormous islands, drawn into the vortex. “There it is. Viper’s nest. One more night should do it.”
    

    
      “One step closer to getting Whisper back.”
    

    
      Feathers rustle above us. Five Pebbles alights on Captain Sagar’s hand, making that rattling chirp sound again. Sagar smiles and reaches over. Little claws prick my shoulder as Five Pebbles jumps from eir fingers onto me, as if to keep me company.
    

    
      “Alright, I’m headed up. Got captain shit to do. Eat your food, Sabah. You’re done with work for today.”
    

    
      “I can still work,” I protest, but it goes ignored among the creak of ropes as the captain ascends.
    

    
      “No back-talk, sailor!” ey call down to us. “Five Pebbles will tell me if you disobey, and I’ll feed you to the barnacles. Bet they’re hungry for revenge!” She laughs as I flounder and question whether barnacles are sentient.
    

    
      Hm. There’s still a lot of them, and an hour of daylight left. We eye Five Pebbles. “You wouldn’t tell on us for doing a bit more work, right?”
    

    
      Evidently, from how the magpie beats its wings in our face for even reaching for the scraper, yes, it absolutely would.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      The Red Witch slides into the Viper’s Nest like a knife through skin. Narrow air currents carry us forward, and it’s only Ruyi’s flying that prevents us from being torn asunder by the necromantic lightning sparking in the cloudwalls. Even in the cockpit, I have to wear my mask and goggles to protect myself from the flashes arcing across the hull.
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira has joined us, pretending to read a book while she watches me, as if she’s waiting for something.
    

    
      Lightning crackles. We flinch.
    

    
      “Breathe.” Calm. Clinical. I follow the command before I can think better of it, and when I realize, I want to glare at her.
    

    
      Ruyi shifts in the pilot’s seat. Faye at the instruments next to her glances back. I look aside.
    

    
      “We’ve run the Viper’s Nest a hundred times,” Oliveira says. “There’s no reason to be nervous.” She hasn’t flipped the page once.
    

    
      “Breathe.” Song. I close my eyes, hands clenched into the safety harness I wear, breathe deep, and exhale. My body shakes. It’s less harrowing on the way out, Captain Sagar assured me.
    

    
      We’ve been split up. Aru, Brekker and Khostas in the engine room, the captain, the twins and Five Pebbles in the captain’s quarters, near the voltaic rudders. The rest of us here. I question the wisdom of this arrangement, should the ship break apart.
    

    
      “All three rooms are perfectly sealed.”
    

    
      My eyes dart to the red marker above the door, flipped automatically behind a pane of reinforced glass the moment the doors closed with a hiss.
    

    
      “Shade. Breathe.” Oliveira. “In for four, out for four.” Her eyes don’t let me go. I stare into them and try another experimental breath. Then another. She nods, something like satisfaction in her eyes, and once more I am overcome with that ugly urge to break myself just to prove her wrong, just to show she doesn’t understand a thing about me.
    

    
      In for four, out for four. It doesn’t distract me, but my breathing comes easier.
    

    
      “Ten minutes till exit.” Faye. I startle to find her eyes on me. “You good?”
    

    
      Could I leave if I wasn’t? “I’m fine.”
    

    
      She nods. Then, for some reason, takes off Hornet’s shawl and moves to drape it around my shoulders. I flinch away. She freezes. I claw for the scrap of cloth before she can pull away, and feel something like anxiety mirrored there as I bury my face in it.
    

    
      “Five minutes.”
    

    
      “Three.”
    

    
      “One minute.”
    

    
      “Thirty seconds. Everyone, check your goggles.”
    

    
      We break from the clouds. The roar of the wind pulling at the cockpit dies around us, and bright light shines into the eye of the storm—
    

    
      “One of the outer eyes,” Hornet says. “It’s stable, and easier to get to than the true eye.”
    

    
      Ruyi groans and falls back into the pilot’s chair. She stretches her hands. “Stars, how does Khostas do it? I feel like my fingers are locked into claws?”
    

    
      “Need a massage?” Faye captures ta de hands and caresses them. The pads of their fingers trail over the inside of their partner’s hands, pressing gently. Ruyi’s cheeks darken.
    

    
      Oliveira clicks her tongue. Both of them stiffen. “After you signal our friends, please? I don’t want to get blown out of the clouds because you were too busy flirting to give the appropriate code. Chances are Morgan is already taking aim.”
    

    
      “We could let them take a few shots, maybe get on their good side?”
    

    
      “Faye.”
    

    
      “Right, right, signalling the girls.”
    

    
      Oliveira casts me another glance as Faye starts pressing buttons. Her inquisitive eyes pry at the cracks in me like an oracle reading shard-light. I take one last breath; four in, four out, and Ruyi calls for my attention. “Look,” she says, pointing up through the wire and glass basket of the cockpit’s hull. Against the azure sky, run-through with cracks, I spot the outlines of three ships, quickly approaching as we rise to meet them.
    

    
      A knock on the door. Captain Sagar’s voice. “Good flying, everyone! Sabah, get out here. Time for you to meet my girls.”
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      Of the captains I am paraded before, none have the unmatched ferocity of Flora Sagar, but each still has a presence that threatens to overwhelm the moment they come aboard. Captain Tihani jumps off her glider before it even sets down. She is like her ship, tall, strong-limbed and graceful, striding to where Captain Sagar awaits her. The hug between the two of them is half embrace, half wrestling match.
    

    
      “Flora! Still alive, I see! You look well!”
    

    
      “Same to you, my sun and stars! Have you heard of Ngwenya? I don’t see her ship.”
    

    
      “Got caught up chasing a whaler off the nest. It’s always one of you two, isn’t it?” She slaps eir shoulder, squeezing it, and Sagar rolls eir eyes. Ey is smiling, soft, not sharp. It looks so tender on em. “Now, why’d you call us all here? And what was so important you couldn’t radio instead?”
    

    
      “You two could wait to talk business until I am aboard, at least!”
    

    
      “Dola!” The smiles grow warmer as the next captain steps off the gangplank to her ship, graciously accepting Sagar’s hand. Ey bring it to eir mouth, press a kiss to the knuckles. Captain Ogunwe is, like the rest of them, an older woman, but shorter, fat and with a round face that radiates warmth and comfort like an un-shattered sun. A strange comfort to the behemoth of a ship she commands, metallic and sporting cannons like a hedgehog has quills. Her clothing is bright in the same fashion, a yellow headwrap taming her elaborate braids.
    

    
      “At least wait until she steps aboard before you start flirting.” Captain Ouju arrives shortly after, leaving their colourful ship next to Tihani’s beautifully patterned one.
    

    
      “Am I glad to see you all.” Captain Sagar smiles and takes the last of her fellow captains’ head to kiss their brow. They let it happen, a smile cracking through their rigid facade. “Shall we go to my quarters? We have much to discuss.” She waves us along as well, which has me floundering to keep up. I don’t think I should be here? Among all the old woman flirting? But I am not released, and the rest of the crew just waves me goodbye as they go to mingle with those of the other ships.
    

    
      I finally understand why Captain Sagar’s quarters are so spacious. The other captains make themselves at home as their host pours them wine in silver chalices and makes small-talk over their recent exploits.
    

    
      Captain Ogunwe settles into a couch with a happy sigh. “By the way, Flora, if this is about alimony, I told you, I don’t care. You’ve given us more than enough.”
    

    
      “Nothing as such. This is about a mutual opportunity. Something I need some help with.”
    

    
      “Oh, that’s what it is.” We flinch. The air ripples above the desk, and outside the window.
    

    
      “Captain Morgan.” Sagar grins wryly, toasting the stranger on eir desk. “Glad to see you join us.”
    

    
      “Save it. Just tell me what you want.” Captain Morgan is just like her gunship, which appears to have materialised (or perhaps simply become visible) right outside the window; small, sharp, like a dagger poised to strike. She snatches the cup Captain Sagar hands her and refuses to look at eir face, as if the smile on it could charm away whatever grievances existed between them.
    

    
      “Let me get to the point, then. This…” Captain Sagar moves around me, standing at the edge of the room awkwardly, and pushes me into the middle. “… is Sabah.” Polite if curious smiles greet me. Captain Tihani tips her head. “Sabah is a reformed swordhunter.” Suddenly, all the smiles freeze, oh stars! Captain Sagar laughs and claps us on the shoulder, making us jump. “Or rather, they will be once we re-unite them with their rogue shard! The shard in question might be capable of helping our Khostas. Unfortunately, it’s currently in the clutches of a dragon.”
    

    
      “Which one?” Captain Morgan.
    

    
      “Heliodora, the Insatiable.” The name ripples with power.
    

    
      Tihani frowns. “The stray? She’s vicious. Dola had to use half her arsenal to fight her off one time. You sure you want to pick that fight?”
    

    
      “It could save one of my crew. And besides…” Captain Sagar’s hand settles on the junction between my neck and shoulder. I look up at her, startled. “She’s got one of ours. That’s worth calling in favours on.”
    

    
      The captains exchange brief glances. I get the impression they’re communicating just with looks and minimal gestures in the way only people who know each other intimately can. From how Sagar’s hand tightens on my neck, it’s not looking good.
    

    
      Captain Morgan cuts in. “You don’t need our help to fight a dragon. We know this.” Their face is hard, sullen. “
      Nobody knows this better than me. So what is this? A last goodbye? Are you planning to go down with the Red Witch?”
    

    
      “No. But that water could go to people who need it. If the dragon sinks us, you’ll be free to take it anyway. You can start filling up while we’re fighting her.”
    

    
      “You’ve lost your damn mind.” Captain Morgan shakes her head.
    

    
      That’s right. No matter how many ships we bring, there is a good chance people will die for this. For us. To reunite me and Whisper, something that… maybe should never happen. Maybe I should have stuck to sword-hunting? What’s the harm in stealing someone’s heart from their chest, so long as they’ll still be alive to hate me? If I ask these people to help, then… wouldn’t that make it my fault when they die?
    

    
      “Maybe… Maybe we shouldn’t.” I look up at Captain Sagar. “I don’t want to put you all in danger. I know I promised you water, but it’s my fault Whisper is with the dragon, I… I should be the one to bring them back.”
    

    
      Captain Sagar sighs. “Kid… I’m not going to feed you directly to her.”
    

    
      “I’m not a kid.”
    

    
      “How old are you?” Captain Tihani asks.
    

    
      “Almost thirty.”
    

    
      A whistle from Captain Ouju. “So young.”
    

    
      “A baby,” Ogunwe agrees, and my cheeks burn with shame as even Captain Morgan laughs.
    

    
      Captain Ogunwe meets my eyes. “Afraid to say, Sabah, Flora here has already taken a liking to you. Ey will help you whether you like it or not, so we might as well all pitch in.”
    

    
      “But what about your crews? What if the dragon manages to sink your ships—”
    

    
      “Oh, you let us worry about that, dear.” She smiles tenderly and reaches over to pat my clenched hands gently. “Besides, I have bigger guns now. A dragon sounds like good target practice.”
    

    
      “That would be quite the challenge,” Tihani agrees.
    

    
      “A decent hunt, should she even manage to slip away from the Red Witch,” Morgan agrees. “Besides, you’re one of us now. Obviously we protect our own.”
    

    
      My heart skips a beat. One of theirs? They talk like I belong. I don’t know why that makes my chest grow tight the way it does. Tihani laughs. I want to hug Captain Sagar, but that would be overstepping, so I just answer wetly and wipe my eyes when they tell me if I want to leave while they discuss strategy. The voices of the captains follow me as I leave.
    

    
      “Ahw, look at her! She’s like a puppy!”
    

    
      “Very endearing.”
    

    
      “Can you believe Oliveira thought she was one of Morgan’s assassins? Here to sabotage us over her grudge.”
    

    
      “Of course she did. That woman has boundless suspicion. If I wanted to sabotage you, you’d never see it coming.”
    

    
      “Right then, shall we discuss strategy? Thanks to Sabah, we know the approximate course, so I have suggestions for where to stage the ambush.”
    

    
      “If we drum up more girls, we could catch them by the Salt in sixteen hours.”
    

    
      “Good for hiding, but I’d prefer to set up over open skies. And I’d rather not blow the entire Salt Ridge away. The Cartographer’s Society already has me under observation for ‘uncooperative conduct.’”
    

    
      Their voices fade as I leave. Cold air bites my throat. I go to place my mask on my face and pause to wipe the wet mess that it is, glad nobody is here to see me be emotional and disgusting. Nobody except Song.
    

    
      “We’ll get them back.” My words are wracked by gentle sobs. “We’ll get them back, Song!”
    

    
      “Soon.” Her hand pets my hair. “Let’s get you cleaned up, shade.”
    

    
      I chase her touch and nod eagerly. She still holds me for a while where I’ve sunk down on the deck of the ship, until Five Pebbles arrives and signals the return of the crew, and I go back to pretending to be a person.
    

    

    
      
    

    

      Chapter 8

    

    to plant deep your heart / in the soil of my chest

    
      
Whisper

    

    
      Heliodora doesn’t end up poking holes into the air sacs of the cruiser. Sinking it into the Infinite would make it difficult to rule over the terrified mortals she’s forced to submit to her. Every day, we battle a shardbearer, and every day we crush them mercilessly, feeding ourselves on blood and violence and domination. Her hands on my blade, the measured turns, the perfect application of strength amplified by my form and bolstered through necromantic prowess; it’s almost enough to let me forget again. But something has changed. Heliodora doesn’t comment on whatever she saw in me during… during the time we were docked. She doesn’t talk much, at all. Simply waits, like an animal in ambush. Goes through the motions with a patience I know her to not possess, and am affirmed in her not having by the occasional tap of her clawed fingers against the throne she’s had herself erected on the balcony overlooking the ballroom.
    

    
      Beneath us, people continue to pretend that everything is fine. A dragon is a little like any other natural disaster—impossible to avert, pointless to fear until it descends. We fight. Win. Feed. Blood and steel. Magic and bone. Bleeding glass, bleeding stone, bleeding mist. The shards she devours hardly compare to what we hunted before. The ones who could whet her appetite were purged all in the first night of realisation that there was dragon aboard, and even though I can feel the thrum of industrial magic from within the heart of the ship, they have yet to be restored. Not even the most sophisticated of necromantic forges would be able to undo our damage in less than a week.
    

    
      “Why are we doing this?”
    

    
      “Doing what?” Heliodora snaps a link off a chain and places it between her teeth. I do not hear the shard curse her, promise a swift end that will never come.
    

    
      “Toying with them. You’ve never cared for having subjects before, and I don’t believe that you actually find this more enjoyable than a hunt. So why play with your food?”
    

    
      “Why not? Don’t you hate them?”
    

    
      “I don’t want to be anywhere near them.”
    

    
      “You always seem to run from the things you hate, Whisper. Shouldn’t you just kill them? It would be easier than being so… torn.” Her eyes rest on me. Metal cracks between her teeth, necromancy splinters. I do not respond, still waiting for an answer. Heliodora rolls a link between her fingers, regarding me with something I can’t quite name, inquisitive and prying, like a dagger hidden in a sleeve. Even when she returns her eyes to her food, I feel them on me. “Why do you suppose Sabah wants you back? You said you hurt her.”
    

    
      I did. Horribly so. Unforgivably so. I taste fire. Feel myself liquefy, melting away, then snapping back into solidity with the taste of blood. “When you have nothing else in the world, you grasp on tight to the one thing that is yours, whether it wants to be or not, whether it cuts you or not. Aren’t you the same way? Isn’t that your nature too, Heliodora?” To want what you can never have, to crave, to hunger, greedy, insatiable… Her eyes are sharp. She puts the chain aside to lift me up when the ship is rocked by a resounding boom!
    

    
      Klaxons blare. We list, and Heliodora splinters the armrests of her throne with how tight she grips them. In a moment we’re up—not in alarm, but something else, coiled tight in our chest and ready to spring free.
    

    
      The resistance of a cloudbank vibrates through the ship, dense vapour ripping at the cruiser’s wings, but it is well-built and I do not sense anything coming loose. We grab a terrified sailor, face drenched in red light like blood.
    

    
      “Tell me what’s happening.”
    

    
      “Pirates,” he stammers, smelling of fear. We release him.
    

    
      I know those cannons. The thought is searing in our mind, something Heliodora didn’t wish to share, but is so indelible to her being that it may as well be carved upon her bones. The outer doors give way to her fury, torn open and glowing where her grasp is imprinted. Cloudmatter tears at us, charged and burning. I taste lightning and hear the creak of metal from the rotors that propel us forward. Then the cruiser breaks free and our view is clear, showing a perfectly blue sky and, in the distance, a gleaming ship.
    

    
      “Dola,” Heliodora purrs and sneers, all at the same time. Her face is sharp with hunger. Below us, the cruiser’s cannons boom and guns rattle.
    

    
      “More pirates close to us.” They chased us out of the cloudbank. Now four ships are herding us toward open skies.
    

    
      Heliodora laughs, imperious and sharp. “This reminds me of how we first met, Whisper. Let’s see if these mortals can compare.” Fire flares from her skin. Her body grows as she steps onto the railing and into the abyss, a living flame, pulling into the shape of a dragon. It is painful. It is euphoric. We are pure power and fire and molten steel that becomes bone and wing and weapon, propelled toward the lead ship at speeds no ship could never hope to match. It aims for us like an arrow tip, sharp and slim and crimson, with an electric silver kiel that makes it dance on whisps of cloud. I catch the name, painted on its air sacs.
    

    
      Red Witch.
    

    
      She lurches aside and the spear that is Heliodora goes wide, flaring past into the open, azure sky. Another boom, distant this time, and something hits our side like a hammer blow. I cry out, pierced through Heliodora’s claw, and she roars in rage.
    

    
      That gunship… Were they waiting for us?
    

    
      The kiel shines silver, free of barnacles. The sun-sails hum. I recognise the ship a moment too late.
    

    
      “Heliodora, the Insatiable!” A booming voice tears through the skies. Below us, on the deck of the Red Witch, stands a woman with flowing locs and wild eyes. She points her saber directly at our hearts. “You have something that is not yours to keep! I aim to take it back!”
    

     

    
      ***
    

    
      Shade
    

     

    
      The islands of the Salt bob gently in their formations, caught in an eddying cloud drift that rises high enough to obscure the holes punched into the rock. A long time ago, these islands were rich with salt deposits, and mining platforms cling even now to their sides. These days, the area lies abandoned save for the mining settlements that have turned into proper villages, disparate and disconnected. The islands have been hollowed out, their riches spread far and wide among a people fleeing the devastation of a shattering world, and remain home only to sprawling murals of a history long past.
    

    
      A planet whole. A broken destiny. Devastation. Skyscrapers falling and cities crumbling, highways torn up and ripped into the sky.
    

    
      The constellations sundered.
    

    
      The dragons born from them, devouring mortals. Devouring one another. An image of the First Marriage emblazoned in the centerpiece, a cautioning amalgamate of swords that spans a broken sky, its lesser successors sundered and broken around it.
    

    
      The islands lie empty, but they make an excellent hiding spot for the Red Witch and the fleet of pirate ships answering her call. Like falling stars, they descend from the dark of their burrows as the cruiser comes into view. Captain Ogunwe’s cannons chase it into the cracks between islands, and the swarm follows suit. And the Red Witch hunts the Insatiable.
    

    
      I’ve not seen a dragon in a long time, and Heliodora isn’t what I expected, but her power is undeniable. It pulses from her being when Captain Sagar calls her name, ripples as she brushes off the impact of Ogunwe’s cannons. Her smile is jagged like a trap snapping shut, her antlers cut the sky. She gives chase without hesitation.
    

    
      “Looks like she took the bait!” Captain Sagar grins, sheathing eir saber. Ey stand tethered to the very mast I am strapped to, in one of the emergency seats. “Now we just need to reel her in!”
    

    
      “Are you planning on harpooning her?”
    

    
      “Not if we can help it. Five Pebbles says she’s got your shard close, so ideally we won’t actually kill her before we get it back. The Red Witch is sturdy, but our harpoon anchor can’t take the weight of a full-grown dragon.”
    

    
      “Is she?”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “Full-grown,” I clarify. “She seems kind of… small.” Song is bigger than that. All dragons I’ve ever seen have been bigger than that.
    

    
      “Trust me, kid,” Captain Sagar says. “She’s full-grown.”
    

    
      I cling to the seatbelt as the Red Witch swivels sharply. My fist is clenched on Song’s hilt, a poor substitute for her holding my hand, but I don’t think I could bear to have her do that right now. There is nothing for me to do here, except sit still and trust in the crew of the Red Witch to lure Heliodora in close enough to separate her and Whisper. There isn’t even a reason for me to be on the deck, but whether I’m useless here or in the cockpit doesn’t matter, so I begged Captain Sagar to let me stay.
    

    
      Heliodora, the Insatiable, is a mass of burning hunger hot on our heels. Our kiel sparks off the side of an island, and moments later her claws carve in deep, melting stone like wax. Her teeth snap for the Red Witch’s rudder, and a blast from the turrets knocks her back. She roars, still clinging to the rock, and pursues, pressing the distance between us. Mira and Inaya keep firing, and where one misses the winding ribbon of flame and steel, the other hits, perfectly predicting where the other will shoot.
    

    
      A blast of searing light lances past us, scorching the Red Witch’s side and glancing off the metal of the turrets. Sagar curses. “Khostas, get us in the open!”
    

    
      The belts dig into my hand. I curl up, trying to make myself small. I hear Inaya’s voice from the turret, impossible to make out over the wind and roar of the Insatiable. The ship lurches. All our forward momentum seems to come to a halt, and we drop like a stone, Heliodora passing overhead and spearing an island that blows apart under the force. Our rotors and rudders spin, and we weave between the glowing debris of half an island raining down around us.
    

    
      What were we ever thinking, hunting a dragon? I faced her, with all the shards I had, in human form, and what good did it do? I should have never brought the Red Witch here! I should have just gone back to her myself, begging her to give Whisper back—maybe I could have negotiated with her, done something instead of being useless.
    

    
      “Sabah.” A hand uncurls my fingers from the belt. Captain Sagar’s palm is warm in mine. She kneels before me. Squeezes. “You’re okay.”
    

    
      “I have to— I have to do something!”
    

    
      “No. You just have to let us take care of it. Trust us.”
    

    
      I don’t know how. I’ve never had anyone I could trust before. Nobody except Song, but that’s different. I thought Whisper was different too. But then they left.
    

    
      “We’re here,” Sagar says. “We’re not going anywhere.”
    

    
      “And you’ll always have me.”
    

    
      My hand tightens on Song, on the Captain. I take a deep breath and look into Sagar’s eyes, see the question in them, if I can take it, if I can stay here. I don’t feel like I can. One more breath. I nod.
    

    
      We shoot from the shallows, clouds bursting in our wake. Behemoth’s cannons fire the moment Heliodora is in sight again, bludgeoning her.
    

    
      “What’s the matter, Insatiable?” Captain Sagar yells, a grin on her lips. “Scared to face us with the shard you stole?” It’s a cheap taunt. The Insatiable snarls, her six eyes gleaming, and propels herself downward. Her long body curls and curves around the projectiles barring her way, becomes a white-hot flame ready to consume us, and impacts the deck of the 
      Red Witch. The ship rocks under her force. Voltaic circuits shimmer on the hull as we are submerged, then immediately buoyed back up. For a moment we are weightless, then crash back down onto the cloudlayer.
    

    
      Before us, Heliodora the Insatiable stands human, sharp and beautiful, barefoot, her dress blood red. Her eyes are molten steel, her grinning teeth daggers in miniature. Blackened fingers grasp Whisper idly at her side.
    

    
      “Heliodora.” The Captain tips eir hat. “Welcome aboard the Red Witch. I was afraid we’d scare you off.”
    

    
      “I never decline an invitation to dance.” Heliodora steps across the ship. She moves elegantly, like a dancer, and with all the promise of violence a living weapon can carry. Her first strike is beautiful, a perfect arc of violence Captain Sagar only barely catches on eir saber. Their exchange is brief and swift, and my chest burns with unearned envy. Why does she get to wield Whisper like this, with such prowess, with such natural grace that they appear like an extension of her arm, like a fang taken from her maw and sharpened? They should be mine, and for once the thought doesn’t make my gut twist with guilt.
    

    
      Even Heliodora’s voice comes sharp and mocking, like theirs, like Whisper’s. “What now, Captain? Dola can’t shoot me without sinking you, and the rest of your fleet is after the water, aren’t they? Show me by what confidence and prowess you think you can take me yourself”
    

    
      “Please,” Sagar scoffs as ey steps into eir strike, “like I need back-up to deal with you!” Steel on silver. I smell salt and sugar as the edges bite.
    

    
      The Insatiable opens her mouth to respond, and that’s when I cut in with Song. Necromancy burns through my limbs, enhancing the muscles for a brief moment as we dart past and carve a line across Heliodora’s side, tearing skin and fabric. Both mend in a flicker of heat before we can extract much blood, and we duck under a retaliatory swipe.
    

    
      “Little Sabah!” The dragon grins. “Without any new blades! Did you bring these pirates to me as an offering?”
    

    
      Song snaps forward, and I take back control. I know she wants to fight, but she always protects me. It’s not fair if I make her fight my battles as well.
    

    
      “You shouldn’t have come back.” Whisper! Their voice rings through Song’s steel and gold as we exchange blows, their blade flowing to elongate and clear space around them.
    

    
      “I’m always going to come back for you!” They were right. I am weak. Too weak to live without them, too weak to let them go. We are forced back, brought to our knees.
    

    
      “Maybe you need to be properly broken in,” Heliodora purrs, only for her hand to lurch back.
    

    
      “Don’t you dare,” Whisper hisses. “Focus on the actual threat!” Their blade goes for Sagar. Eir coat catches the sword and ey brush it aside. The hilt of eir saber bloodies Heliodora’s lips. She punches back hard enough to drive the air form eir lungs.
    

    
      I find my footing on the rocking ship a moment too late. Whisper comes down, but Five Pebbles is faster, shrieking and clawing at the dragon’s eyes. Whisper misses, tears Sagar’s coat, making em grit eir teeth as eir shardplate is damaged. I tackle Heliodora, am kicked over and off, and still manage to get a cut in with my dagger. Song swings around and the golden blood comprising her growing blade cuts an arc around us and the captain.
    

    
      A shadow falls over Heliodora as she comes up on her knees. She dodges Rose and is speared by Thorn who punches through Whisper’s rippling silver. She rips the shard free. Before she can do anything else, Rose returns to stab her in the back, and Hornet’s iron knuckles snap her head aside.
    

    
      “Give it back!” Faye’s eyes are full of rage above their mask. “You can’t just steal someone’s soul!” Heliodora’s claws swipe and tear Hornet’s shawl, then are restrained by a rope dart from Ruyi, anchoring her in place. Hornet claws open that arm, and Song tears the blood still from half in the vein as I bring him down. A searing claw goes to catch him while Whisper struggles against the captain’s chain, and Song passes right through to cut deep into Heliodora’s shoulder.
    

    
      I know her skin is metal, so I flood my muscles with necromancy and feel them tear and burst as I force my way through.
    

    
      The insatiable screams. Only a moment too late do I realize it’s Whisper, feeling the backlash through Song. My heart knots, then Heliodora kicks me away from her, foot against my hip. The force of it drives me back against the railing. She breaks free, is on us in a heartbeat.
    

    
      “You!” Whisper has me by the collar, lifting me up. My arms burn. “You dare.” Their silver rests against my throat. I feel my pulse hammer against razor-sharp silver, but all I can do is stare at them; their eyes wide, their expression dire, so unlike Heliodora’s measured menace. “This body was mine first,” they hiss, venomous, eyes wandering from my face slowly to my throat. “And you dare destroy it?”
    

    
      “Whisper…” My throat burns. I shouldn’t have used my necromancy like that. Their eyes snap back to mine. I can feel myself shaking, not from the abyss I dangle above. A similar shudder runs through them.
    

    
      “No, don’t!” The call comes a moment too late. Heliodora whips around, Whisper moves to catch the bo staff flung like a spear at her face. It turns into pure light and materialises again to hit her with full force. Whisper’s grip slips.
    

    
      I find Ruyi’s eyes, wide and fearful—then I go overboard.
    

    
      “Sabah!” Ruyi’s staff dissolves into light as she casts her line. The dart passes just above me, out of reach. Song’s gold extends, pierces into the deck, but I lack the strength to hold on for more than a moment, then Faye is there, fearlessly jumping into the empty, their hand painfully tight on our wrist. Hornet’s claws cast sparks as we slide down the side of the ship, then they lose their grip and, for another terrifying moment, we fall.
    

    
      We hit the lower deck hard, Faye landing prone on the walkway, me hitting the outer railing. My free hand grasps desperately as I feel myself tip over, then my movement is arrested sharply. Khostas stands above us, teeth gritted in strain as they hold me. Their cane lies abandoned somewhere between here and the cockpit, their bony hands are hooked into my shirt with such a death grip that I’m sure they’ll go over with me any moment, falling into the Infinite.
    

    
      Faye snatches my free hand again and hauls me back onto the ship proper.
    

    
      We collapse against one another, Faye behind me, Khostas in front. My heart thunders in my ears. Just a bit more and we would have… Stars…
    

    
      “That was too close,” Song says.
    

    
      I look down at Khostas, their hands shaking, fingers curled painfully tight. It doesn’t look like they could let go if they wanted to—and why wouldn’t they want to? Gently, I place a hand over theirs. It’s not warm. Not cold. Not particularly anything, especially with my hands so numb from the cold winds of our flight, and yet there is an unfamiliar give and resistance to living flesh that makes me shudder at its unfamiliarity.
    

    
      Faye slides around the both of us on her knees. Her eyes catch Khostas’s face, buried against my chest, my hand on theirs. They dart up to me, and in them I catch something in them I’m not sure I have ever seen before. Something like recognition.
    

    
      We freeze when she hugs us both. “It’s okay,” she says, out of breath. “We’ve got you.” Her hand is… in our hair. Brushing, gently.
    

    
      “I, uh… Thanks.” My voice is shaking, but not from the fall. “I’m okay. We’re okay.”
    

    
      They draw back to look at me with inquisitive eyes, and the way their hand slides and settles on our cheek makes me freeze up. It’s only to turn our head, to look in each of our eyes as the skin warms beneath their fingers. Finally, Faye nods. “Alright. You stay here.”
    

    
      “What? No, I need to—” Khostas’s grip on my shirt prevents me from following Faye as they rise and hurry to the ladder. “Wait! They didn’t mean to!” I’m not sure who I mean. Whisper? Ruyi? Heliodora?
    

    
      Faye stops. They come back, kneeling next to me again, hand over their knee. Again, her eyes go to my hand, and I feel the burning urge to pull it from Khostas’s, but cannot bring myself to remove it. “I know you miss them. Trust me, I know how much it hurts for your shard to be taken by someone else, how desperately it makes you want them back. But Heliodora nearly killed you, and I won’t let her hurt you again. You’re more than just a thing she gets to toy with.”
    

    
      Feeling returns to my limbs slowly, Song pumping blood into the micro tears to help heal them, but I don’t have the strength to stop Faye, nor the words to make her take me with her. My thumb runs gently over Khostas’s hand, greedily using the contact to comfort myself before I finally set about uncurling their fingers.
    

    
      “Don’t.” Their voice is choked. “Faye told you to stay here, so please, just stay.”
    

    
      “Can’t. Gotta get Whisper.” Even though I broke what was theirs and they hate me more than ever now. It’s pathetic. I can’t live without them.
    

    
      “Then…” Khostas turns their face up, eyes teary, jaw clenched. “Use me. Please!”
    

    
      I stare at them. Realize what they’re asking me to do. To use their shard, hold their life in my hands, and perhaps accelerate their death by wielding an already injured and wounded shard.
    

    
      I place their hands down in their lap. “Khostas… I won’t do that. I couldn’t. I don’t want to ever do that to you.”
    

    
      “Please, Shade!” Their hand catches mine as I rise. Tears flow unrestrained from their face. “I need to do this! It’s selfish, and I’m sorry for asking you, but— I need to make up for what I did!”
    

    
      “You were the only one who tried to save me—”
    

    
      “I nearly killed us all!” We go still. Khostas sucks in a breath. “Back when you first met Faye, it wasn’t Ruyi in the pilot seat. It was me. I shot at the Hand of Fortune. I nearly sunk us all. I saw you fighting back, and the idea of Faye getting hurt… Stars, Shade, I’ve been resigned to death for years, but the thought that I might lose her first, I… I put us all in danger. Ruyi. Mira and Inaya. Aru. Everyone!” They take a desperate breath. “I need to be punished. Let it be something that helps those I’ve wronged.”
    

    
      I’ve been a swordhunter for a long time. It got so easy to ignore people—I talked to them, of course, fought them, heard them curse me, but it never seemed real. It’s easier to not think of them as real, regard them as just… things like the wind, which moves according to certain rules and with some regularity. As long as they’re not real to me, it doesn’t matter how many shards I steal, I can keep following Whisper. But Khostas, pleading with us to take their shard despite how it will hurt, seems suddenly so much more real than anything has been in years. Not someone we’ll just pass by and forget. A person with hopes and dreams and flaws and fears, just like our own. Someone we can’t look away from, because their desperation is so much like our own.
    

    
      Khostas the one who argued for us, the one who always seemed most comfortable around us. The first one to get a laugh out of Song, which she hid swiftly behind her hand. The first one to call me by my name as if zhe can truly see me.
    

    
      We pull them close against our chest. Their breath hitches. “You don’t deserve to be punished for being afraid for what you love.”
    

    
      “Shade, please… Sabah, you’re the only one who can do it. My shard eats necromancy. It wants to devour every blade it crosses with. I can feel how strong Whisper is, even from here. I’m your only chance at stopping them.”
    

    
      “No.” Song cups their cheeks. On her skin, zher tears feel hot like blood. “We won’t use you. Not like that. Not to punish you.” Zhe claws at our hands, a desperate mirror of myself, and Song kisses zher forehead and brings it to hers. “We fight together. That’s how we make up for our wrongs. Both you and us.”
    

     

    
      ***
    

    
      Whisper
    

     

    
      It’s hard to lead a dance when you feel the rot within you try to choke you. Covetous, hungry, vindictive thing that I am, I took my Shade by the throat and nearly killed them. They’re fine, thank all the shattered stars. Their heartbeat teeters on the lower deck, then lingers there, but I have no time to feel anything about it. The pirates are relentless, and their assault undeterred by two of theirs going seemingly overboard. They keep pushing and we’re losing ground.
    

    
      I am the better fighter, bar none, but the ship is their domain and it conspires against us in a way that frustrates my efforts at opening the captain’s veins. She steps back, and I follow suit, only to find the ship list in its rapid tear across the waves, causing our foot to hit the deck too soon. Heliodora’s teeth catch the saber, taste steel and salt, then she recoils at the flintlock going off in her face. Acrid powder taste coats our tongue. We catch a quarterstaff in our offhand and our head flies back as it turns to light and back to wood, pain blooming in our teeth. In come the longknives again, deflected by my silver edge before iron claws open Heliodora’s leg.
    

    
      We twist and swipe like an animal in a cage. It’s exhilarating! Much better than dreading the look in my Shade’s eyes at the attempted murder, much better than following where their heartbeat travels, to the nearest skiff and far, far away from me! This is what I am made for, a weapon, a thing of beautiful melodious violence! None of the enemies we’ve ever fought before have had us so on the back foot! The rhythm keeps shifting at breakneck speed, roles exchanged between the three without signal, their shards barely even touching. The ship rocks as the captain deflects me and uses the momentum to drive a shoulder into our sternum, and where we step a rope dart hooks our ankle and anchors us before we tear free just fast enough to turn a deep cut shallow.
    

    
      They’re good. But I’m better. I’ve caught on to one note of repetition in the song; the range within which their patterns shift, never long enough to let me get used to it, and that, in itself, is a pattern and all I need to break it. I feel out the beats by the clang of a quarterstaff and longknife against my silver, then pick my target on guesswork alone; the staff-wielder, least armoured of the three. Her eyes go wide, her assault interrupted. My edge bites her staff. I taste its sunlight.
    

    
      “Just let us help you!” ta begs. Heliodora braces to shatter this shard entirely.
    

    
      Pain blooms in our knee. A figure ripples into existence, knife buried in our leg. She twists and rips it free, and once more we are pummelled by attacks as Heliodora melts the wound and reforges it with arcane prowess.
    

    
      “Morgan!” The captain calls out, eir voice bright and jubilant.
    

    
      “Don’t read into this!” Morgan falls into formation, eyes narrowed, knife exchanged for a cutlass. “If you miss one more of your daughters’ birthdays, I’m going to stab you instead!”
    

    
      Shards spark against my edge. Steel chips away at Heliodora’s bones. My form wavers and cracks. I roar, my silver shrieks in a tight arc around us, and suddenly we are bound, tangled up in the ropes draped from the masts around us as, all at once, they snap into new positions.
    

    
      Captain Sagar swings for our throat. I feel eir steel cold on our burning skin.
    

    
      Necromancy pulses from me as I pierce the various shardplate around us with my strings and tie our opponents down. I didn’t think I could actually do it, and phantom pain blooms in a brain I do not actually have from the backlash of mingling necromancy. It is vile and unnatural to be so connected, and it should not be possible, but I manage it. Their limbs go rigid, their movements freeze. Morgan falls mid-lunge, forearms braced against the floor. Captain Sagar’s teeth are gritted, tremendous strength summoned in eir mountainous form, but it matters little when I am in her nerves, pulling eir strings.
    

    
      “Looks like you’ll miss those birthdays after all,” Heliodora purrs. “Don’t worry. Mothers are overrated anyway.” Her claws glow like fresh-forged knives as she brings them to bear.
    

    
      “Whisper!”
    

    
      I whip around, commanding our body before Heliodora can deal the finishing blow. My head feels about ready to split open, but I recognise my Shade’s voice, and the challenge within, the cadence of our Song. They stand at the end of the deck, just a few steps from the service ladder.
    

    
      And in their arms is… is…
    

    
      Some fucking pirate.
    

    
      “Khostas—” Faye manages to push out.
    

    
      Khostas. Right. Of course. I recognise them, zher slender limbs, the hair, shaved at the sides and pushed back, now wild and tousled by the wind. My Shade’s arm is curled around zher waist, holding them close to her, Song resting hilt-down in her hand.
    

    
      No…
    

    
      My Shade reaches up, dips Khostas as if in a dance of their own.
    

    
      No no no!
    

    
      I close the distance. She plunges her hand into Khostas’s chest, making them gasp as she pulls at the light that floods from the opening. My edge hits—Hello, Whisper. You can call us Mirrai—Mirrai, and my silver wavers as the twisted, broken shard tries to devour me.
    

    
      We scream, Heliodora and I. We are predators, but for once we’ve met our match, another of our kind. Mirrai is a long blade, straight to begin with, twisted at the top, put together from melting, fragmented shards of metal, held in place by necromantic light. They grasp for Heliodora and I with a hunger that rivals the Insatiable, that rivals the pit in my own not stomach as we clash. My strings are severed by the ravenous edge, our body slashed by Song in my Shade’s offhand as they follow and dance with me.
    

    
      “Let go! I can feel them eating away at you too!” They took this empty thing willingly into their hands. It will feast on me, or feast on them. Why doesn’t that scare them? Why are they so determined to let themself be used? “Why can’t you stop grabbing on to things that will kill you?”
    

    
      “Do you really have to ask?” Mirrai whispers back in a dozen voices, wailing and aching. “They are you. You are them. You can tell, can you not? You need them for the same reasons.”
    

    
      Because I am empty. Hungry. And I want nothing more than to devour them. My Shade feints a strike with Song and pierces Mirrai forward. Our edges dance, tightly interwoven, myself fighting to lead the performance I have lost control of. My Shade doesn’t respond, and neither does Song, who has never once felt the need to talk to me for more than five minutes.
    

    
      “Answer the question!” Heliodora. She catches the jagged blade and growls as it eats away at her heat, but her eyes are locked on my Shade. “Tell me why you want them back!”
    

    
      They flinch at her sudden closeness, mouth covered in blood from where she’s bitten the Captain. Song’s pommel grazes her jaw and the blood hardens across her teeth, stopping her from biting as he comes around in a reverse-grip slash. Heliodora dances backwards. My edge severs my Shade’s mask, sending it flying from their face. The look behind it is one of intense concentration, and I feel… I feel…
    

    
      Liquid metal hooks our foot, catching us out for a brief moment. We stumble, catch ourselves with preternatural grace. Mirrai howls, ready to cut across our chest and devour Heliodora’s hearts—and stops. Despite the ache I still feel in their limbs, despite the rush of bloodlust and battle hunger, my Shade stops, looking down at us with something so tender and fond in their eyes. What do we look like to them? A calculating monster? A cornered animal? My eyes go wide as they lift the blade from our throat and let it drop to their side instead of shattering me against its edge.
    

    
      “Let’s stop fighting, Whisper,” they say softly. “I don’t want to hurt you. Nor Heliodora. You care about her, don’t you? She cares about you. Even if she’s been a bit intense about getting to know us.” They smile, and it burns like a sun, despite all the pain, despite where I’ve cut them in the frenzy of our dance before Song pried me loose.
    

    
      I want to drive myself into their chest.
    

    
      Heliodora has the same idea. Wood splinters under the strength of her charge.
    

    
      My Shade’s eyes go wide. Heliodora strikes. My tip is aimed for their chest. They… do not move to defend themself.
    

    
      With a shriek of splitting steel, my silver comes apart. We collide, and are both thrown to the floor, my Shade below, me on top, fully and solely in control over Heliodora’s body, straddling them. I can feel her strain against my influence, try to fight me off, but it’s my words that leave our lips in a whisper. “I… can’t do it. I can’t. No matter how far I run, you always find me. No matter what atrocities I commit, you keep trying to take me back. Why?” Tears fly from my eyes as I lift my head sharply, still clinging two-handed to my own bones. “Why can’t you just let me go?” I can’t see their face, blurred by tears I cannot hold back. I’ve been fighting so long, been cold for so long. I wish I could pierce their heart and feel warm again, but I know, somehow, deep down, that there would be no coming back from that. I would destroy them.
    

    
      Gentle hands brush my cheeks. The instinct is there to bite, to tear. All that leaves me is a low whine. “Oh Whisper…” They swipe their thumbs under my eyes. Through my tears, I catch them smiling, sad and tender. My silver edge is split all around them, digging into the Red Witch, pinning them in place, yet it is I who cannot move. Their heartbeat pulses through my blade, alive alive alive, familiar like a part of me thought long dead. “You didn’t need to run just to protect me. Of course I followed you.”
    

    
      “Then you should really have just let me go.”
    

    
      “Can’t. Sorry. I’m too selfish to do that.”
    

    
      I want to take the word from their mouth. It doesn’t fit there, but I cannot reach so deep into them, corrupt them further than I’ve already done. They’re already a swordhunter, and whose fault is that? All because I am a weapon. All because the hand they longed to hold could only cut them.
    

    
      I sigh, batting off their hands so I can wipe my eyes. “You win.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “I give up. You brought a whole armada here just to get me back, and you didn’t even use all of them. So I give up, you win. I’ll come back to you.” My strings dissolve. I release the crew, who catch themselves and hurry over, but keep a respectful distance when my Shade waves to them.
    

    
      “Whisper…” Their eyes are wide, hopeful, teary from the pain I’ve caused them, and yet filled with something else as I release Heliodora’s grip on my blade. They take me as my silver retracts and melds back together, sitting up and cradling me to their chest. I shiver at the touch. My blood stains them, sweet like sugar, starlight bleeding from between where I cracked to not run them through.
    

    
      They beam happily at the dragon still in their lap, not knowing she is free to tear us apart now. I close our, her eyes. “Heliodora… Please just let them go.”
    

    
      “I thought you hated them?”
    

    
      I do. I hate the idea of them. Of a me that was better, unbroken, kinder. I put them through so much, and still they look at me with that impossible to name emotion, a kind of hope I had long abandoned. I hate that they are me and yet so much better, but at the same time I can’t simply rip this victory away from them. Not when they fought so hard for it.
    

    
      Heliodora takes a breath. She rises, watching where my cracks still bleed, where my malleable silver has split open so desperately it broke me. She chuckles.
    

    
      “Fine.” She steps off my shade and stretches. All her wounds mend like metal flowing together. “You’ve impressed me, Sabah. Much better than with all those stolen and half-shattered shards. You can have them back.”
    

    
      My Shade’s heartbeat is so close, the rapid thump of it a backdrop to the Whisper, Whisper, my Whisper!  resounding in their mind. I am drawn sharply from the empty of my existence into our soulscape. My Shade throws their arms around me. Our Song watches from the balcony, her body enormous and serpentine, pearlescent scales coiling around the mountain that our minds inhabit in protective and possessive manner both.
    

    
      It’s overwhelming to suddenly be with them again. “There there, Sabah,” I say gently, and pat soul-scape Shade’s hair. “I’m here.” Something hot rolls down our cheeks. “Why are you crying?”
    

    
      “I just thought… I’d never get to hold you again,” they sob. My heart twists. They clutch their chest, refusing to let go of me.
    

    
      “Don’t be mistaken,” Heliodora adds at the suspicious looks the pirates give her. “You both still belong to me.” Her smile is full of Hunger. “And I don’t plan on letting you go anytime soon.”
    

    
      Heavy steps sound on the deck. Captain Sagar moves between us, saber in hand. Ey is like a mountain, protectively placed between us and the dragon, staring her down with one steely eye.
    

    
      “You’re not taking anything else from them.”
    

    
      “You think you can stop me?”
    

    
      “Willing to make a fight of it, if necessary.”
    

    
      Heliodora smiles, stepping closer to the captain despite Morgan and Faye flanking her. “Oh Captain… This wasn’t a fight, this was me chasing my boredom away. You may have entertained me for a bit, but I’m more than happy to sink you all into the Infinite. You, Dola, the swarm of thieves you’ve set on my water… Do you think you can kill me? Do you think all your pirate friends can? Alone? Ambushed? Picked off over a decade or two?”
    

    
      It’s not about the water for her, but simply the act of ownership. I know it, and Captain Sagar knows it. Ey worry eir lip, thinking, eyes locked on Heliodora’s waiting smirk. A look passes between her and Morgan. “What do you want?”
    

    
      “Sabah and I have a deal. Both fragments of her, that is. To feed and to entertain me. I’m willing to expand on the definition of the second part, and extend my protection to your crew, as well as tolerance toward the thieves you brought with you, provided you assist Sabah in fulfilling their end of the deal.”
    

    
      Sagar’s eyes narrow. She considers the words.
    

    
      “Captain!” Faye steps forward, blade in hand, an incredulous look in her eyes, but a swept-out hand stops them.
    

    
      “I’ll deal with this,” Captain Sagar says in a tone that tolerates no discussion. She turns to head to the captain’s quarters, only to find Morgan in their way, arms crossed and scowl firmly in place of a mask that hangs around her neck.
    

    
      “Don’t even fucking bother. I’m not leaving you alone with her.”
    

    
      Sagar smiles. Ey unclasps eir own mask and leans down, taking Morgan’s jaw to kiss them on the mouth. They let it happen, though they push her away after. “Thank you, love.”
    

    
      “Fuck off. Don’t think you don’t owe me for that.”
    

    
      “This will be fun,” Heliodora purrs, hands folded behind her back. “I can already tell, we’re going to get along great.” Nobody agrees, which hardly puts a damper on her mood.
    

    
      Everyone knows how fickle dragons can be, like the fire burning in their chest, but Heliodora looks genuinely non-threatening, downright innocent compared to before, despite the blood that coats her mouth from where she bit Sagar earlier. She’s plotting something.
    

    
      Wonderful.
    

    
      My Shade doesn’t care. “I can’t believe you’re back!” They beam, still cradling me to their chest as they follow a suspicious Faye, who keeps looking over her shoulder at the dragon.
    

    
      I sigh. “Really, Sabah, you’re the one who kept coming after me! What did you expect would happen?”
    

    
      Here, they pout, though it leaves their face soon enough. “I dunno… It’s just really good to hear your voice.”
    

    
      The sincerity in theirs makes something twist in my chest, and even now their face does not fall, as if they’re oblivious to the sensation that must surely be as vivid as their own. But their smile is so bright, despite all the scratches and cuts and the throbbing pain of where their back collided with a railing, that I can’t help but sigh and say, “It’s good to hear yours too.”
    

    
      Song hums, soft and deep in our heads. He doesn’t comment, but his satisfaction fills us with warmth. It’s nothing like Heliodora’s fire, and the thought of her makes me ponder again what she could possibly be plotting that would have her give me away, when I feel my Shade sway a little.
    

    
      Ah. Their eyes are fluttering shut as they’re walking. I step to the front, calling out in their voice, “A little help please? Sabah here is about to collapse.” We’re caught by Faye before that happens, resting an arm heavily across their shoulders. The ease with which they hold on to us makes my skin crawl a little; as if after only a week, they had a claim on my Shade.
    

    
      “Of course you’re tired,” they mutter. “Using Mirrai like that… Shattered skies, what was Khostas thinking?”
    

    
      “Not their fault,” my Shade grumbles. “I was the one…”
    

    
      “Yes, yes, whatever. Be quiet and focus on walking, we need to get you to a bed.” They smile with just their eyes, and suddenly I deeply regret having asked for any help to begin with. Collapsing would have been preferable to what passes between them, the look, the quick dart of their eyes down and aside, before trying to find each other again when the other isn’t looking.
    

    
      “What we need,” I cut in sharply, “is a doctor! Does your ship not have a surgeon?”
    

    
      Faye eyes me. “Whisper, right?”
    

    
      “In the original flesh.” My voice is sachirine and sharp. I kind of hope they cut themself on it, back off a little, but Faye does not react meaningfully other than to adjust her grip on us.
    

    
      “We do have a surgeon,” she says, “but they’re currently on Captain Morgan’s gunship, along with one other crew member. So you’ll have to make do with me.”
    

    
      “We’re fine,” Song says, his voice a deep growl as always. “I’ve stopped the bleeding.”
    

    
      Well. Aren’t they just convenient to have around these days! Certainly weren’t as good at wound-care before I forced my Shade to trek here all the way across untamed skies after— Not important now. I focus on making my Shade put one foot before the other until we get to the crew quarters, where Khostas is already being tucked in by Ruyi, pale and limp from the effort of Mirrai being used.
    

    
      Faye lets my Shade drop onto a bunk. She removes their shoes. I don’t like the way her hands linger on their calves, how gentle her touches are.
    

    
      “Get some sleep,” she tells us, and returns my Shade’s dopey smile as they beam up at her and nod. The hatch falls shut behind her as they 
      settle
       into the bed, me lying on the sheets next to them. They rest on their side, hand close to my hilt. They stare.
    

    
      I wish I had eyes to roll, but using theirs just feels… not right, just yet. “What?” The shape of their mouth is familiar. Almost comforting. I feel it pull into a smile.
    

    
      “I’m really glad you’re here,” they whisper. “Please don’t go away, okay?”
    

    
      “Really now, Sabah, who do you take me for? Someone who would steal one of your friends’ bodies? I have better manners than that!” Then I drop the airy tone I’ve been affecting, tired of playing the part. “Get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”
    

    
      They nod and pull my closer, until my pommel brushes their lips. Heat prickles in a stomach I don’t have. Then, “Could you…” Their voice falters. Their hand opens and closes helplessly, then draws to their chest.
    

    
      Without a word, I take it in my own, and feel them freeze before the tension in their shoulders melts away. Another smile settles on their face, eyes locked on their intertwined hands for a moment.
    

    
      When they finally fall shut, it takes all the self control I have to not pluck their strings and make them bury me in their chest.
    

    

    
      
    

    


      Chapter 9

    

    But time is a poison / that festers the wound

    
      Whisper

    

    
      I don’t see my Shade in the morning, seeing as their idiotic stunt with Mirrai drained them badly. Dr. Oliveira is not happy, and I find myself appreciating the sharp gaze she levels at them in the few moments that they’re lucid enough to have the fact that all their muscles ache also pried out of them. No, really, get their ass! Maybe a good tongue lashing will finally make them stop letting others proverbially stab them! Stars know Song doesn’t have it in themself to set them straight, not least of all because she’s also knocked out from having their collective necromancy drained by Mirrai.
    

    
      This does also mean that I am alone when the captain demands to meet me, so it’s a mixed bag, overall. Hornet tells me in no uncertain terms that this is not optional while carting me around, and a little while later I am in the captain’s quarters, propped against a chair, Hornet’s shawl draped over me.
    

    
      “Good to meet you, Whisper. I assume you already know who I am.” Captain Sagar watches me evenly, as if I hadn’t essentially dominated her in a straight fight. I wish I had teeth to smile with.
    

    
      “That’s me,” I purr, and feel the urge to roll my eyes at Faye translating for the rest of the crew. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance. Thanks for taking such good care of Sabah.”
    

    
      Her eyebrows rise. Behind us, Dr. Oliveira notes something in a journal. “You surprised us, coming back so easily. We were under the impression you didn’t much care for them.”
    

    
      Rare, but it happens. Not all shards get along. But I don’t appreciate the thinly veiled interrogation, so I remain saccharine pleasant. “Please, just because I left doesn’t mean I don’t care. I just needed space for myself.”
    

    
      “Do you want to elaborate on that?”
    

    
      “Not really!” I wish I could smile. Stars, do I miss having a body! Heliodora’s, especially, and not because she’s strong. Somehow, I’ve grown used to the oppressive heat beneath her skin, and now everything feels cold. I shouldn’t feel cold, of course. I have no skin to sense temperature with, no ears, no eyes, no tongue, all I can do is read the souls around me, wholly aware that the doctor’s eyes follow my prodding threads.
    

    
      Faye frowns, not having translated the last part. “Would you feel more comfortable talking for yourself?”
    

    
      “Who says I’m not comfortable?”
    

    
      “I can feel that you aren’t.”
    

    
      “... fine. Hand me to one of you. Promise I won’t stab anybody!”
    

    
      Ruyi steps forward. “I volunteer,” ta says, despite how Faye narrows their eyes at me. “Foreign shards tend to be more compatible with me than others—”
    

    
      “No need to worry about me. Sabah already had their hand in your lover’s chest, we’re practically in-bonds already.” Stars, what is wrong with me? Faye is staring, not translating. They purse their lips and just gesture for Ruyi to pick me up.
    

    
      Ta was right. Ta de touch does feel remarkably natural and light, and I find no resistance when I go to move her tongue, brushing it around ta de teeth. Experimentally, I move our hands—ta lets me. Huh! That is a lot of trust extended to a shard you’ve found yourself on the business end not a day prior.
    

    
      “Comfy?” She sounds nervous.
    

    
      “Perfectly!” I jump up and stretch, immediately making half the crew tense. “Oh, please, no need to get nervous! You know I wouldn’t need permission if I planned to take one of your bodies.” I kind of revel in the suspicious glances levied at me as I pace, much better than my Shade’s blind and unreasonable trust! Faye, in particular, looks nervous, claws clicking against her longknife’s handle.
    

    
      “So,” I ask, turning with a flourish to look at the captain, hands steepled. “What do you want?”
    

    
      Ey regard me over their folded hands, embows on eir desk. One of the twins hangs off the back of eir armchair, the other is draped across the desk like a cat, kicking their legs. “Shade claims you can treat Khostas’s affliction.” I hear them grip their cane tighter behind me. “That true?”
    

    
      “Maybe.” I turn around and approach them, movements sharp and energetic, take their chin to pull their face up. They go rigid for a moment, meeting my gaze. Their soul is a mess. I hum. “Maybe not! Won’t know until we try.”
    

    
      “But you are willing to try, yes?”
    

    
      “Depends.” I narrow my eyes at the captain playfully, noting how Faye stares at Khostas still in my grasp. “What’s in it for me?”
    

    
      “Room and board, a place on the ship. Safety and nourishment.”
    

    
      “Not good enough.” I saunter back to the desk, resting both hands on it as I lean close. Mira (or Inaya?) hisses at me. “What deal did you make with Heliodora?” There’s still a sweet lilt to my voice, but Captain Sagar can hear the edge under all the sugar. She watches me for a long moment.
    

    
      “We’re to get rid of a number of whalers for her.”
    

    
      “And she wants me to fight.”
    

    
      “We didn’t make any arrangements about you.”
    

    
      “Hm.” I don’t believe that for a second, but I pull away, wandering around the captain’s quarters. I’ve seen it, in flashes and dreams. I’ve seen Flora Sagar, taking my Shade’s hand, patting their shoulder, holding them close, and a covetous instinct burns inside my chest, unable to be smothered. I don’t want to like these people. I don’t like these people!
    

    
      “I know you’re used to acting solitary, Whisper, but Shade and Song are cherished members of our crew. We’re not going to put them in danger.”
    

    
      “Not any more than you already have, you mean.”
    

    
      Khostas tries to stand up. “That was my fault—”
    

    
      “Don’t get me wrong,” I say, turning away from a shelf with ancient, real paper books secured under brass clamps. “That was probably your best shot at beating me. Well, unless you tipped your hand, but you don’t do that in front of outsiders.”
    

    
      The room goes quiet. Everyone watches me, inspecting a shelf of trinkets, hands behind my back.
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira speaks up. “We have no secrets from Sabah—”
    

    
      “Big ship,” I interrupt. My eyes find Captain Sagar’s. “Curious how you run a ship this big with a crew this small.”
    

    
      She regards me impassively. “I’m a really good sailor.”
    

    
      “Oh, I’m sure. That’s why one of your crew is dying.” Nobody particularly likes that. I ignore the looks, the comforting hand Faye places on Khostas’s shoulder while glaring at me, the way zhe glances aside and all eyes briefly, individually, dart to the Captain. I turn back to her, taking in her shards. A saber. A chain. A carabiner. Coat and flintlock. Knife. Several more, none noteworthy. With what confidence did she take on a dragon? No, something is off here. I can tell just from the atmosphere, there are secrets to unearth on this ship, and they haven’t been shared with my Shade.
    

    
      I step close to the desk again, smiling, sweet, the picture of cooperation. “I don’t care what you’re hiding. I don’t care about the necroshrine you’re using to suppress Mirrai so they don’t eat everyone. I don’t care about the engine that feels like a shoddily repurposed shardforge. You could have a little dragon on your ship, and I wouldn’t give a shit. But if you hurt Sabah, you’ll have to reckon with me. And trust me when I say, when it comes to taking people apart, I have more than a maybe for you. Are we understood?”
    

    
      The Captain’s eyes remain locked with mine. I give her a little wave, and let go of Ruyi, who takes a deep breath. Ta looks at me in ta de hand, heart beating just a step quicker than before.
    

    
      I don’t trust these people, but my Shade cares enough about them to put her life on the line. I just hope it’s not another case of her loving what will kill her.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      “You’re going to love it here,” Aru’Adeen assures me days later, when my Shade’s body has finally healed enough for them to walk around. Personally, I want to yank my hand out of their grip, but Shade smiles and humors them, and even Song has overcome her discomfort around children, so who am I to spoil the fun?
    

    
      “I’m certain we will,” I acquiesce. “Where are we going?”
    

    
      “Kitchen duty!” Aru beams. “I’m teaching Song how to bake bread!”
    

    
      “She can bake?” Colour me surprised
      !
    

    
      “Nah,” my Shade says. “That’s why we gotta teach her.”
    

    
      “Oh, of course. Silly me.” I take a glance at Song within our soulscape. She doesn’t usually sit at the table, and doesn’t usually click their claws against the scales on their arm impatiently. “Calm down, big girl,” I soothe, running a mental hand across her jaw. 
      “I’m sure you’ll do fine.” She growls and leans into the touch, causing me a pang of guilt. Song and I have never spoken much, there was no need. It was enough for us to exist near each other, and I don’t think she really needs me in the same way my Shade claims, but I can’t help but feel like I’ve abandoned her too, just a little.
    

    
      “No moping,” she says. “Kitchen.” Eloquent as ever.
    

    
      It… feels different now. Not being alone, that is.
    

    
      Aru is unreasonably happy about having me here. They talk about how sad my Shade was without me, much to their delicious embarrassment, and blow the entire thing out of proportion how only a kid can. My Shade listens, placid and happy, and Song hovers around them, silent but clearly expected here. I… don’t belong in whatever this dynamic is.
    

    
      “Song? You okay?” Aru’s question startles me out of the blank oblivion I’ve sent my mind to in order to endure the boredom of standing around. Our hand is wrist-deep in fresh dough. Song stares intently at it, face deadpan as she pulls it free and pushes back in. “Is it not okay? Do you not like how it feels? Sometimes I get all itchy when I touch sticky stuff…”
    

    
      Song continues to knead. Her voice is flat. “This is the most fun I’ve ever had.” She means it, too, which is upsetting.
    

    
      “It is? I mean, of course it is!” Aru puts their hands on their hips in a way they definitely emulated from Captain Sagar, eyes sparkling bright despite the attempt at looking imperious. “Dough bread fresh good bread,” they whistle.
    

    
      “Good bread tasty bread,” Song whistles back.
    

    
      Oh. They both speak Startongue. Broken and lacking the extra vocal chords and soft palate of a dragon that would be necessary, but the whistles are close.
    

    
      “You wanna try it too, Whisper?” Aru beams at me.
    

    
      “I’m fine,” I say brightly. “Already got my hands full of dough, so there’s no point in doing it a second time.”
    

    
      Their face falls a bit. “Yeah, but… Okay.” They go back to mixing more dough. My Shade doesn’t elbow me, because we’re stuck in the same body, but they definitely feel like they want to.
    

    
      “You should try to play along. I think they would really appreciate it, if you did.”
    

    
      I roll my eyes. 
      “I don’t want them to appreciate me. They’re your…” >Friend? Crewmate? “… kid.”
    

    
      “I don’t think that’s right. Actually, I don’t know who their parents are,” my Shade muses. “Must be someone on the ship, right?”
    

    
      “Friend, then. I don’t know.” A statement more true than I care to admit. When I was still running, all I had to do was find a shardbearer, take their body, fight, kill, drink blood, and repeat. Now that I’m back with my Shade, I am strangely anchored, and simultaneously unmoored. I am trapped here, with nothing to do. My one function as a weapon is not required. Not yet, at least.
    

    
      Before long, we finish making the bread and put it in the ship’s oven to bake, when Aru tells us to go with them on deck. We’re headed for port, and they want to point out the different parts of the island to us.
    

    
      “Be right there,” my Shade promises, but I clamp their mouth shut.
    

    
      “Actually, we will not! Someone had to tear half their muscles, so we’ll be sitting down. Or do you want to have to stay aboard the ship when everyone steps onto land?”
    

    
      My Shade sighs. “Fiiine,” they say. “Sorry, Aru. Gotta rest. Whisper’s orders.”
    

    
      “Whisper is a spoil-sport,” Aru grumbles, arms crossed, and don’t I know it? “Fine, but you better come to town with me!”
    

    
      “That’s the plan.” She ruffles their hair, smiling.
    

    
      Truth be told, I needed the break about as much as our body. The easy rapport my Shade has with Aru and the rest of the crew has me uneasy. Even though they said they wanted me back, needed me back even, it doesn’t feel like my presence contributes anything. I’m simply here. It might as well just be my Shade and Song.
    

    
      I notice them pouting as we walk back to the crew quarters. “What’s the matter?”
    

    
      “Nothing. Just not used to sharing my mouth anymore. It’s more inconvenient than I remember.”
    

    
      Ah. Their mouth. Of course. How silly of me.
    

    
      I don’t notice the three heartbeats in the crew quarters until the door opens, too distracted by that thought, and am abruptly pushed out in front as my Shade comes to an abrupt halt. Ruyi looks up sharply from between Khostas’s legs, and Faye’s head whips around from where she was gazing lovingly at them, caressing their cheeks, head bowed low. Khostas, their head resting on her hip, is practically upside down to look at me.
    

    
      “Oh my,” I say, feeling a little gleeful amusement at my Shade’s panic. Song hovers over my shoulder, watching with interest. “You three should put up a sign. Well, don’t stop on my account— We’ll leave! Be right out!” Oh, now they’re going to just take over? I give my Shade a pout and squash down the hurt I feel at having been so easily overridden.
    

    
      “Don’t pout at me, they’re doing… doing—! You know!”
    

    
      “What, sex?”
    

    
      “Um, no, it’s fine,” Ruyi is saying, ta de cheeks flushed. “We didn’t realize anyone would be back…”
    

    
      “Hey, Sabah.” Faye grins and I strangle the not my name, not my name feeling bubbling up in my chest. “You can come in, we don’t mind, do we, Ruyi, Khostas?”
    

    
      “Well, no…”
    

    
      “Faye…”
    

    
      She leans over them again, grinning. “Don’t look at me, Khostas. You’re the one who let them… what was it again?” A pointed look at me. “Shove their hand into your chest? Why, we’re practically in-bonds now!”
    

    
      My Shade chokes. >“Whisper??”
    

    
      I scowl. “I don’t sound like that,” I say, but saunter inside as best I can with aching limbs. Khostas folds first by turning zher face into zher girlfriend’s hip with a low whine. “Is this how you pass the time between raids? Getting intimate in semi-public spaces? Personally, my money was on the crow’s nest.” That’s about the most private spot there is on the ship, and I checked thoroughly. I half expected to catch somebody with their pants down in a compromising position, but not Khostas, and certainly not like this, seemingly restrained by their… girlfriends? Girlfriends seems fair, at this point.
    

    
      “They’re just giving me my injections,” Khostas clarifies, shooting a glare up at Faye. “For some reason they need to make a big thing of it every time!”
    

    
      “The reason is that we love you.” Ruyi kisses the thigh she’s gently massaging, a syringe in her hand. The sincerity of their affection is almost sickeningly sweet.
    

    
      “Injections?” My Shade tilts their head like a puppy. The three look at them. “What, are they sick?”
    

    
      “Uh, no,” Khostas mumbles. “Just trans.”
    

    
      More confusion from inside us.
    

    
      “We all need them,” Faye says, and that explains why instead of shardplate she’s in a faded t-shirt that goes almost to her knees, and little else. “Do you not…? We were sure you were—”
    

    
      “No, we are,” I step in. “Poor little Sabah just forgot the word. Memory’s not the best, you know.” No thanks to my absence, naturally, and I feel my Shade’s discomfort at the gentle taunt. But they don’t say anything, so I don’t apologise.
    

    
      Ruyi looks up from where ta is drawing the hormones from a sealed vial labelled in elegant and thin script. “I’ve not seen you take anything since you came aboard. Are you not currently on hormones? We can get more, we have enough.”
    

    
      “No need, our dear and darling Song takes care of that for us!”
    

    
      Khostas looks up, their eyes full of a genuine astonishment and interest that makes my skin crawl. “You can do that?”
    

    
      Our lips tug into a smile, wolfish and proud. Song nods, stepping forward voluntarily in a situation that doesn’t necessitate violence. “The form we had did not fit us, so I changed it. Compared to filtering toxins, it’s a trivial matter.”
    

    
      “Unfortunately she can’t perform surgeries,” I add.
    

    
      “Dr. Oliveira’s shard can.” Faye gives us a look. “Do you think you might want to—”
    

    
      “O-oh, I don’t know…” My Shade rubs their neck, the thought already repressed before it finds purchase. The other three look at them, then each other. I can see the unspoken agreement to not push, but gently prod later. Like scoring a line into an egg shell to help the chick within with hatch, because it’s just a little too stupid to do the natural thing even after having been shown how—
    

    
      I’m not angry at them. I’m not. It’s not their fault. What I’m upset about is the secretive, caring glances. The way Faye reaches out a hand and says “Wanna stay? Promise it’s not gonna get more intimate than that,” and I can read the unless you want to from their eyes. The way my Shade’s expression lights up and they nod eagerly, putting me down from the rudimentary sheath across their shoulder and lean me against a bunk before sliding into the space behind Faye. Their arms rest around her easily, fingers finding and idly playing with Khostas’s hair as Ruyi diligently massages their thigh and lovingly injects life-saving medicine with such reverence as if they’re fucking or praying or fighting or dancing, or doing any number of activities that would bind one heart to another. I hate it.
    

    
      I hate more that I can see my Shade was wrong, the moment her eyes meet Ruyi’s and both look aside. She never needed me back. Anything she could possibly need, she already has. I gave up, and it was too late, because there is already no longer a space for me to fill in their chest that is not better occupied by someone less broken than I.
    

    

    
      
    

    

      Chapter 10

    
    

    eternally broken / your kindness consumed

    
      Whisper

    

    
      My Shade is tired from socialising when we reach the harbour, and buzzing with something I don’t want to put into words. But instead of bouncing up and down by the gangplank the way Aru is, watching Fay and Ruyi get ready with the lines to moor the Red Witch once she’s sunk low enough, they wait on the upper deck, forearms resting on the railing. It’s a nice little town we’ve steered towards. I can see a big circular plaza, likely for dances and community activities, and running water in aqueducts. The air smells clean, and the trees here are lush, green and healthy. I smell fresh peaches, sweet and floral.
    

    
      “How are you doing?”
    

    
      “Oh, I’m just peachy,” I say, and feel them roll their eyes.
    

    
      “Okay, but… actually?”
    

    
      I sigh, letting our shoulders slump. “I just need time to adjust. Don’t worry about me.” Liar. But I don’t want to look at that reality, so I don’t, and so it doesn’t exist. I know my Shade cannot tell what I am thinking, and neither can Song if I really don’t want him to.
    

    
      But evidently I’m not as good at hiding my mood as I think.
    

    
      “If you wanted to leave again… I’d let you.”
    

    
      Hah! Now who’s the liar? Still I smile. “Kind of you, Sabah, but I’m perfectly fine being here. Trust me, if I didn’t want to, I’d be gone!” More and more that sounds like a good idea. Maybe wait just long enough for them to realize that all they need is here, then I can leave for good. Song would be unsettled, but ultimately she would care more about my Shade than their broken remnant.
    

    
      Warmth blooms in our chest. I follow my Shade’s eyes, but there is nothing, they’re just smiling into the open sky. “I’m glad, Whisper,” they say softly. “I’m really happy.”
    

    
      Guilt stings worse than any blade. I sigh and change the subject. “So, this crew, hm? Quite the rag-tag group! You seem to like them all quite a bit!”
    

    
      “Oh, yeah.” They straighten up a bit. “You know, I didn’t really think they’d keep me around, at first. And I know they still don’t like me being an… an ex-swordhunter, but I think maybe we can be friends?” They’re way past that point. “Maybe you could be friends with them too? Even Song has made a couple friends.”
    

    
      “Sure, Sabah, that sounds nice,” I lie. Personally, I wonder how long it’ll take for Song to flirt with the captain, the doctor, or the mechanic. Probably it’ll be all three, at the same time.
    

    
      “I mean it,” my Shade insists, sensing the false cheer. “Everyone’s opened up a lot to me, I’m sure they’d love… to get to know you too,” they finish, a little falteringly.
    

    
      “You know what, you’re right! I think I know one I would get along with well!”
    

    
      They perk up. “Who?” All excited, like a puppy.
    

    
      “The bird! I also like stealing shiny things and screeching at people!”
    

    
      “Shade!” I cackle, and they pout. “Fine, you’re being mean. Whatever. Just promise me you’ll try to get to know them? I really like them. Please?”
    

    
      Ugh. Curse my desperate need to keep them close. 
      “Fine, but only because they’ve already domesticated you! Maybe you should get to know the bird. You two have so much in common, being feral little animals.” As if on cue for their grumble, wings flutter nearby. Five Pebbles the Magpie descends to the deck and, in a flurry of feathers that lasts less than the blink of an eye, transforms. A small, truly small person walks by us, almost entirely hidden under a black and white magpie-styled cloak. Metal claw rings click together as it stares at us, ever moving, until it’s passed us and heads for the captain’s quarters with the quick, jerky movements of something more bird than human.
    

    
      My Shade stares. “I didn’t know it could do that,” they say. I hold in my laughter. “I thought it was just a bird!” It’s decided. I love Five Pebbles, just for that alone. I laugh out loud fully doubling over, and enjoy my Shade internally pouting and complaining about it to me.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      My levity is short-lived because my tired little Shade decides to go to sleep and leave me alone to explore the town. Song is there, technically, but she keeps to herself, more than content now that I’m back where I belong. So, with nothing better to do, I wander down the harbour watching the fisher boats bob on cloud-matter, or those without voltaic hulls rest on land or hover out at sea, fishing lines and drag nets in the depths. I think I spot a few traps set out in the distance? Oh, and over on the other side of the harbour, several boats are trying to wrangle a little kraken that is just barely big enough to try and capsize several of the little fishing vessels. The town will probably eat good tonight.
    

    
      I take a deep breath. Stars, it is strange to not have something to run to or away from. I don’t think I’d be doing so well if Heliodora hadn’t forced me to wear my own face again for a while there, not that I’ll ever admit that to her face. I… miss her. A little. She was always a hair’s breadth from eating me, or so she said, but I think I liked having her around. Blades are only good at killing. She was fabulous at living.
    

    
      My name being called pulls me out of my melancholy. Or close enough, anyway. “Sabah! Hey, Sabah!”
    

    
      Not my name, not my shattered name— “Guess again!” I turn with a bright smile. Ruyi falters.
    

    
      “Oh, Whisper!” She really doesn’t have to try and hide her discomfort. I know, it’s hard to know what to call a shard that has abandoned its body, given up all ties to such an identity and gone off on its own. Usually, such shards have the good sense to not come back, or they fade, cut off from their bodies. I could have really made a name for myself as a cursed blade, maybe gathered some myths about my existence and origin. The whispering blade that thirsts for blood and makes all its wielders much more skilled and attractive! Now that would have been something! I’m kicking myself for only thinking of this now. Maybe I could arrange something with Heliodora? Set her up as some evil dragon with a great hoard, drop me in some ruin and spread some rumors, see what hopeful or desperate fool might pick me up to challenge her? Build up a hero for her to devour, that sounds like the kind of thing she would find the fun in.
    

    
      Ruyi is staring at me. “Uh… Sorry, didn’t catch that.”
    

    
      Ta de face darkens with something like concern. “I was asking if you wanted to come into town with us? Are you okay? Shade can be a little distracted, but I’ve never seen her space out like that…”
    

    
      “I’m perfectly fine,” I assure ta, “and thank you for the invitation, but I wouldn’t want to get between you and your girlfriends! Or do you prefer partners?” Not that I’m not in the way already, keeping my Shade all to myself right now.
    

    
      “Partners is fine,” Ruyi says, good-natured and still with that look on their face. “And you wouldn’t be in the way. We want you along. Besides, Khostas has been feeling better ever since you started working on Mirrai, so they finally get to actually do something for once. They’d like to spend some time with you that’s not untangling… well, you know.”
    

    
      Do I ever! I’ve honestly surprised myself with how skillful I have become at manipulating necromancy. By which of course I mean that trying to dissolve and reconstruct the personalities of Khostas’s former shards in the definitely against-regulations necro-shrine in the engine room seems actually possible, rather than a flat-out fool’s errand.
    

    
      I don’t want to spend any more time with these people than I have to. Already the question of where we are from has come up, only to be answered by my Shade with a sheepish “Don’t remember,” and the rest of us with silence. Further connection would do me absolutely no good.
    

    
      But… I did promise, didn’t I? And Song’s watchful eye is on me.
    

    
      “Fine,” I sniff. “Since you definitely just need me to push Khostas’s wheelchair, I shall graciously accompany you.”
    

    
      Ta rolls her eyes. “Indeed, how gracious of you,” she says, a smile playing around her lips. I hate it.
    

    
      “Anything for my in-bonds.” That’s enough to fluster her again, but not for long before she catches up to me again and falls into step beside me. Khostas and Faye are waiting with the rest of the crew, Aru bouncing around the doctor, even Five Pebbles is here… Stars, her coming to get me really was just pity, wasn’t it? I feel infinitely worse about accepting. Is tossing myself into the Infinite an option? Maybe I could cling to the island as I fall, climb back up the other side, live as a hermit in the woods.
    

    
      “We wouldn’t be.”
    

    
      “Pardon?” I look down at Ruyi. Hm. They’re smaller than my Shade.
    

    
      “In-bonds,” ta says, meeting my eyes. “If Shade and Khostas were together. We’d be metamours. Unless they started dating more of us.”
    

    
      “You’ve already domesticated them like some feral puppy,” I say, utterly unapologetic for re-using the joke. “No need to dance around the subject with me, I’m not as dense as they are, nor am I their parent.”
    

    
      Ruyi frowns. “I don’t think they’re dense. And I don’t think you should call them that. You were the same person once.”
    

    
      Ta has no idea how true that is. I stare at them, wondering if I should say something, crack the mystery they’re scratching at wide open and show the horrible rot within, but then I simply smile wide and sharp. “Whatever you say!”
    

    
      I turn my eyes to the path. The crew is waiting for us, Brekker with an even expression, the doctor focused on something in her journal as always, Captain Sagar entertaining Aru who catches sight of us and comes running down the way…
    

    
      I wonder, once more, what Heliodora is up to, and let the sounds of their camaraderie wash over me unobstructed. The day passes, and I endure every second of it without complaint.
    

    
      They make an effort to involve me in their dynamics. I can tell it’s not me they really want.
    

     

    
      ***
    

    
      Shade
    

     

    
      Whisper has a hard time adjusting. I can tell, even though they try to hide it, so I try to give them space with everyone. I also try and give us time alone, whether in the cockpit watching the instruments, by the necro-shrine, on barnacle duty, or whatever else I can manage. We check the skiffs in the lower hold unnecessarily often, and also volunteer for lookout duty much more.
    

    
      Usually lookout duty is two people, but I manage to convince Khostas to stay in bed. It’s not that I don’t want them along! I… like Khostas, a lot. I’ve gotten used to them leaning on me whenever Whisper goes from prodding at Mirrai to threading their tendrils into zher soul to untangle something. They’ve warmed up a lot, smiling more, and their pain has gotten a bit better. But it still comes up, so I wake Faye when they refuse to sleep, and she wraps her arms tight around them to keep them in bed while I head topside and take the glider up.
    

    
      The glider is outfitted with special membrane on the wings, something from Captain Morgan’s arsenal. It’s entirely translucent, so we lie stretched out over the length of the glider, feet up over the front seat, looking at the shattered constellations above us. My mask is down, and I exhale the crisp night air.
    

    
      “That’s where dragons come from,” I mutter.
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      “You ever wonder what it’s like? Flying that high?”
    

    
      “Don’t have to. Heliodora likes to fly a lot. She rises so high, her fur catches the remnants of broken stars in her fur, and she dances among them like a spark from the primordial forge itself.”
    

    
      “Would you rather be with her right now?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Stars! I turn away, trying to hide, even though I know Whisper’s blade resting next to me has no eyes to see with. “You only ever talk about her with any amount of enthusiasm. If you want to go back to her… I’ll let you.” I won’t. I can’t. But they can’t know that, because then they’ll recognise the vile sensation in my chest for what it is and leave anyway.
    

    
      “Sabah…” I flinch at the name. “Heliodora is… important to me, I think, but that doesn’t mean I like her better than you!” A hand finds my cheek, theirs, my own. The thumb runs across our skin. “Our relationship was built solely on using one another. I think it was becoming something else by the end, but it’s honestly too complicated for me to put into words. But I promise you, I… I meant it when I said I’d stay. For as long as you need me. Right?”
    

    
      Right. That’s the difference. Whisper and Heliodora were using each other. I’m just using them. They’re giving up the relationship they could have for me. Because I couldn’t give them up, couldn’t simply leave them to go their own way. It’s selfish and greedy, but who could blame me, when without them I feel so empty?
    

    
      I turn around to face Whisper, see myself, them, us reflected in the polished silver. Their blade is crumbling lightly at the edges. I haven’t sheathed them once since getting them back. In fact, they haven’t been properly sheathed since… well, actually, Heliodora did it, on the cruiser. Planted them in her chest like they belonged. Survived it like they were hers. But she’s a dragon, and Whisper had only known her for a little while, at best. It’s a miracle they didn’t fade in the intervening years between leaving me and meeting her.
    

    
      Maybe that’s what’s wrong? Maybe they’re fading? The thought fills me with an immediate panic. Is that why they’ve been so quiet?
    

    
      Desperately, I grasp for them, and my fingers brush their steel. My back goes ramrod straight, we both hold our breath, then release it, shaking. It feels like touching my own soul, my other half’s soul. The edge vibrates against my skin where I cup them. My thumb strokes the reflection, just beneath the eyes that dart from my, our eyes to our lips and back. I lean in. Our breath hitches.
    

    
      A boom in the distance. We are up and reaching for the spyglass in a hurry. In the starlight reflected off the clouds below, we find the whale colony we’ve been following, breaking out across the waves and blowing clouds from their blowholes as they prepare to dive deeper into the clouds. All except the three that have been harpooned and are being pulled above the surface. Their multi-coloured fins weave through the skies as they swim in a desperate attempt to escape.
    

    
      We snatch the radio from its setting. “Whalers, portside! Four ships with camouflage painting!”
    

    
      “Heard,” Ruyi’s voice crackles back. “Hold tight, changing course.”
    

    
      We don’t even wait for her to be done or the glider to begin to retract. I jump and hook the back of Whisper over the line connecting us, their silver wrapping around my free hand. Song quickens our heartbeat and strengthens our muscles as we land heavily on the deck. Mira and Inaya are already hurrying to the cannons, and Captain Sagar exits the captain’s quarters with such clear eyes I wonder if she’s slept at all.
    

    
      “Five Pebbles, scout their numbers,” she commands, and the magpie takes off from her shoulders. She catches us before we can hurry to the lower deck or the secondary turrets. “Not so fast! I need you in the engine, helping Brekker.”
    

    
      “We can’t outgun those four ships,” I protest. “We have to board at least one or two!”
    

    
      “Sabah…”
    

    
      “I’m no good up here! Let me help!”
    

    
      Ey looks conflicted, but my decision is made. I have to help. And besides, if I don’t fight, I can’t feed Whisper. And there’s no way I’m handing them off to anyone else. Even if it’s selfish. Even if it ends up getting me killed. I don’t ever want to let them go again.
    

    

    
      
    

    

      Chapter 11

    

    My love, it is violence / my will, desperation

    
      Whisper

    

    
      We hurtle down the boarding line at a slightly less break-neck speed as when we threw ourselves out of the crow’s nest. Beneath us the clouds are torn open, wounded by the smouldering remains of the whaling ship that failed at harpooning its target. The Red Witch’s cannons reduced its bridge to slag and then punched straight through the engine core, sinking it and all its crew into the Infinite. I don’t know the details Captain Sagar’s deal with Heliodora, but I don’t need to know anything to understand just how personal this is to her. The strike was so swift, decisive and cruel, it even froze my blood for a moment. Mira and Inaya’s accuracy is not in question. They could have disabled the ship.
    

    
      This was an execution.
    

    
      We hit the deck right behind Ruyi. Khostas’s expert manoeuvering allowed us to harpoon all three remaining whalers to cut their harpooning lines before dooming them to the same fate as their friends. We’re on one with a calf, Captain and Brekker have taken the other. Mira, Inaya and Faye are on the biggest of the three, where the mother has been hooked and steadily pulled toward the unfolding bow of the ship with its serrated teeth. Something about the design is familiar, but I cannot say what when we’re already beset by whalers.
    

    
      Penance is whirling, turning into light every half-second as Ruyi bludgeons a total of three sailors that have come with cleavers and cutlasses to sever our line. I let my Shade take the lead, me in front, Song in the off-hand. Our cut is perfect and covers Ruyi’s blindspot. Song draws all the blood from the sailor’s throat in a gust of blood, just as Penance hits the deck and Ruyi vaults herself up and over the bloody slash that bisects the other two.
    

    
      Their sparring has yielded wonderful results. I’d be proud of choreographing this manoeuver, if I couldn’t still remember everyone’s looks of discomfort at how excitedly I spoke of the mechanisms of murder. They’re happy to use what I’ve given them, though, and that is a tiny, filthy victory I revel in.
    

    
      Song’s blade has not stopped ringing metallic when we are already sprinting across the deck. Ruyi doesn’t have any slashing weapons that could sever the line, so it’s up to us. With all the blood we have at our disposal, we don’t even need to anchor ourselves.
    

    
      I catch a bullet and deflect it, and Song slices through the metal hatch it was fired from, as well as the person behind it. More blood flows into our blades. We drink deep and hungry.
    

    
      “Through the inside. There must be a way to release the line!”
    

    
      My Shade follows the command without hesitation and oh, that has me feeling just a bit lightheaded. Focus, though. We slaughter our way through two more whalers, one bringing an antique harpoon gun to bear that does not feel like a shard when we shred it and them.
    

    
      We burst out into the… processing area. Raw whale fat dripping with oil line the walls, strapped in securely, glowing prismatic like the thrashing whale’s fins. Even now, the whalers are trying frantically to bring it in, knowing from what we’ve done so far that we care more about saving the animals than we do killing them. It’s an enormous specimen, peppered with many bone harpoons from battles long past. Its horns are longer than any of those hanging on the walls around us.
    

    
      No time to find the mechanism. We descend in a storm of iron and silver, slicing even the metal beneath our feet as we dance and murder our way through the sailors who come to stop us. A shot goes wide and punctures a glass tank. The oil ignites and a sputtering flame blows us off our feet. We’re better off than the whalers on that side of the processing bay, who were engulfed by flame. 
    

    
      “This ship is going down,” Song growls, smelling the gasoline before it drips into the fire. 
      “Let’s cut the whale loose and run!”
    

    
      My Shade raises Song, her blade fully extended and crimson, with a little iridescence mixed in. The ship lists. They bring her down.
    

    
      A whalehorn intercepts the arc of the slash. Song, of course, passes right by it and cuts the line anyway. The whaler looks at us, then the frayed line. Their mouth twists into a scowl. “Shouldn’t have done that,” they growl.
    

    
      “Fuck off,” Song growls back and charges them.
    

    
      They’re wielding heavy gauntlets, shardplate in the approximate shape of whaling suit exoskeleton. Instead of weapons they have whalehorns that slash and stab forward; not the most sophisticated of weapons, were it not for the fact that every strike crumples the metal floor around us, and they’re blocking our way to the stairs. Song’s blood glances off the reinforced alloy. My silver punctures the shoulder and is twisted as they turn and rip me from my Shade’s hands. Instead of pursing them as the listing of the ship sends them back, they take a step towards me and bring a heavy fist down. My bones creak. My metal protests. I cry out as the gauntlets punch a whale horn through my more solid parts and into the floor.
    

    
      The whaler rises and walks back toward my Shade, a new horn already loading into place. She fights and slashes and dances, deflecting blows as best Song can, ringing out with every strike against the diving helm or chest of the suit. The way to the stairs is clear for them now, but their eyes keep going to me, nailed into the floor. They cry out my name.
    

    
      “Should’ve known better.” A heavy hand catches my Shade’s throat, slamming them into the wall. The whaler raises a fist to strike. I pierce their plate with necromancy, burrowing through as pain blooms white-hot behind my eyes. “Nobody escapes the Cage.”
    

    
      Our eyes go wide. I finally recognise the design, and see the emblem burned into the shardplate under the tattered cloak. A four-pronged cage, sharp like a spear.
    

    
      “Whisper! Whisper, we need to get away, need to pick you up—” My Shade claws at the gauntlet restraining her. I am frozen. They can’t know. They shouldn’t be able to know. I stare into the whaler’s eyes, and see no recognition, just cold, calculated determination.
    

    
      Oh. They don’t know. Too bad I killed us already.
    

    
      A single moment of emotion, and I’ve murdered my beloved Shade.
    

    
      Five Pebbles descends with a crash, hitting the diving helmet. Its face is twisted into a snarl, and its ring claws scrape and slash across the whaler’s helm. They roar and reach up to grab it, only for Five Pebbles to slip away as a magpie and turn human by their leg, driving its claws into a weak spot.
    

    
      “You little rat!” The whaler kicks it. Five Pebbles goes sliding backwards, hitting the harpoon winch hard. A moment later Ruyi brings down Penance with a resounding crack as it passes right through the diving helm and into the whaler’s skull.
    

    
      The inside of the glass is painted red.
    

    
      My Shade falls with a gasp. The air is thick with smoke, and nothing has ever tasted sweeter because they’re alive, alive. They wave Ruyi off, and ta runs to me. I almost want her to leave me, even though I now sense that I am not as tethered to my Shade as I should be, that I broke something irreversibly between us with my very first betrayal, that my shard falling into the Infinite will mean the death of me.
    

    
      Ta swings Penance and shatters the horn puncturing me. I am picked up, and my Shade is picked up, dragged along in a body that hurts all over. I reach out with my threads, bind the broken clavicle, and our Song pumps blood to the bruised hip to keep it moving just a bit longer. Five Pebbles goes ahead, and its claws shred a whaler’s throat with remarkable accuracy for someone with enough of a splitting headache to probably be concussed.
    

    
      When we get to the rear deck, a whaler is frantically sawing at the boarding line. “Guess they also don’t have the right shard,” I mutter. Still, that’s it. We’re dead, unless… Unless I wear Ruyi like a glove and force her to dance.
    

    
      It’s for my Shade. To save them. I have to. I could cross the distance, faster even than Five Pebbles could transform now that its eyes have finally and blearily caught the problem. It would be nothing, just another puppet to move to my tune.
    

    
      I remember her smiling, grinning about one-upping my stupid in-bonds joke. About ta leaving the bed at night, and myself, stupidly wandering after them, letting them believe I’m my Shade as ta spills ta de heart out about not having known that Khostas had fired at the Hand of Fortune, how Faye had said nothing, how complicated the emotions surrounding Khostas’s affliction are and none of them are able to truly look at it.
    

    
      I… can’t…
    

    
      Gunfire tears through the sky and turns the whaler into a mass of red blood and bone shards. Ruyi freezes in place. Ta doesn’t lay ta de head back to find the Red Witch’s cockpit. Quietly, we make our way over. Ruyi harnesses my Shade to the line, then myself to them. Herself last. I cut the line as the ship begins to sag, and we are pulled up by the winch. The ship sinks into the clouds and bursts into a ball of flame just big enough to cover us all in cloud moisture and smoke before it vanishes for good.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      “Twisted ankle, first degree burns, bruised hip, broken clavicle, fractured ribs slash and puncture wounds from shard feedback—were you trying to beat both other teams in terms of injuries by yourself?” Dr. Oliveira stares down at my Shade, and I can almost appreciate the way they squirm on her examination table. “This is not to mention the concussion and bruises the two of you have collected between yourselves,” she adds with a sharp look at Five Pebbles and Ruyi on the bench beside the door, which makes them both flinch. “Should I add smoke inhalation to the list? Or will we remember not to break formation, and not to blow up ships we are currently and actively on?”
    

    
      Five Pebbles frantically waves its hands around, and Ruyi nods quickly. “Yup, what Pebbles said! We’ll remember!”
    

    
      “I trust that about as much as I trust Aru not to eavesdrop on every single conversation happening on the ship, including this one.” There is a scurrying sound from behind the slightly cracked door. Dr. Oliveira sighs, kneading her brow. “Children, the lot of you. Maybe next time I should just go down myself.”
    

    
      Five Pebbles moves their hands again and, oh, that’s sign language, isn’t it? We never had the chance to learn. Would have been useful back when Song was non-verbal and only snarling at people. Would still be useful now. Maybe my Shade will want to learn? Not me. Weapons don’t need to speak.
    

    
      “No, you are also a child,” Dr. Oliveira tells Five Pebbles, who pouts indeed very child-like. It’s thirty-five, I’m told. Just… short. Under the magpie hood is white hair, messy but mostly brushed back, and dark eyes. “I prescribe you strict bed rest, until I’ve dealt with the worst of you.” Her eyes fall on me.
    

    
      “Oh please,” I murmur. “I’m fine. Whale of a time, really.”
    

    
      My joke goes unappreciated, probably because nobody can hear me. Might also be the fact I’m leaking starlight onto the other observation table.
    

    
      “Whisper…” My Shade looks at me fearfully. They really shouldn’t worry.
    

    
      “Nothing a little rest can’t fix. I’ll be fine, Sabah. Back to fixing up Khostas in no time.”
    

    
      The doctor surprises me by cutting in. “No, you won’t. The damage done to you is extensive, and you haven’t been sheathed properly in at least a month—”
    

    
      “Three years.”
    

    
      She goes quiet. Covers her mouth with her hand. “Shattered stars…” Without another word, she comes over and picks me up. Her grip is steady, hands cold. I rest comfortably in her hand and over the crook of her arm in a way that does not speak to the experience of a doctor, but an archer. I’ve possessed a few in my time… Ah, but we’re moving. Better pay attention, or else I’m sure she’ll tell my Shade about my worrying habit of just shutting off the world. Everyone else has been remarking on it, ever since Ruyi first noticed.
    

    
      “Whisper.”
    

    
      “Present.”
    

    
      “Good. Let’s be frank with each other. You and I are not friends, but I feel like you’re under the mistaken impression that your only worth is in relation to Khostas.” The engine room door seals behind us. Red light and pistons greet us, and I’ve given up on trying to figure out where the former comes from. The ship simply glows, like the chest of a dragon in flight. We move across the metal flooring, Dr. Oliveira with measured steps, me pathetically leaking sugar into her coat. “You are a fragment of Sabah—”
    

    
      “Don’t call me that.” She pauses. I’m tired. “I haven’t been Sabah in much longer than… than I’ve been on my own.”
    

    
      “Regardless, while we are not friends, you are a member of this crew.” She pauses at the door to the necro-shrine to look down at me. “I don’t like new additions to this family. Not even ones so closely connected to or cherished by an existing member. My demeanor may be harsh, but I hope I haven’t fooled you into thinking none of us cared whether you lived or died.”
    

    
      “I’m a shard. If I break, I go right back to Sabah. No harm done.”  Except the trauma. But I’ve been through worse.
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira lingers in the doorway. “I think we both know that’s not quite true.” She steps into the shrine, only to sigh. “Aru, how many times have I told you not to come here alone?”
    

    
      “But nobody tells Mirrai stuff,” Aru grumbles, lying on the floor, legs kicking behind them. They don’t look back, nor do they hurry to get up under the doctor’s sharp gaze, and for once, she doesn’t seem too bothered with making them behave. Her eyes linger on Mirrai, contained within glowing and arcane engine parts I could not begin to name, the centerpiece of the necro-shrine, filling it with a sense of hello, hello Whisper, how are you, I’m sorry you’re hurt, I want to devour you, let’s dance again someday. I wave a tired necromantic thread at them and feel the disparate voices hum pleasantly.
    

    
      “I know, but this is close to the heart of the Red Witch,” Dr. Oliveira says. “You shouldn’t be here for too long. You don’t have any shards to absorb the necromancy.” Not that it stops them from passing through shardrifts. The doctor watches the kid for a moment longer before speaking up again. “Would you mind stepping out? I have to see to Whisper.”
    

    
      “Okay.” They get up, rubbing their elbows, shoot me a glance in passing. “Feel better, Whisper.”
    

    
      My heart twists.
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira waits until the door has fallen shut before placing me on the central altar of the necro-shrine. She draws a tuning fork from her coat. It whispers its name to me as she holds the metal against mine. I wish she’d use a hammer instead, but it’s fine. Slowly, meticulously, under great strain and the careful tuning of necromancy, Dr. Oliveira rearranges me, sutures my soul and ties off the strings she plucks. The result leaves me feeling drained, and her brow beaded with sweat.
    

    
      I really wish she had used a hammer.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      My Shade takes me to bed with them, like they do every night. I don’t get why. Faye has offered them hers. Is it the attempted murder thing? Do they not feel safe sleeping beside anybody but myself? The thought makes me happy, which in turn makes me wish for the hammer again.
    

    
      “I’m worried about you.” They run a hand down my bones.
    

    
      “Don’t be. I’m fine.”
    

    
      My Shade squints. Then they relent, but not before pulling me close and planting a kiss on my freshly mended wound, where reality has warped to keep me from bleeding my soul into the world. I shiver. My silver warps gently.
    

    
      “Rest well,” they say with the most tender of smiles. “When you’re better, let’s ask Captain Sagar if we can see the ocean together.”
    

    
      I wait until their breaths have calmed, and until everyone’s heartbeats have stilled. Dr. Oliveira is lying awake, I know, but it only takes a nudge from my threats to send her to slumber instead. Ruyi is tossing and turning—I can imagine what the nightmare is about. I attach a thread or two and pull, and calm her nervous system. Hopefully her dreams remain free of red-painted glass.
    

    
      It is quiet now. My Shade is asleep within us. I wake the body up and find Song waiting.
    

    
      “Where are you going?”
    

    
      “Just getting some air,” I reply, grabbing the extra cane Khostas kindly gave my Shade. Leaves my hand free to carry myself. I don’t attempt to climb to the upper deck, instead using the cargo elevator in the hold. Open skies spread before us, bright and starry. Mira and Inaya are in the crow’s nest, but I don’t care. They’re doubtlessly occupied with themselves, each other, whatever it is between them.
    

    
      At least it isn’t killing them the way I am my Shade.
    

    
      When I’m better. When I’m better, they say! I laugh, stumbling towards the bow. I’m never going to be better! I’ve always been this. Flawed, hungry, covetous, jealous! It’s why we’re here, isn’t it?
    

    
      I remember fire. I remember the death-scream of our mother as I ran her through. I remember looking at myself in the mirror that I’d spent countless hundreds of nights in front of, touching it, kissing it, desperate for any human connection that wasn’t just myself, that wasn’t me holding my own hand and pretending it was a stranger, let alone one who cared about me.
    

    
      Nobody escapes the Cage. I got out. And I dragged my Shade and Song kicking and screaming into the world beyond.
    

    
      I used to read about the process of creating shards, before I made myself into one. How you kill the mind, fracture it, destroy what was before in order to make room for what needed to be instead. The necromantic principles of cultivating a split and driving the wedge deep between the ego and the you, to make something that, in aggregate, could survive a world so deeply broken that the very air will not enter your lungs properly.
    

    
      Nobody ever told me how awful it is to bring something new into the world and watch this you be better, less scarred and broken than yourself.
    

    
      “You need to tell her.”
    

    
      And of course, then there is Song! Perfect, injured Song, a wounded dragon born from our mind once my Shade and I needed to be saved, or perhaps always there, always hidden. I used to think something so vast could not come from me, but now I know I am greedy, more ravenous than any dragon.
    

    
      I would have swallowed my Shade whole. I left them behind. And yet here I am.
    

    
      “There you are.” Heliodora. She sits at the bow, feet hanging into the abyss. The wind plays in her hair. Her form is limned in starlight. She smiles. I stumble towards her.
    

    
      “Whisper, no!”
    

    
      I need her.
    

    
      “You have us! You have me!”
    

    
      No. My Shade, my Song, they’re things of my creation. No matter how they bleed, they can never hold the heavy, jagged thing I have become.
    

    
      “Just let me!”
    

    
      “Why?” My voice, a whisper, like a promise broken, again, and again, and again.
    

    
      I’ll always be with you. I’ll always protect you. No matter what, we’ll always have each other. My words, to my Shade. My beloved Shade, as if I could love anything. They smiled when I said this to them, trusted me, even in the dead of night, frozen half to death, sick with dirty water. Trusted me when I suggested mother might be checking on her horses, and we would go see how the wild herds were, entranced the innocent thing that was them with tales of green meadows and clean water.
    

    
      “Why do you care,” I repeat, like a final breath escaping. “You never loved me.”
    

    
      He is quiet for a moment. “That I was never in love with you doesn’t mean I don’t love you. That I could survive without you doesn’t mean I want to let you go.”
    

    
      “No wonder you have trouble around children,” I mutter. “You do remind me of our mother.” I’m a monster.
    

    
      “Whisper.” Heliodora, again. She beckons, and the playful smile has fallen. “Come.”
    

    
      I… follow.
    

    
      “Kneel.”
    

    
      My legs can hardly carry me. I sink down, blade clattering to the deck. My head against her knee, her hand in my Shade’s hair, keeping me, grounding me. A low keen in my throat. I feel ready to fade, but I’m a desperate, clingy beast, and nothing is ever enough, so I grasp at her skirts, begging. “Please… Please…!
      ”
    

    
      “Shh… Calm yourself, treasure.” She brushes my tears away, does not force me to lift my head. “I’m here now. And I can fix you.”
    

    
      I whimper. If anyone can make me better, it is her.
    

    
      “What are you?”
    

    
      “A blade.” My voice, brittle, dying.
    

    
      “No. What are you?”
    

    
      “A broken thing that only hurts its wielder.”
    

    
      Her hand tightens in my hair. Not painful, not possessive, simply… possessing. “I’m not asking for forever. Just now. What are you?”
    

    
      “… yours.”
    

    
      Heliodora lifts my chin, sees my face, filthy with tears and disgrace. Her kiss burns like fire, and I cling to her, begging to be melted and reforged into something better, something that wouldn’t defile my Shade’s body with my untamed desire. I feel Song watching me, and do not sense any judgement, as if they know this is what I need, as if they are truly unwilling to ever judge me for my weakness.
    

    
      I wish they would.
      

    

    

      Chapter 12

    

    my body, a sin / your hands, my salvation


      Whisper

    

    
      I have willingly left behind my flesh for steel and a honed edge, so when I find myself once more in possession of it, it has all the comfort of a shackle.
    

    
      I do not know whose body this is.
    

    
      My second instinct is tried and true, the necromantic principles engraved in my very existence, latching strings to joints and limbs to pull and puppet what is, supposedly, me. My first is deeper, welling from the animal part of the brain that recognises the feelings of arms crossed over chest, of being suspended in amniotic fluid that fill lungs, thick and salty; panic. The membrane that binds me comes apart in shreds as I claw my way out. Gravity asserts its hold. I fall heavy, blinking my eyes open like a newborn foal. For many long seconds I am vulnerable, but even now, I reach out with prodding tendrils.
    

    
      Not a single heartbeat greets me in the chamber. I recognise it by scent and sound and the hazy vision coming into focus too sharp, too bright. A shardforge, like the one I forged myself in, and much more sophisticated than the one that gave my third half form. Compared to that nightmare of an industrial birthplace, with its hammers and pistons and forges, and the bubbling acid pit that fed the cloning vat through frayed hoses and rusted pipes, this place is pristine. Meticulous. Alive. Not a grave, but a womb.
    

    
      Organic matter covers the walls, hardened into a suspending net that holds bulbs of fluid and flowering receptacles. Hardened strings of ichor and silk replace rusted cables, pulsating chitin takes the place of pistons and pumps. In place of a central vat hangs a cocoon, burnished bronze, glinting metallic. Even my frantic efforts of escape have only succeeded in opening it down its scoring line, exactly as I seemingly was meant to. Like I’m a chick in need of saving from its shell, and yet the body I am trapped in is anything but soft with down, sticking with fluids that plaster hair to my cheeks and chin, my shoulders and back.
    

    
      A thought occurs with burning urgency, having lingered at the back of my mind as I familiarised myself with the muscle memory of my new limbs; there are no heartbeats in the room.
    

    
      Where is mine?
    

    
      I suck in a breath, only now noticing my lack thereof, and choke up amniotic fluid. Do I not need to breathe? Evidently not! Even so, my vision pulses black and fuzzy at the edges. Desperate, I call out. “Shade? Song? Where are we? What—” I choke. More fluid. A strange tingle in my throat, and silence from within. They’re not here. I am alone.
    

    
      Renewed panic grips me, briefly, the idea that somehow my other halves were purged from within me, or worse yet, fused so closely that I can no longer hear them, but that is just my frantic mind speaking without evidence. This is not my body. The limbs are black like charred metal up to the shoulders, to the hips, presumably even my back, where a tail whips in agitation.
    

    
      Tail. Noted. What else? Claws. Those are new as well, glowing like the sharp thing at the end of my new limb, like metal in flame. The skin of my torso is bronze in colour, and it hums against my fingertips like metal on metal as I drag them up the well-formed muscles over a flat chest, halting there.
    

    
      It thrums through my chest. It sings through my bones. It glows in my ribs. A star, caught in place of a heart.
    

    
      This body has no pulse, no breath, it is cold, and yet burns inside. I have been ripped from the cold perfection of what I was, the detached instrument, and made something that is required to act and move and speak as though alive. A beautiful walking corpse.
    

    
      “Heliodora…” The word comes wounded past my teeth, slowly and raw. And then I move. Clumsy at first, then with more grace as I find my stride, the foal metaphor holding true for an embarrassing few moments before my strings regain their fluidity. My bare feet ignore the metal grating. I feel nothing as I stride through the halls of her lair, save frustration at how easily I steer this vessel.
    

    
      I have claws, the thought occurs. Could I dig my way through my chest and find my true form? Snap it off from a rib like my Shade once did and manifest the rippling silver? Is that what forms my spine? I appear to have bones, given how I worry my knuckles raw.
    

    
      I smell sulfur and melting steel with traces of old paper. She used to pick up books in between feedings, which I took for play, for pretending to be human. I thought she’d use them as kindling, but instead I find a library that spans an enormous caverns. Heliodora sits reclined in an armchair, or as reclined as a woman like her can be. Her back is straight, her chin raised with a pride that runs thicker than an ocean of blood, her fingers trace the pages of a book like she’s making love to it. Her eyes fly to me when the door slams open, and I am upon her.
    

    
      My hands fit well around her neck.
    

    
      “What did you do to me?” This is not my voice. It’s sharp and jagged and doesn’t catch against my teeth like it should.
    

    
      Heliodora smiles. I want to test my new teeth on her lips. I want to kiss her. Kill her. Choke the words out of her. I do neither, locked up tight. “Good morning, little shard.” Her voice is a purr. “How are you enjoying the new body?”
    

    
      “How fucking dare you do this to me?” Whatever I have for bones, they glow through my flesh.
    

    
      “So you’re not liking it? That’s a shame.” Her foot brushes up my inner thigh. I have no genitals, no nerves, no pulse to quicken, but the thrum within my chest twists, and heat pools where a human might have their belly. Heliodora bats her eyes coquettishly. “I think it suits you.”
    

    
      I tighten my grip. She remains unconcerned, dares me to try and kill her, make it a challenge that she will answer with the fire dancing behind her teeth. Her delicate form is play, her flirtations are her batting her food around. Even now, she could snap me in half.
    

    
      Do I still bleed starlight, or has she filled this body with gold instead? Does it even have veins?
    

    
      “I can show you,” Heliodora whispers, like a promise. “I’ve put work into you. I don’t mind sampling you.” When I only stare at her, she sighs and rolls her head, like my deathgrip on her throat is a comfortable shawl draped around her. “You should be thanking me, Sabah, ” she says, and the name makes me test my claws against her skin. It does not break. “I’ve sheathed you in a body fit to contain you. Now, be a good little corpse and let go before I break those arms I worked so hard on.”
    

    
      I almost keep a hold on her simply to see what will happen. Everything is moving too fast. I feel like I am floating in my body, watching it slowly release its white-knuckle grip. Heliodora rises, her attention still on the book in her hand as she approaches the shelves. She is the picture of calm. Her steps seem to draw endlessly. My own voice startles me back into awareness, into a body that stands hunched, shoulders pulled up and fists tense.
    

    
      “You were supposed to fix me. Make me better!”
    

    
      “I have.”
    

    
      “I’m supposed to be a weapon!” I’m screaming at her, voice cracked open and raw. Hot tears run down my cheeks, and she turns back to me. Where is her smile? Her taunting looks, the hunger? She steps close, and her hand cups my jaw, drags from the corner of my mouth to my cheek as if she’s measuring her work. Yet her eyes are on me, looking into something I don’t want her to see.
    

    
      “You are no weapon, Whisper. You will never be a weapon again. I won’t let you.”
    

    
      Then… what use am I to anyone?
    

    
      My claws dig into my flesh.
    

    
      “You aren’t defenseless. You can defend yourself, even try to claw yourself out of your own chest, but it won’t do you any good. I’ve made sure only your lesser half can unsheathe you.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      Her burning eyes dim with something I have never seen in them, and I recoil. Her hand remains where it was, hovering in the air. She looks… sad.
    

    
      …
    

    
      It doesn’t matter. I need to fix this, before my Shade sees me and discards me like a cheap trinket.
    

    
      “Heliodora!” Impact shakes the lair. Somewhere in the library, books crash from shelves high as mountains, and the tenderness in Heliodora’s gaze is subsumed by a sun-bright fury. “Get the fuck out here!” I recognise the booming voice of Captain Sagar.
    

    
      Were I a weapon, Heliodora would grip me tight and take me with her to plant me in eir chest. But I am not, and so she strides past me without a second thought as to my purpose. And I, helpless thing that I am, follow.
    

    
      The Red Witch hovers before the main entrance to Heliodora’s lair like a dagger poised to strike. The crew stands on the rock, Captain Sagar at the head, Brekker’s shard in her hand, a tarnished bullhorn that does little to disguise how utterly furious she is. Eir good eye is burning with rage, matching the flames from Heliodora’s maw when she emerges in all her grandiose fury.
    

    
      Stars, the entire crew is here! Mira and Inaya with their spears, Brekker steering a mechanical skiff, even the polycule and Five Pebbles. My Shade stands with Khostas, hand already around their waist. I don’t feel anything about seeing them.
    

    
      “My, Captain Sagar! To what do I owe this visit? You haven’t slain all the whalers already—?”
    

    
      “Cut the bullshit, Heliodora! You have something of mine!”
    

    
      The dragon stills at being interrupted. Her eyes narrow sharply. “You would do well to watch your mouth, Sagar. You’ve found your way to my lair, but you’re in my domain now. And I do not take kindly to my food making threats.” She speaks not with fire, but a cold detachment. She could kill them all here, it would barely take any effort. Five Pebbles might be able to escape, Brekker on the skiff—I can’t see the doctor or Aru, probably still on the ship, adrift before the sharp spire that is Heliodora’s lair. Shardrifts spark off the Red Witch’s hull, each one making the voltaic circuits spark. How they made their way to this eye of a shardstorm, I cannot fathom.
    

    
      “Give them back.” My Shade. Their voice is jagged and raw, like knuckles torn from breaking bone. “Give them back! We did what you wanted, you can’t take them!”
    

    
      “Have you? You still owe me blades, Sabah.”
    

    
      Their face is twisted up and full of an anger I have never seen in them. It’s not Song, but my Shade who bears her teeth at the dragon, my Shade who presses a hand over Khostas’s heart and— Her eyes find me, half hidden behind the smoothly molten archway of the lair. They go wide with something dreadful; hope. She runs for me, heedless of the dragon barring the way.
    

    
      I want to bolt in the other direction. I don’t want her to see me, covered in the remnants of amniotic fluids, hair sticking to my skin and dragging on the ground, filthy with soot and grime, want to hide my horrid, inhuman body.
    

    
      Helpless, I stumble from my hiding place, and fall into her arms.
    

    
      “Shh, shh… I have you.” The words leave their lips like a promise broken. “It’s okay, Whisper. I have you.”
    

    
      “Shade,” I sob, clinging to them. They go rigid at my touch, then their arms tighten around me. I shouldn’t let them do this, hold onto me like this, but I am a weak and horrid thing, and I take the excuse to hide my face against their chest. I stain their nice shirt with tears, make them bare their back to a threat like Heliodora simply because I can’t get enough of their hands running up and down my disgusting skin, cradling my hair, pressing me against them, making me real. I let them half drag, half carry me toward the skiff.
    

    
      “I’m taking them home.” Their voice is iron, bitter and unyielding.
    

    
      “I’m not done yet. The tempering process takes—”
    

    
      “I don’t care!” They turn sharply, glaring at Heliodora while they clutch me to their chest like something worth keeping. “You’re not taking them from me ever again!”
    

    
      “And how will you stop me?”
    

    
      Captain Sagar steps in like the sea herself, a storm brewing in her eye. “Whisper is a member of my crew! Lay another hand on them, and you’ll reckon with the Red Witch! Mark my words, Heliodora the Insatiable, even if it costs me my life, I will run you through!” There is a shift in the air, a crack that splits reality from what should be and what is as the Red Witch lurches and focuses her cannons and turrets. She hovers above Captain Sagar, who stands fearless before the fallen-star beast, and her bloodlust washes over us like a wave.
    

    
      It’s not someone steering the turrets, a crewmember spinning up the voltaic rudders as if preparing to impale Heliodora on the silver kiel. The entire ship is a gigantic shard.
    

    
      “How?” For the first time since I’ve known her, there is something fractured in Heliodora’s voice. Hunger, yes, as usual, excitement, rage, but more than this a touch of dread and fascination that pierce her oft-controlled voice. Her claws melt the rocks beneath as she snaps her head down, searing breath blasting Captain Sagar’s locs back. “How did you do this? Which of my sisters did you kill to grow this shard? Tell me!”
    

    
      Captain Sagar faces the heat of a dying sun and does not blink. “Three. And you will be the fourth, should you ever cross me again.” Eir voice is ice, not a promise, a certainty.
    

    
      “Their names, Flora, what are their names!” Heliodora roars, chest cracked open and heart on her tongue. No matter what the nature of her relationship to her fallen sisters, their passing is significant, their crossing the River of clouds and wind and sky important to mark. I wonder what it’s like to have something that is not loved, not hated, simply important in absence of those things. A weapon wouldn’t know. For me, there was only ever the dance I can no longer perform. But none of us, not the detached Brekker, not the enigmatic Five Pebbles the Magpie, not Ruyi with Penance tight in ta de grip or Faye with Khostas protected behind her, is untouched by the raw emotion in Heliodora’s words.
    

    
      My Shade’s hand goes searching, trying to grab on to something as I lean into them. Again, she steps too close to the flame. I shouldn’t let this happen. I am tainted, dangerous and worthless.
    

    
      But I am a blade. A hand to wield me is all I know. Shouldn’t I take theirs? If I endear myself to them, taint them as I am, could I make them keep me despite it all? Could I make them hold me close like this? Their hand brushes mine. She reaches out. I can’t do this to her.
    

    
      I… do not take her hand.
    

    
      I do not.
    

    
      I do not.
    

    
      …
    

    
      I squeeze, and, greedy though it is, and awful though my claws gleam between us, they squeeze back. It’s fine. They’ll abandon me soon enough for all that I’ve done. I might as well take this, like Heliodora takes the names of the fallen into her hungry maw to bite and taste and know what it is she’s lost.
    

    
      “Satharris, the Mirage,” Captain Sagar says, cold and even, eir voice like the grave. The name rings with power, hollow and uninhabited, the mark of a dragon slain. Heliodora shudders. “Che’Chulaet, the Cudgel of Inception.” There is a pause. “And Kai’Xallan, the Cruel.”
    

    
      I feel my Shade go rigid.
    

    
      Heliodora exhales, ash and sparks on her breath, as if suddenly the coiled violence inside her has slackened entirely, more than ever before. Her eyes are heavy. But I don’t see sorrow or acceptance in her eyes, do not hear her let go of the immortal dead that no longer roam our skies. All I hear is my shade.
    

    
      “You… killed Mother?”
    

    
      Captain Sagar’s head whips around to us, eye blown wide. In the commotion that follows, all I can do is laugh, low and stifled, into my own hand, and fail to suffocate myself. 
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      “How are you feeling?”
    

    
      “Like a whole new person!” My joke does not go over as well as I would like, or maybe Dr. Oliveira has no sense of humour. Who can say? I’m fairly certain wry smiles is all the woman is capable of, but you wouldn’t know it by the annoyed look she shoots me, nor the sigh.
    

    
      “Well, I have to admit I’m quite out of my element here.” I’ll say! We’re not in the surgeon’s quarters, because that’s for sick people. We’re not in the necro-shrine because that’s for sick shards, and though I’ve suggested they feed me into the unsanctioned shardforge just beneath that, nobody reacted much to that suggestion. Ruyi looked disturbed. I thought about glass painted red.
    

    
      Experimentally, they’ve put me in the captain’s quarters to be assessed and prodded at by the resident witch.
    

    
      “Your body appears human, but seems to lack organs. I’m not sure how you speak without lungs, or breathe, or… anything, really. But as long as you’re not in pain, I suppose it’s best to simply leave as it is.”
    

    
      “Don’t bother yourself, doctor! You have actual patients to worry about, no?” My hands play and mess with my hair. Five Pebbles took the time to help me tie it up, messy and tangled, tracking three meters total behind me. It’s better than messing with my tail, which swishes uncontrollably, the end now fuzzy instead of bladed, but no less white-hot glowing.
    

    
      “Shade is fine, Whisper.”
    

    
      Hmmm. I kick my legs on the chair I’ve been pushed down on. “Whatever you say!”
    

    
      The doctor exhales, pinching her brow. “Stars, you’re both like this, aren’t you?” I flinch at knowing who she means. “Just because I am not a warm or intimate person does not mean I do not care, Whisper. You may have been a stranger once, and it’s clear you have trouble really fitting yourself into the crew. But I do want you to know that, despite this, we have all grown quite fond of you.” Her hand rests on my head, ruffling my hair gently. I squash down the urge to chase the touch, looking down and away instead as whatever I have for blood pools in my face.
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira tips her head back with a smirk, looking down at me. “For someone who runs away a lot, you’re really not very good at it, are you?”
    

    
      “Hey now…”
    

    
      “I jest, Whisper,” she says, her voice so terribly fond in a way I wish I could un-hear. “And don’t worry about Shade. Now that you’re back, I’m sure they’ll be much better.”
    

    
      I don’t know if I really believe that, nor if she does, but the time to question is over. The doors to the captain’s quarters open and Flora Sagar steps inside. Ey looks haggard, tired in a way I’ve not seen before. Eir eyes scan us, then settle on Dr. Oliveira for a moment before closing. Strength returns to it, her back straightening. She nods at the doctor, who dips her head and packs up the tools from the table beside us and leaves.
    

    
      We are left alone.
    

    
      Captain Sagar takes a deep breath, steps into the room and into her role as captain once more. “How are you feeling, Whisper?”
    

    
      I wiggle my hand back and forth, then recall my glowing nails, claws retracted, and pull it all back under the cloth shrouding my monstrous form. Under the captain’s look, I am forced to speak. “I’m… better. No longer filthy.” They towelled me off first thing, even though I felt like glass under Faye’s hands. My Shade’s screams ring in my ears.
    

    
      “I’m glad.” The sound of a bottle uncorking. I smell alcohol. The captain sets down a cup next to me, her own resting in her hand as she falls into a chair herself and rubs her face.
    

    
      I pull the towels tighter around me, pick up the glass just to have something to hold. I stare into the swirling liquid. Sagar’s eyes are on me, unwavering. I look up. “How is…?”
    

    
      “Calmer, now,” the Captain says. “Sleeping. I must say, I’m surprised. I never thought Kai would have children.”
    

    
      “We aren’t.” The wine swirls like blood. “We were born in a village in the Cage. Natural births are rare. We made a good offering to her, so that’s how we ended up being her… daughter. Back when we still were a daughter. But we were a possession, like everything rare and precious in her hoard. She was never going to let us go. Shade doesn’t remember that. They didn’t mean it when they said they hate you.”
    

    
      Wine flows, over the captain’s lips, down her throat. She swirls the remnants, elbow resting on the table. “How did she die?”
    

    
      “Sure as shit not from some random pirate,” I say with a snort. “So why are you lying about it?”
    

    
      Flora Sagar considers me for a long time, both sizing the other up like two shardbearers before a fight, except… it feels almost melancholic, gentler. Like we’re connected, somehow.
    

    
      “The Red Witch used to be a small shard. Harpoon tied to the bow of my fishing boat. We did slay three dragons for her to grow this large. Except one of them wasn’t the Cruel.” I suspected as much. It explains everything, Captain Sagar’s confidence before Heliodora, the number of shardplate on the ship, how the ship moves with unnatural swiftness and functions with so small a crew…
    

    
      “Who was the third?”
    

    
      “Al’Synnoa, the Wise.” Her name is long-dead, but even now the floorboards beneath me hum like a heartbeat.
    

    
      “You’re from the Cradle. That’s why you hate whalers.”
    

    
      Captain Sagar takes another sip from her wine, and when that is not enough to numb whatever she feels, ey reach into eir coat and procure a box of flimsy cigarettes. Ey light one, sucking in a breath, blowing smoke with eir head laid back. A limp hand reaches out, offers me the paper. I take it, suck smoke into lungs I do not have, let it fill me. I hold it in as I hand the cigarette back, cough out a breath when the taste fully settles on my tongue and impossibly scratches the inside of my unnatural throat. Sagar smirks, wry and amused, and takes another breath of the acrid tobacco.
    

    
      “I’m from the Cradle,” she confirms, “and that’s why I hate Whalers. Al’Synnoa the Wise was much like your… mother, I hear. Collecting things, people. But instead of doing so for offerings, she was selfless. Brave and strong and brilliant. I was a mere fishergirl, hopelessly in love, when I spotted her just off the shore of my village, wrestling with a kraken. So I grabbed my boat, grabbed my shard, and headed out to save her.”
    

    
      “And then she thanked you, kissed you on the mouth and gave you her soul?”
    

    
      “Skies, no!” Sagar laughs despite my sarcasm. “She hated my guts! Called me an idiot child for nearly throwing my life away. Needless to say, twenty-year-old Flora decided to flip from a crush to a vendetta and chase her all the way across the Cradle.”
    

    
      I laugh too, hopelessly amused by the vision of a younger, foolish Flora Sagar. “Good to know you too used to be fallible.” She grumbles good-naturedly and waves me off. We both relax a touch more. Her expression turns somber.
    

    
      “My parents were among the idiots who broke it all. Engaged in a Lesser Marriage, fucked it all up for everyone in a desperate attempt to save something that was beyond saving.”
    

    
      I scoff. “How could that ever have gone any other way?” The idea that a marriage could solve anything is laughable. The newest books we have, centuries old, detail exactly why and how it’s a bad idea. Though maybe I could have been more tactful.
    

    
      Sagar only shrugs one shoulder, unbothered by my tone. “People were starving. The cracks of reality encroaching on our home, they were scared. The First Marriage was the same, wasn’t it? Desperate people trying to suture a wound in the heart of reality, not realizing that with every stab of the needle they made things worse.” Ey hesitates, fixing me with eir gaze. “It’s still there, isn’t it? In the cage?” I avert my eyes.
    

    
      “Yeah. It’s still there.” The First Marriage, trapped in the Cage constructed around it, tossed and battered by air currents, pelted by the winds arranged to snare it in whorls and eddies of the unfathomable current. I’ve never seen it myself, but I felt it. A horrid amalgamation of flesh and steel and soul, so far removed from all that is natural and unnatural that even the most blasphemous act of necromancy could not compare. “What happened to you and the Wise after?”
    

    
      Captain Sagar stretches eir leg, reclining in the chair. “We survived. I had been hunting Al’Synnoa for a decade when I finally caught her over the broken shards of what used to be my parents. It pained her to harm us. She would have let me run her through right then, and I wanted to. But in the end… I spared her. I’d seen how killing what you love breaks people.” Brekker. I’ve noticed how they avoid each other, how guilt burns in both their eyes when they do pass each other by. How Brekker wordlessly grabbed a wrench and headed for the same boarding line as Captain Sagar during our scuffle with the whalers.
    

    
      “Syn and I left the destroyed cradle. Our lives were empty without the people and communities we’d cared for, so all we had was each other. I needed to chase her. She needed to be chased. Somewhere in between, we forgot to pretend that there was anything left to cling to but each other. We fell out of hate and in love. And one day… we had Aru.”
    

    
      I freeze, the taste of wine on my tongue, my hand on Captain Sagar’s, taking the burning paper. She does not pull away, despite the ember falling onto the back of her hand. “They’re yours?”
    

    
      “A natural birth between a human and a dragon. No heart removed from anyone’s chest, no stars plucked from the skies, no shard broken off from me and placed in a clone body. They were a miracle, a spark in the darkness of our lives, and both the Mirage and the Cudgel of Inception wanted it.” Sagar watches the smoke curl lazily between us. In the light of the ember glowing brighter, the shadows deepen and I see dragons in the wisps, fighting, snapping, snarling. “We killed them both, but Syn was mortally wounded. The Red Witch had already swallowed two dragons’ fire. Syn begged me not to let hers fade, begged me to use what was left of her to provide a home and safety for our child. So I plunged my blade into her chest and swallowed her whole.”
    

    
      Her eyes close. I think we’ve reached the conclusion of the tale, but there’s the obvious question I still have to ask. “Then why pretend it was the Cruel, instead of the Wise?”
    

    
      Ey fixes me with a level gaze. Sees me. Sees through me. “Because how can you live with telling someone you love that you killed their mother?” My blood runs cold. I cannot meet her eye, gleaming with the ember’s light. She sucks in another breath, regards me coolly, the way my claws glow under the towels as I dig them into my arms. “This won’t leave this room, Whisper.”
    

    
      I down the rest of the wine, tasting ash, and stumble from the room before I can do something stupid like admit what she already knows.
      

    

    

      Chapter 13

    

    I crave and I want / I hunger each night

    
      Whisper

    

    
      I don’t make it very far, bouncing off a barricade and finding myself staring up into Brekker’s grey eyes. “Oh. Sorry,” I manage. They don’t react. Then they thumb over their shoulder, wordlessly directing my eyes to a chair and basin set up on the deck’s elevator platform.
    

    
      “Haircut,” they say evenly. The idea of being touched by anybody right now makes the insides I don’t have squirm, but my hair is dragging behind me, and it would be a worse hassle not to cut it.
    

    
      I feel Sagar’s eyes on me through the open door.
    

    
      “Of course,” I say, my false cheer so brittle it fools not even myself. “Let’s get right to it.” The door falls shut, shutting away smoke and secrets where I cannot smell nor feel them crawl on my skin.
    

    
      For someone with a metal hand, Brekker is surprisingly gentle. It feels nice to have someone wash my hair, and I oddly miss Song, wondering if he’ll still take me back. Probably not, but I can’t think about that, so I find something else to occupy my eyes. Aru sits at the bow, hands resting on the railing, Five Pebbles eating from their hand. Faye is there with them, and I can tell by how still she is that they’ve just had another one of those tough conversations, where she tries her best to make the world make sense without breaking something that cannot be fixed.
    

    
      “How long do you want it?” I flinch at the words. Brekker’s shard pulls gently through my hair, combing through the strands. I don’t want her to cut anything. Don’t want her to touch me, to be any more ruined.
    

    
      It’s not that I don’t trust Brekker’s skills. Just the other day… other week, I’m told, I watched them participate in the exact same ritual as Faye and Ruyi, swapping out the former’s box braids for twists, and redoing the latter’s cornrows. Brekker’s steel fingers were deft and careful with Flora’s locs, locking the new growth together, taking care of anything that had unravelled.
    

    
      I wonder if I’m right in assuming they were bonded, like Flora’s tattooed fingers suggest.
    

    
      “Whisper? You with me?”
    

    
      “Just… half of it, down to my back,” I mutter hoarse. Focus on the shard that combs through my hair. There are no mechanical parts to it, unlike any other prosthetic shards I’ve ever seen, simply steel empowered by necromancy and the proximity to a shard as massive as the Red Witch.
    

    
      My hair is gathered. “You sure? It’ll be easier to maintain. We can shorten it later too, if you—”
    

    
      “Just fucking do it already,” I hiss.
    

    
      Brekker goes still. They place the razor and pull. I feel like I lose something else I can’t get back, and fight down the sting in my eyes.
    

    
      It’s just hair.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      Actually being clean has me feeling remarkably better. I’m still a naked freak impossibly torn between weapon and human and monster, but having my hair cut and braided actually makes me feel more… clean. I thank Brekker, flustered over my embarrassing behaviour, and they crack a smile so rare that I don’t recognise it for one until they pat me on the head and tell me to clean up.
    

    
      So now I stand on the deck, holding the strands of my hair in my hand, still tied by Five Pebbles’s ties, staring at the open sky, clutching the mass of fiber to my chest.
    

    
      “You gonna keep that?”
    

    
      Aru’s voice makes me jump. I stare down at them. We pass through a shardrift, pushing fragments of reality aside. Necromancy sparks off us both in a way it would not a human. They really are a child of the Red Witch, aren’t they? A little miracle.
    

    
      I wonder what that makes me.
    

    
      “Whisper? Were you listening to me?”
    

    
      “Oh, yes. Of course. I… suppose I’ll throw it overboard?”
    

    
      “We usually collect hair. There’s shards that can make it into rope.”
    

    
      What would I do with rope? Well… maybe someone could find some use for it? Maybe my Shade. I do recognise how sturdy it is, only so neatly severed because Brekker’s razor cuts anything it identifies as hair, be it human or a star-whale’s hide, or even dragon fur. They could use it to tie me down, have their way with me, maybe use their dagger—
    

    
      Okay. Stars and skies, where did that come from?
    

    
      “I guess some rope would be nice to have?”
    

    
      “Oh. Okay.” They keep watching me. I scan the deck. Usually someone is with Aru at all times. If there’s nobody, then… Five Pebbles must be soaring overhead, watching us. A moment later it does indeed descend, landing on the railing as if to remind me I am watching, to not do something stupid. “Why did you go with Heliodora?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Aru kicks at the deck a little, scuffing their shoes. “You went with Heliodora. Why? Did you want a body so you could hug Shade?”
    

    
      “No… I just needed…” I sigh, petting my dead if washed hair like some animal. The fact that this soothes me is probably quite sad. “I needed someone to help me feel more like myself.”
    

    
      “And we couldn’t do that for you?” Unspoken accusation rings in their words, in a way I did not expect or could have ever prepared for. Their eyes are cast aside, angry, hiding something else. “Are you gonna leave?”
    

    
      “Aru…”
    

    
      “You can’t leave! My mom left, and nobody wants to talk about it or tell me where she went, and, and… It’s not like I need a mom because nobody else on the ship has a mom either, but I’m still sad she’s gone! And I know it’s because of something I did, but how am I supposed to fix it when she’s not here to tell me how? So, so you can’t leave,” they intone, little fists balled at their sides. “If you leave, Shade will get really sad again, and Song will growl and yell at everyone, and they will think it’s their fault! You have to tell us what we’re doing wrong! You have to tell me!”
    

    
      “Woah, woah, slow down…” I kneel down to meet them at eye level, seeing them wipe their eyes. Thick tears are rolling down their cheeks, and I reach out, but draw back when they see my glowing claws and pull away, eyes wide. “You’re not doing anything wrong, Aru. Everything wrong with me is something that’s been going on long before I ever met you.”
    

    
      “But I didn’t do anything to help,” they sniffle. “I made Shade and Song better, but I couldn’t make you better!” The wording runs through me like lightning. Carefully, I retract my claws and reach out again, offering a tentative hug. A moment later I have an armfull of preteen sobbing into my shoulder. I pat their back, gentle and soothing, well aware of how much stronger I am now that I’ve had to move a whole washbasin by myself. It’s not an immediately noticeable difference, but something has changed about my muscles, and right now Aru seems so small against my chest.
    

    
      “You did nothing wrong,” I reaffirm. “Tell me, who’s the most amazing person you know?”
    

    
      They sniff wetly. Eugh. “Captain…” they mumble.
    

    
      “Mmhm. She’s so strong, isn’t she? But can she make your fever go down? Or cut your hair the way you want? Or fly over the ship?”
    

    
      “… She used to try.”
    

    
      Of course she did. She wanted so badly to connect with her child, the last remnant of what she’d lost. It’s how my Shade reacted when they noticed Song lurking in our soulscape, what made them beckon her close even though she snarled. I remember like it’s yesterday, how they brushed their hand over his scarred jaw, turned to me with a bright grin, saying, listen how she sings! We should name her Song!Her purrs had grown louder.
    

    
      “How did it go?” I ask.
    

    
      Aru giggles a little. “Bad. She’s no good at it.”
    

    
      “I would assume so, what with the lack of wings.”
    

    
      “No, obviously she didn’t fly!” They lean back and catch my grin, and push me. “Whisper, you butt!”
    

    
      “Okay, okay! I’m sorry, please spare me your wrath, oh great and noble Aru’Adeen!”
    

    
      They pout and clean their face on my severed hair. Ew. I’ll have to wash that again, but I can’t really be mad at them. “What I’m trying to say is that… sometimes not everybody can help everyone. I… needed Heliodora in that moment. I think she needed me too.”
    

    
      “I wanna meet her,” Aru grumbles. “Captain never lets me see any dragons.” My heart aches gently in my chest. They don’t know what they’re asking, how it must break Flora Sagar’s heart every time, both to deny them and to obfuscate the truth. And still she does.
    

    
      “Maybe someday you can.” If she doesn’t get it over with and eats me.
    

    
      “Invite her to dinner sometime!” Aru beams up at me. “She’s called the Insatiable, and Olive says that means she’s hungry. I bet she’d love some good food, and then she’d be less cranky too!”
    

    
      The idea of Heliodora at a dinner table, with my Shade and the rest of the crew, does something strange to the thrumming star in my chest. If not for the fact that I still don’t know why she did this to me, I would probably miss her right now. … Scratch that, I think I do miss her. I always miss my anchor, my wielder, the strong hand that keeps hold of me.
    

    
      But I can’t invite her while Aru is here, can I?
    

    
      “Aru. Time to go below deck.” Twin voices save me from the predicament of having to lie to the kid. Mira and Inaya stand close-by, their platinum curls catching the shardlight like the tips of blades. Neither of them wears a mask—I think they’ve given up pretending they need them. But their skin does not spark with necromancy the way mine does as the Red Witch pushes through the many fractures shrouding the lair of Heliodora the Insatiable.
    

    
      “You heard them.” I stand and ruffle Aru’s hair gently, hoping the little contact won’t be enough to taint something in them. “Wouldn’t want to get tossed off the ship when we hit a shardstorm, would we?”
    

    
      “I would not get tossed off,” they say, arms crossed and chin proud in a way that reminds me achingly of both the Captain and Heliodora. “I am best captain-successor-in-training, Song said so!”
    

    
      Best captain-successor captain yes yes, I whistle, artificially messing up my words, just because it’s funny, and Aru beams. I can’t help but grin.
    

    
      They rush in and hug me around the waist. I freeze, save for my tail, which whips sharply behind me. “See you later, Whisper! You get some sleep too!”
    

    
      “I will, I will.” My smile is a bit more tired now, but they still wave and scamper off to climb down to the surgeon’s quarters, where they stay when it’s unlikely to be safe for them above deck anytime soon.
    

    
      Five Pebbles the Magpie left at some point, probably to get Mira and Inaya. I turn my attention to the sky ahead, finding it broken and shattered almost kaleidoscopic. Alone at last, I sit at the bow of the Red Witch, on the railing. Ocean stretches beneath me. My tail curls tightly around my waist. I grumble and grab the damn thing, prying it off myself.
    

    
      It latches on to the railing. Better, but still annoying. Once more I set about removing it, and this time it winds around my wrist. Shattered stars and skies—
    

    
      “Alright you little…!” I bite it. Pain shoots up my spine, sharper than I expected. Fun! I bite down harder, maybe shake my head a little from side to side, for enrichment! Like an alien limb that is not mine because it damn well isn’t, the fucking thing slips free and swats me in the face, and I clamor to try and grab it in both my hands like I’m trying to strangle it.
    

    
      My eyes fall on Mira and Inaya, having followed me. I stare at them, tail twitching in my hand. They blink back owlishly. If not for the conversation I just had, I would consider throwing myself into the Infinite, I think.
    

    
      “Can I?? Help you??”
    

    
      “Does it hurt?”
    

    
      “What?” My eyes dart to the tail. I did bite it, but that didn’t hurt so much. It did, of course, but it just… let me forget it was there, briefly, if that makes any sense at all.
    

    
      “Being two things. You were one before. Or maybe you were three, and now you’re one. Does that hurt.” There is something like concern in their eyes, easily dismissed by the blankness usually there and the unsettling resonance of their twin voices.
    

    
      Am I something new? I’ve split off from my Shade even further, haven’t I? My fingers clench around the tail.
    

    
      “I was already broken before,” I say. “Honestly, right now… I’m just not sure what I am.” No reaction. They watch me, still curious, still vaguely… gentle. I can’t help it. I ask the forbidden question, prohibited by unspoken law upon this ship because there is nothing that could be gleaned from it that is not already evident in the mere existence of Mira and Inaya, and which to question cannot yield anything more than what is already known. “What were you? Before?”
    

    
      I regret the question as soon as it leaves my lips. It’s not my place, not mine to know, to break open and dig out of its shell.
    

    
      The twins tilt their heads. “I was Mira. I was Inaya. One could not live without the other. So one became the other. The other became the one.”
    

    
      … Oh. I curl into myself, hands digging into my arms, only tempered by the fact that I’m scared to find what colour will pour from me. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”
    

    
      Hands on my own. My skin buzzes at the contact. Silver eyes dig into me, hollow me out. “You shouldn’t have. But you are forgiven. It is frightening to become something else.” They squeeze my hands, infinite mirrors of each other in the way my Shade and I could never be and have always been. I sit there for long after they’ve gone, staring blank into space. By the time the Red Witch’s sharp kiel breaks reality open and pushes through into new space, I walk, barely outpacing the sparks, conversation banished from my heart yet seared into my mind.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      I wash my leftover hair before going to lie down in the crew quarters. Aru was right, it would be a waste to jettison, and I don’t feel bad about wasting more water. With Song aboard, it’s not like we’ll run out of bath-suitable water at any point, and she can stand to earn her keep. She is nothing if not eager to serve, even though she has to do it from a position of authority.
    

    
      I don’t exactly not expect to run into my Shade here, but I don’t expect them to be right there, sitting on the very first bunk (Khostas and Ruyi’s) as soon as I open the door. They freeze, and so do I, half inside the room. We stare. They find their voice first. “Hello.”
    

    
      “Hello.” My voice is like theirs. Familiar and yet not, too uncertain. Heliodora did a good job making us alike.
    

    
      I don’t know if the thing I feel in my gut is love or hate.
    

    
      Stars and shattered skies, I’m too tired for this.
    

    
      “I thought you’d be asleep,” I say, as ever taking the lead.
    

    
      “Couldn’t.” Their leg bounces gently. “Worried about you.” Oh, that’s nice. She really didn’t have to, and I was fairly certain after all the screaming and trying to kill Captain Sagar, that they’d be too tuckered out to stay up. Or maybe strapped to a table somewhere, restrained for their own safety.
    

    
      No, everybody loves them too much for that. And right now, despite the anxiety evident in their fidgeting, their eyes carry the same stubbornness that made them chase me across an entire world.
    

    
      “Scooch, I’m gonna come in.”
    

    
      They do. I step inside and lean against the bunk opposite them, sure that if I were to sit down, I’d never get up again. I look them over. She is wearing a nice shirt, a little messy after being dragged to the skiff and off, but still good. The sleeves are rolled up, showing all her scars, her hands marked with new cuts from woodcarving or menial work, the kinds of things she engages in when her thoughts are too loud and her body too real. I look at her with eyes that are truly my own, see hers wander over my form and then light up in a disgustingly hopeful look.
    

    
      I look away. “Where is everyone?”
    

    
      “Khostas and Ruyi are in the cockpit,” they say, counting on their fingers. “Brekker and Khostas are watching the engine. Faye, Mira and Inaya are hoisting and lowering sails, Five Pebbles is keeping a lookout. Dr. Oliveira and Aru are probably spending the night in the doctor’s quarters…” She doesn’t finish. I hum.
    

    
      “Yeah, makes sense. Surprised you even made it to her lair in the first place.”
    

    
      She shrugs. “Got lucky. Thought I heard you calling. Turned out to be the right way.”
    

    
      Fancy that. And now we’re here, together, alone. No buffer. No convenient interruptions that’ll let me slip away. 
      The crew at large is busy navigating us through broken skies, keeping an eye on the engine as necromantic sparks rattle and shake the ship, making sure we don’t run into a rift that’ll just shake the boards and hull and kiel apart and drop us into the Infinite.
    

    
      They say it’s not the River of winds that kills you, but thirst. I wonder if that applies to me, or if I even need food and water. I certainly can’t excrete anything…
    

    
      “So.”
    

    
      I look up to meet my Shade’s eyes. “So.”
    

    
      They bite their lip. “Mother’s dead.”
    

    
      “Yeah.” My voice, as low and tired as theirs.
    

    
      “You’re not surprised.”
    

    
      “No.” Is there an accusation in their eyes? Should I say more? That we were a trinket, not even a pet, kept alive by the scraps she left of her hunt, however luxurious they may seem now? That the fine clothes we played with and books we taught ourselves to read were trappings and of greater worth than all three of us? Should I deflect, deny, blame Captain Sagar the way she told me to?
    

    
      I don’t know. I’m not sure I can read my Shade anymore. I’m not sure I ever could.
    

    
      The moment lingers.
    

    
      Then, “Okay.” And that’s that. Matter-of-fact. My shade smiles at me, with fond tenderness that I feel my star-heart twist. She goes to take my hand, with all the rot that comes with it, all the greedy desperation that lives in my hollow chest. I flinch away violently.
    

    
      “Just because I have a body doesn’t mean you get to touch,” I snap.
    

    
      “Oh. Of course.” The hurt in her eyes makes me want to bite my own tongue from my mouth. But it’s what she deserves for seeing claws glowing like heated metal and running right into them. Then her smile comes back, too soft and bright for the strong-jawed face it rests in. “I’m glad you’re back. I’ve missed you.”
    

    
      Three words that rob me of mine. What am I supposed to say to that? ‘I’m sorry?’ ‘Fuck you,’ perhaps? “How did you even know it was me?” That seems like the better choice. But then again, maybe they felt it, their heart tethered to mine the way I wish it was, or maybe I’m just obvious, something new and strange, and tracking amniotic fluid through Heliodora’s lair. I wonder if my Shade would have licked it off me, had I asked, and push the thought far, far away.
    

    
      She tilts her head, like a fucking puppy. “You have our face?”
    

    
      Our face. The words do not make the star in my chest beat quicker. I snatch a mirror from Ruyi’s bedside table, the one she uses to communicate with Penance and Persistence.
    

    
      Sabah stares back at me. Dark eyes, fingers tracing the tender curve of a mouth, thick brows. A face I haven’t worn for a long time. There is a spot, I think, where the bronze metal of my body gives way to actual skin. My tail curls tight around my calf.
    

    
      “Huh,” I say, dropping the mirror. “She really made me in your image, didn’t she? Guess we finally have something in common.” I grin, then catch their look. “What?”
    

    
      “Teeth.” They point. I take a look and oh, would you look at that? My canines are sharper than they used to be. Explains the pain from my bite. I wonder what kind of damage these could do on human skin. Recreationally.
    

    
      “Fun!”
    

    
      “So… you like the new body?”
    

    
      “Can’t complain.” I do a little twirl and drop myself into the bunk next to them, delighting at the way their eyes go wide and they draw back, cheeks slightly flushed as I poke them. “Better than having to watch you make out with Ruyi, Khostas and Faye.”
    

    
      “We’re not… doing that yet,” they grumble.
    

    
      “You should tie the knot, they clearly like you,” I tease, if only so they’ll stop asking about my body, which I feel nothing about in any way whatsoever. But to my surprise, my Shade turns sharply, meeting my gaze despite the pathetic flush.
    

    
      “They would like you too, you know?”
    

    
      Hah! Doubt it! I sigh. “Whatever you say, Sabah,” I mutter, and watch them deflate. I kick my feet a bit, letting them look me over. They’re sitting too close, but whose fault is that? And can I really blame myself? I am no longer the perfect weapon I used to be. Can I be blamed for wanting to stay close for as long as I can?
    

    
      A finger prods me. “Hair,” they say.
    

    
      “Hm? Oh, yes. Thought I’d keep it long.”
    

    
      “Suits you. But I meant…” They point at the long strand I am currently kneading between my fingers, and I perk up.
    

    
      “Oh, yes!” I sling it around my shoulders like a shawl, not sorry at all for nearly swatting my Shade in the face. “I thought I’d keep it, maybe make some rope out of it? That could be useful!”
    

    
      They roll their eye at my acting. When did I get so expressive? And was it only to differentiate myself from my better half? “Whatever you say.” Their face falls. “You’re sure you don’t mind the body?”
    

    
      I frown, a bit defensive. “Who says it wasn’t something I wanted?”
    

    
      “Did you?” They take note of my silence. “Whisper… If she hurt you.”
    

    
      “It’s fine,” I assure them, though the sudden dark tone to my Shade’s voice stirs something in me that buzzes electric like an addiction forming. “You’re right, she didn’t ask, but…” I can’t articulate what else I feel for her. I see it in my Shade’s eyes, though, anger and resignation, betrayal like when they watched me be sheathed in her chest. But they don’t pry.
    

    
      “Okay. We should get ready to sleep. I’m dead on my feet, and you don’t look much better.”
    

    
      “Really? I’m the picture of energy!” I wave my hand with a dramatic flourish and promptly lose my balance. Stars, maybe I am tired!
    

    
      “Yeah yeah… Let’s go to bed already.” My Shade rolls her eyes, a smile quirking their lips, and a strange tingling shoots up my spine. My tail is around their waist, curled there possessively. And their hand rests on it, stroking the slender appendage idly. I shoot up, prying it away from them with pure will. They laugh, high and bright, and I want to dig that sound out of their chest and swallow it.
    

    
      They offer me their sleep clothes. That’s a novelty for both of us, I think, wearing something else to sleep than during the day. Having more than the clothes on our back is, truly, unprecedented. They’re soft and comfortable.
    

    
      I get dressed quickly, simply so I can watch my Shade, knowing that it’s wrong. But just a bit longer… Until they learn my blade is sealed permanently, unless… unless perhaps they dig their hand through my chest.
    

    
      No, my skin is steel, I know how this goes.
    

    
      They’d need their knife.
    

    
      I shudder at the thought. Burn the image of her into my eyes, the arms, hard and lean with muscle, the back I’ve left scarred. I can’t see her front, but I know the spot on her chest, just above the heart, where I entered the first time and they unsheathed me from again and again when their life depended on it. The marks I’ve left on her are indelible.
    

    
      I feel lightheaded.
    

    
      My Shade turns around. I look aside. “Which bed do you want?”
    

    
      “Hmm…” I point at one at random.
    

    
      “Okay.” She walks over and sits on it.
    

    
      I gawk. This little rat, did she just ask to steal it from me? I am almost impressed, but more than that I’m furious. “Going to just rob me of my bed, hm? I guess that’s my price to pay for making you get me.” That’s right, I made them. I called out, didn’t I? Else they would not have bothered.
    

    
      My Shade’s eyes find me, wide and nervous in a way I’ve not seen in some time. “Oh,” they say, subdued. “Do you not want to share…?”
    

    
      Oh?
    

    
      Oh.
    

    
      My world view shatters. A smile pulls at my face, hooked and sharp, ready to pierce and snare them. “Oh my, Sabah… I’m sorry, I didn’t realise that was what you meant. Sure you don’t want to cuddle with Faye instead?” It’s the last out I’ll give them. I have to give them this, before they are baited any closer, tempt me any more and let me ruin them.
    

    
      They shake their head.
    

    
      “Figures. That whole attempted murder thing probably gets in the way of that.”
    

    
      “It’s not that,” they say easily, and I don’t care how honest it is. Already I loom over them, and they freeze as I just crawl right past them into the bunk, stretching out like a cat in a sun spot.
    

    
      “No need to explain to me!” I pat the mattress next to me twice, like I’m calling a dog. They lie down without hesitation. My stomach swoops. They smile at me, then falter, nervous, eyes darting every which way.
    

    
      “Okay. Would you… Would it be okay if we…”
    

    
      Cuddle? I can’t say it, can’t let them know how I’m waiting for it, now that the idea has formed in my head. “Spit it out, Sabah, I’m almost asleep already!”
    

    
      Their face falls. I pushed too hard, did something wrong. Stupid, stupid…!
    

    
      “I was wondering if we could hold hands?” they finally ask, quickly adding, “Just until we’re asleep, I mean! I don’t… like waking up alone anymore.”
    

    
      I think of lips brushing my pommel. Of kissing a reflection, aiming for its brow, and inevitably only finding its mouth, cold and burning against the thin barrier of reality that separates the two. I smile and offer my hand wordlessly. My Shade’s eyes light up and they take it.
    

    
      Their fingers slot perfectly into mine. Like we’re made for each other. It’s strange and overwhelming, no longer having to hold our own hand, but having ourselves to do it for real. Habitually, I let my thumb caress their skin and feel them doing it back to me.
    

    
      “Just until we’re asleep,” my Shade repeats, the filthy little liar.
    

    
      “Of course,” I agree, rotten to my core.
    

    
      “Goodnight, Whisper.”
    

    
      “Goodnight.”
    

    
      My heart flutters when they rest their brow against our joined hands. Before long, their breaths are even, hand relaxed, only tightening whenever I move mine. I watch them. It’s a little tight in this bunk, not like the nice two-and-a-half person one Faye, Ruyi and Khostas share. It’s all the excuse I need to press up against my Shade and let my rot infect her.
    

    
      Because that’s it, isn’t it? I’m not stupid. I know what this means, between me and my Shade, have always known, ever since I felt their heart soar for the very first time. She’ll let me ruin her. Beg for it, even. And once she is, it won’t matter that I can no longer kill, cannot be what I am meant to be, because at least I’ll get to keep her. She’s my Shade, isn’t she? I should get to keep her, and if I have to break us both a little more for that, then… then that’s fine. She wants it. I know she does.
    

    
      I caress her cheek, squeezing her hand still. She hums in her sleep, doesn’t wake as I drag my fingers to her jaw and up, into the shaggy wolf cut slowly growing out. Her hair is wild, unkempt, as though she’s forgotten entirely how to care for it in the brief time I was gone. As though I was just that vital, not steel torn from her chest, not bone, but heart. I comb my fingers through it, slowly, meticulously, working out the many knots. I imagine doing this while my Shade is awake, their head in my lap. It’s not quite long enough to braid. I wish it was.
    

    
      My Shade presses into my touch, an unconscious reaction, a cat chasing contact. I freeze. A feeling bubbles up in my chest, violent and filthy. My grip tightens, pulls gently, makes her bare her throat. I resist the urge to yank, just to be cruel. Just to hear her whimper.
    

    
      With a shaky breath, I unclench my fingers. But I don’t pull away. Instead, my hand goes under her shirt, feeling the skin—fragile and so easy to break, marred with scars, all of them my doing for wounding her, for running away—explores a body that is mine, mine, mine. My hand runs up in a manner that makes me feel filthy despite it being the furthest from sexual it could be. I trace the curve of her rib, cradle it against my palm. I count the vertebrae, each distinct and sharp from a life spent scouring for food, make the absent-minded decision to make sure she eats more. I rest my hand over a heartbeat that once belonged to me alone.
    

    
      She stirs. I freeze. Did I wake her? Does she know, does she wait for me to retract my greedy claws, or dig them in? Her eyes are closed, I can see her face despite the dark, perfectly peaceful. I lie still, unmoving like a corpse, waiting, watching, daring her to wake up or make a single move that could snap the tenuous restraint I am leashed by. But she doesn’t wake, simply breathes soft and calm.
    

    
      Shaking, I remove my hand, let it settle on her back in an embrace. Stars, what is wrong with me? I need to be more careful. It’s only a matter of time until she sends me away, effectively ripping my own heart from my chest. I am counting the minutes. But I won’t go easy. Not when I can tie her to me, seduce her into needing and wanting the poison I am, fed to her drop by drop.
    

    
      What I feel for her is unnatural, the kind of narcissism that burned in our mother’s chest when I plunged my shard into her and became molten silver, and I knew I was tainted the moment I realised that I’d started thinking of my shade as Shade, a person, and then my Shade, like they were something for me to keep and possess, like I could be anything other than a blade to the heart for them, like I hadn’t broken every promise of keeping them safe, of helping them find mother, of finding the ocean.
    

    
      I’m sorry, Shade. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.
    

    
      But I can’t live without you. And any attempt to try was always futile.
      

    

    

      Chapter 14

    

    for what you can’t give / for what I can’t fight

    
      Whisper

    

    
      Having another body is not actually so bad. I like being able to be awake, truly awake, while my Shade is sleeping, watching their face like it’s not wrong, like it doesn’t make me worse and them too. I like holding their hand, something that has continued after the first awkward night where we woke up tangled in one another, so close that we couldn’t tell where one ends and the other begins in a way that is altogether more twisted than inhabiting the same body.
    

    
      It’s comforting, actually, and happens more and more between us. My Shade and I will be walking in town, getting supplies for the kitchen while Aru scampers ahead, and their hand will brush mine, and neither of us will pull away, instead grasping tight. We will finish up barnacle duty, which we complete in silent companionship, and I will scale the kiel with my claws, ignoring the leftover growths and their neurotoxin that has no effect on my blackened skin, and reach down to pull up my Shade, and neither of us will let go. I’ll find them talking with the other crew, lost in their budding relationships, and I will slide in like a knife into flesh and selfishly tangle their fingers in mine while they never stop talking. I am a leech, and the looks Faye gives me feed me more.
    

    
      I am, even now, holding my Shade’s hand, cheek resting on my arm on the cold operating table of the surgeon’s quarters while Dr. Oliveira prepares her instruments. It’s only been a little while, but my Shade has decided to undergo a change of her own. The ship is moored in a larger city, where the supplies for anesthetics, clean water and fresh food are abundant. Captain Sagar insisted they wait this long, though my Shade wanted to get it underway right then. The delay strained their relationship further, even if they’re not actively trying to kill each other anymore.
    

    
      The crew is in town, picking up things that’ll help my Shade with the recovery, because they are loving partners and a caring family. I’m here because I physically cannot survive being more than five meters apart from her for any prolonged time, and my general irritability when that is the case makes me a pain to be around. Oh, and because I happen to be uniquely capable of helping my Shade with her recovery.
    

    
      It does strange things to me, knowing that I can do something for her nobody else can. That I will have a hand in forming her body, mark it, like it’s mine. It’s enough to get drunk on, but I resolve to focus, focus, because she’s my Shade and I won’t tolerate even a single thing going wrong.
    

    
      “How you ever managed to run from us is beyond me,” Song remarks. She’s resting closeby. We figured out I can tether her to my body, in much the same fashion as she is tethered to my Shade. It’s a rarer occurrence. She is content to inhabit their flesh, watch me through their eyes. So long as she can preside over her possessions, it is all she needs.
    

    
      I have yet to apologise for likening her to Kai’Xallan the Cruel. She doesn’t need it. She knows why I said what I said, that I meant it, wanted to hurt her. I know I’ve never truly been capable of that, because we came from the same place, and Song is more myself than I have ever been. It is a strange but instinctive understanding we have. She knows what I’m doing to my Shade. She won’t stop me, as long as she can keep us both. 
    

    
      I ignore Song, who is happy to be ignored, and go back to watching my Shade’s face. It is entirely slack, peaceful, hooked into the Red Witch and anesthetised in preparation for the procedure.
    

    
      “You recall the sutures I need you to make?”
    

    
      “Yes.” My answer is rote, but honest. I’ve poured over the books ever since Dr. Oliveira came to me, spent every free minute burning the diagrams into my mind until I was sure I could never forget them. I ran through the process with her verbally over and over, sketching it out. She gives me a look, nods, entirely dressed in operating scrubs. The body Heliodora has given me appears blessedly incapable of being contaminated. Well, on the outside, anyway. It’s far too late for what lives within.
    

    
      “I’ve done this surgery dozens of times, so it’s relatively routine for me. You, however, will be locked in here with me for four hours. You’re sure you’re ready?”
    

    
      I roll my eyes. “I’ll be sure to tell you if I get hungry or need to go potty,” I say, being intentionally juvenile about it, because, of course, I don’t need to eat. I don’t piss or shit even when I do eat something, it all just gets burned up inside me. Not unlike how it works for dragons, Captain Sagar assured me, when I had a minor breakdown and fled to her quarters in the middle of the night after waiting to pass some sort of substance the whole day.
    

    
      My Shade did not like that. They waited in front of the quarters for an hour, refusing to move until I came out. I’m already infecting them, I think, making them worry about me more. The thing with Heliodora was one matter, but in this, they knew I’d be just a floor away.
    

    
      “Once you’ve placed your sutures, be sure to tie them off. The Red Witch’s ambient necromantic bleed will be enough to keep them in place, so you don’t have to manually maintain them. I’ll check your work, so there’s no need to be nervous. You can do this, Whisper.”
    

    
      The things I could do, have done with my threads, would make her balk. I smile, artificial and sharp. “No need to worry about my accuracy, doctor! I can shut down someone’s nervous system without killing them, even puppet it, I can certainly mend a wound!”
    

    
      She eyes me critically, likely thinking of the night I vanished with Heliodora. She knows, I’m sure. She has a kind of sight that is unheard of, must know that it was my threads that tied her down in the dark and stilled her mind like dimming a light. But she doesn’t confront me.
    

    
      “One more thing,” she says. Her eyes fall to our entwined fingers. “Is the handholding really necessary?”
    

    
      I go rigid.
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira’s eyes soften. “I didn’t mean it like that, Whisper. It would simply be easier for me to move about without the risk of stumbling over you. You can keep holding them if you want.”
    

    
      “It’s fine.” I slip my hand out of my Shade’s, scooting away. “Just get on with it.”
    

    
      She decidedly does not. Keeps looking at me like I’m on the table, like she’s cutting me open, scooping out all the rot with careful, gloved hands that protect her more from infection than they do me. Maybe she should, see what she finds! I do lack some scars to match my Shade.
    

    
      “You know…” Dr. Oliveira’s voice comes slow, measured, much like how she is as a person. “It’s not… wrong. To feel what you’re feeling.” I cross my arms, looking aside. “Skies know I’m not the best person to talk about… affection with. But it’s not wrong. It may present unusually, but it’s not uncommon. You don’t have to be ashamed of it.”
    

    
      My tail whips sharply. “Let’s get started, shall we?” My voice is low, the false cheer ripped from it with surgical precision. Dr. Oliveira sighs and gets to work, speaking through the steps when she can, in case I need to follow along.
    

    
      She’s not saying what she thinks she’s saying. She wouldn’t. She couldn’t. There is no world among all the skies in which my twisted hunger is even remotely natural.
    

    
      My hand feels empty. I endure.
    

     

    
      ***
    

     

    
      Whisper has been odd since my bottom surgery. They still hold my hand at night, and we still wake up in a heap every time—honestly, I don’t know why we’re still pretending it’s not what it is. But they do seem happy for me, beaming at my grin with a rare, genuine smile of their own that is not bait or hook or mask. With their and Song’s help, my recovery has been remarkably quick, something Faye teases me for while still hovering around me as I get my sea-legs back.
    

    
      The Red Witch is finally at sea again, open sky stretching beneath and all around us, as we continue to hunt whalers for Heliodora. I take off the mask, breathing deep, eyes closed, feeling the cloudspray on my cheeks. I’m in my element. Had I not been chasing Whisper, I might have gotten to enjoy this so much sooner.
    

    
      “You’re healing up well.” Faye sits on the railing next to me, grinning under her mask. “No more pains?”
    

    
      “Still a little sore, but I can piss by myself, so I’ll take it!” She laughs at that. Stars, do I like making them laugh!
    

    
      “What about you and the Captain? You’re talking again.”
    

    
      That threatens to shutter my expression, but I take a deep breath. “We haven’t talked yet,” I say, forearms braced on the railing. “I get why she did it. Mother was… complicated. She did as was in her nature, and I’m not stupid, I know she hurt people, just like… like Captain. She was still my mother. It’s hard to let go of that.” Around us, a pod of whales travels with the Red Witch, recognising the ship as a friend from repeat encounters. I know what kind of person Captain Sagar is. Ey also does as in eir nature. That doesn’t make her evil, it just… makes things complicated. But I think we can work our way back to something like forgiveness. Trust is already there, or else I wouldn’t be sailing with them. I know Captain Sagar won’t just abandon me because I’m inconvenient. And it’s not like she lied to me about killing my mother, ey simply didn’t know.
    

    
      If she had, I would have probably killed her then, or died trying.
    

    
      Faye leans close, bumping me with her shoulder in a way that would have made me flinch months ago. Now I lean against them, the weight familiar, same as Hornet’s chitinous form beneath the shawl.
    

    
      “What about Whisper? How are they… adjusting to the new body?”
    

    
      My mood drops instantly. “You could just ask them yourself.”
    

    
      “Love…” My heart twists at the word. “I would if I could. You know that.”
    

    
      I do. But somewhere in that stupid brain of mine, I am still under the delusion that Whisper wants to be here, that they’ll make friends, that they’ll extend a little bit of trust to anyone other than me. Maybe then they could finally stop being such a leech, a thorn in my side constantly hanging around me and getting in between me and my new partners.
    

    
      … I don’t like where my thoughts are going. I stop watching through my Shade’s eyes and let myself fall back on the too-small bunk bed we share. My hand feels empty, cold despite the warmth in my chest.
    

    
      Stars, what am I doing? Groaning, I press the heels of my hands into my eyes until I see spots. I need to seduce my Shade, make sure they need me as badly as I need them, or else they’ll eventually get rid of me. The question of my blade has come up, of course, and I weaseled out of that conversation perfectly fine, but that can’t work forever! Sooner or later we’ll run into a bigger pod of whalers again, and then they’ll want me to do something. I’m fairly certain I’d make an alright lineguard, but even though my claws are sharp, they’re nothing compared to the screaming silver edge I used to tear through shardbearer after shardbearer.
    

    
      The knock on the door is almost a welcome distraction.
    

    
      “Whisper? It’s time for Khostas’s treatment.” Ruyi, calling through the door. This is the communal crew quarters, and she still knocks and calls. At least someone has the good sense to not want me around.
    

    
      I place my regular mask on my face, a familiar-by-now smile, and jump up to saunter over. The sleeves of my loose, low-cut shirt swish as I walk. Feels nice, honestly, when I don’t want to claw my skin off. I likely would have had the option to remain naked, given the no genital situation and how I can’t actually get cold anymore, but I prefer clothes. I can hide my arms and legs, hiding most of my hands under fingerless gloves, since anything else would be ruined by my claws appearing.
    

    
      The hatch squeaks open and I stick my head outside. “Coming!”
    

    
      Ruyi, hand raised to knock again, startles. Ta smiles politely. “Good morning, Whisper. Did you have a good night?”
    

    
      “Oh, you know. It was a night,” I say. My Shade had a nightmare, or rather our Song did. So… that happened. Ruyi’s smile falters a bit. I know she was awake, she is a light sleeper, always watching over Khostas in case they’re hit by a flare-up of pain or something worse.
    

    
      I have never asked what something worse is. It’s happened less since I started my treatment. The one time it happened since I got eyes of my own that could see in the dark, the noises kept me rooted to my bunk, staring at nothing, trying to block out the sobbing.
    

    
      Nobody commented on the bandages Ruyi wore since then.
    

    
      A better person would have sutured her wounds, but I’m scared of what I’ll find.
    

    
      “Are you feeling ready to help Khostas?”
    

    
      “Help my favourite member of your little polycule?” I ask pointedly. “How could I ever not?” The smile teeters. She offers me her hand, and I do not take it.
    

    
      Khostas waits for me in the necro-shrine, eyes glued to Mirrai. I step inside and silence their whispers with my own. “Khostas! How are we feeling today?”
    

    
      “Ah, hello Whisper.” They smile, a genuine one, and I feel immediately worse about leaving Ruyi hanging. It’s not that I dislike ta. I just want to dislike them all. “Feeling alright. Pain’s at about a four.”
    

    
      “Mm, yes, a seven being that time my Shade took your shard.” That they were willing to go through that twice still baffles me, especially when it involved summoning Mirrai from this necro-shrine. “Alright, sit on the altar, let’s see if we can untangle things a bit further.”
    

    
      They do as they’re told, with Ruyi helping them remove their shirt. Looks like they have trouble raising their arms, so I need to adjust a few sutures, maybe add something to the rehabilitation regimen. My hand runs gently over their back, and my skin thrills at the contact, having been starved of my Shade’s touch for hours now.
    

    
      Khostas’s soul is like an undercurrent of energy humming in their flesh, possible to make out by the slow decay of all living things, like a hum to my ears. By applying my particular talents to the theories of shard-making, I can try and separate their mangled, forced-together shards. It’s a difficult process. Several of them have fused not out of accident, but because parts of them were so destroyed that they would have nothing keeping them together without one another. As hungry as Mirrai is, they are keeping Khostas alive.
    

    
      I’ve actually read up on this kind of thing while my Shade was bedridden and needed company, getting interested in the doctor’s more theoretical books, so I can actually do more than blindly feel my way around their body and try to stop it from dying. I still don’t think I can give them more than twenty years.
    

    
      They all cried when I told them that. Twenty years. Better than the months they thought they’d have. But I see how my Shade looks at them, and my heart twists when I think of them dying so soon.
    

    
      “Whisper?” Khostas looks across their shoulder. “Everything okay?”
    

    
      “Mm? Yeah, fine. Looks like some of my sutures tightened too much. I’ll loosen and re-tie them. Try to hold your breath for a minute.” They’re good at that, better now that before. I count it out for them. Ruyi keeps holding their hands, gazing lovingly.
    

    
      In the middle of my count, I find… something new. Like a knot. Almost like a nerve-cluster, but not on the physical level. Not even on the necromantic one, I don’t think, more like… in between? Curious, I approach it. There’s more, flashing and running through Khostas’s body like constellations. There’s patterns to them, shifting in context to what I run my threads across. Spine and bone. Flesh and muscle. Tendon and ligaments. I prod one in their lower back, connect my tether. Khostas shivers.
    

    
      … interesting. I have no idea what this is. I could keep exploring—they’d let me, I know. It’s been a long time since I’ve played with a body like a puppet, and I do miss it, moving them, dressing them up, like they’re a toy entirely in my control…
    

    
      I pull away sharply. Stars, since when do I have thoughts like this about Khostas? It’s bad enough when it happens around my Shade, they’re mine, after all, but Khostas is my friend, they’re trusting me, and I… I…
    

    
      I finish the treatment, carefully fastening the sutures in their back and threading a support through their chest for good measure. I ignore how their pulse spikes when my fingers brush down their sternum.
    

    
      “Well, all done,” I finally say. My bones pop as I stretch and Khostas does the same with a look of relief.
    

    
      “Thanks, Whisper.” They stand, lean in and kiss my cheek.
    

    
      Both of us stop for a moment, eyes locked and blown wide.
    

    
      “Ah—”
    

    
      “I, uh…”
    

    
      “Same face. I get it.”
    

    
      “I didn’t— I shouldn’t— Stars, I’m so sorry!”
    

    
      “I get it, I get it!” I repeat, almost sorry Ruyi is out of the room and can’t see their mortified expression, but it’s probably for the best, because my own isn’t much better. “I like like my— Sabah, and I’ve had my proverbial hand in your soul too, your body just reacted without thinking—”
    

    
      “Well not entirely…”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “I mean, yeah, of course. I would… never otherwise do that,” they say, staring at their feet.
    

    
      “Oh.” Eloquent. “Good. Because… you already have her. Sabah, I mean. Why would you need me?”
    

    
      Khostas stops turning the cane in their hand and looks at me. “Do you not think we could like you just for you?”
    

    
      “I think that, if my days were numbered, I’d give them to the people who deserve me,” I say, perhaps a bit too pointed. “Cozying up to me will do nothing for you, Khostas. I’ll help as much as I can, seeing as that’s the arrangement I have with the captain, but there’s nothing I can ultimately do for you.” They have two… three loving partners. That should be more than enough.
    

    
      Their eyes meet mine, and this time there is a look in them that sees right through me the way I see through them most days. They open their mouth, and somehow I know what is about to come out; “Whisper… Are you really just helping me because you think you have to?”
    

    
      I leave without answering.
    

    
      My skin itches strangely; like I don’t belong in my body, which I don’t, because I should be with my Shade, lodged in their heart. Where I can’t harm anything else. Where I will inevitably harm them. But if my body is fake, then keeping a mask on it is easy enough, and I cheerfully ask around for my Shade.
    

    
      They’re in the crow’s nest. Odd. Maybe they wanted some time away from everyone? I know I feel that, right now. They’re probably dozing, given the warm weather, and that the glider’s wings are opaque today, more than sufficient in providing some shade.
    

    
      Hah! Shade for my Shade! I chuckle to myself as I climb the line, tail curled around it in place of a tether I can’t be bothered to fasten to a harness that would feel like it’s choking me. My claws dig into the glider’s hull, pulling me up. It’s pathetic, but all I can think about is curling up by my Shade’s side and waking up with their arms wrapped around me.
    

    
      My Shade is indeed sleeping, legs sprawled across the front seat of the glider. Five Pebbles rests on their chest, human, bodies tangled together, their shardplate draped across both of them as they sleep.
    

    
      I stand above them, one foot up against the wing support, the other hanging free. My weight slants the glider and threatens to make it teeter off-course, overturn it and throw us all out. I rebalance, one arm hanging limp, not taking my eyes of my Shade.
    

    
      She looks perfectly peaceful. Like she could not be less bothered that I’m not here.
    

    
      Before I can give in and wake her, the radio crackles with a warning and I feel the glider’s winch pull us back. I am down on the deck moments later, steel hands warm and gloves shredded from my careless descent down the line, and my Shade none the wiser.
    

     

    
      ***
    

    
      Shade
    

     

    
      It’s a single lone whaler ship that lies in ambush for the pod of whales we’ve been shadowing, half hidden behind a cloud pillar. Whales live mostly in the deep of the cloudmatter, which means whalers don’t look up much. We’re on them before they know it, harpooning them instead of simply sinking them. Faye and I rush down as lineguards, their shardplate and my necromantic enhancements allowing us to descend quicker than usual. A few slashes from Rose and Thorn, and Song grows from a dagger into a greatsword. Captain Sagar is close behind us, then Ruyi, with Five Pebbles keeping a lookout.
    

    
      It shouldn’t take long to subdue the whalers. According to our scout, their hold isn’t full with the spoils of a hunt, but it isn’t empty either, and none of them have shardplate. The only reason they’re still alive is because Captain Sagar wants to question them, and we could do with extra water.
    

    
      Faye and I descend in a flurry of blows. A gunshot rings out and Hornet deflects it with her shoulder before it can puncture my chest. Song comes down and bisects a foe’s face, remaining just short enough to not outright kill them. Rose and Thorn fly, drawn to another, give us an opening against their boarding team and we push in, a flurry of dancing blood and steel on bone. The Captain’s flintlock fells one whaler and ricochets into another’s leg. Faye crumples their nose with her knee as they go down.
    

    
      Having two fighters who don’t need to be tethered is useful, but there’s no end to the whalers that pour out of the small vessel. It’s when we spot three in shardplate that I realize something is going very wrong.
    

    
      I grab the Captain’s shoulder. “We need to pull back!”
    

    
      “Not before we’re done with them all,” Captain Sagar snarls, shrugging me off. Another shot from her flintlock kills a foe and maims two more. They are quickly replaced. More than a few of them are wearing armour now.
    

    
      “This is a trap!” Song lashes out and throws an attacker back by sheer force of blood before she sucks it back into her blade, returning to full length.
    

    
      “How? Why?”
    

    
      “I don’t care how, we’ve been killing them for months, somebody clearly took offense!” Our eyes dart to Faye, in the thick of the battle, soaring over everyone. Ruyi is supporting them from a distance, ta de rope dart harrying whalers, hooking their wrists and ankles, making them easy targets for Faye’s blades or Penance. Faye won’t go unless the captain orders it. Ruyi won’t leave their girlfriend behind, and neither could I, but—
    

    
      “That’s why we can’t leave!” Captain Sagar knocks a whaler aside with eir flintlock like a cudgel. Ey grabs another one by the throat mid-charge and throws her. I watch her disappear off the side of the ship. “If whaler scum are gathering together, we need to know!”
    

    
      Five Pebbles’s cry makes my head snap up. There are no other ships that I can see would warrant the urgency, and the Red Witch’s cannons lie silent. But then I spot a small form descending the line.
    

    
      “Aru!”
    

    
      Captain Sagar’s face turns bloodless in an instant. Ey whip around, running to the line. Our formation breaks. Suddenly we’re surrounded by whalers from all sides. It was a momentary lapse on Sagar’s part, she is already back at it, swinging her saber, terrifying foes, chain wrapped around the knuckles of her off-hand, but we’re pushed back, step by step, to the line where Aru fidgets with their harness.
    

    
      “Get back on the ship!” Song snaps, her blade flying to try and clear space for us. I miss Whisper’s heft in my hand, miss the way their silver would mow through this crowd of people like they’re dry grass, how their presence would give me just a touch of confidence that I could protect Ruyi and Faye while the captain grabs Aru and takes them to safety. I am nothing without them. I can’t protect anything! So why aren’t they here?
    

    
      “I want to help!” Aru protests, shaking.
    

    
      “You can’t be here—” Ruyi starts, but Sagar cuts ta off.
    

    
      “Aru, do as you’re told!” I have never heard her sound so scared. It’s terrifying, a roar like from a dragon’s maw. Aru, already too nervous, already too far out of their depth, freezes up, hands clenched around the too big brass knuckles they got from who knows where.
    

    
      Something hits the ship by the line at our backs. Necromancy washes over me, and from one moment to the next, we’re all frozen. Song shivers in my hand. She tries to flow with our arrested slash, cut across a whaler’s throat, and manages it. Even as the blood pours slowly out of the wound and down their shirt and harness, they remain standing.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk,” a familiar un-familiar voice sounds behind us. “What’s with all the commotion?” My head is released. I gasp, turn to Whisper there, gently running ruffling Aru’s hair. Their smile is chilling. “You’re scaring the kid.”
    

    

    
      
    

    

      Chapter 15

    

    The blade that you hold / was always my bone

    
      Whisper

    

    
      I was right, taking control feels good. Unfortunately I can see in the eyes of my fellow crewmates that they’ve come to the wrong conclusion; instead of a defective weapon, they look at me and see something that could make them all dance to its tune. And they’re not exactly wrong, I suppose. I might have lost my edge, but this is a new record of people controlled at once, especially with the shardplate interference piercing my skull. It was haphazard, desperate, so much so that I caught the crew in my net, but… Aru is safe. That’s all that matters.
    

    
      “Whisper!” Captain Sagar’s face is painted with relief, the colour returning to em. “Shattered skies, am I glad you’re on our side!” Ey struggles against the threads I am slowly and meticulously taking off each of them.
    

    
      Maybe… I could take my time. Just in case they get the idea to get rid of me. Let them know that I could prevent that—by force, which, apparently, I can! I feel strangely detached… but oh, what’s the harm in a little demonstration.
    

    
      I make a show of inspecting my claws. “Yes, you are rather lucky in that regard.” Interesting. All the whalers have the same constellations as Khostas. It must be a new development in myself. I latch a few errant threads to those, finding that I can lock their bones in place as they are without tying off the nerves. Convenient! Maybe Song isn’t the only one who can grow.
    

    
      “I think you got them all. You can let us go now.” My Shade. They’re smiling at me. I go over, brushing a hand across their cheek, inspecting the blood there. There’s a cut under the grime. I narrow my eyes, thumb digging in and making her hiss. My eyes snap to the whaler in front of her, already bleeding out, slowly. I swipe my claws across her throat. The cut gapes like a grin.
    

    
      “Whisper…?” Aru. Their voice is trembling. I give them a smile.
    

    
      “It’s okay, you can take off the line. Nobody’s going to move. As you heard, I got them all.”
    

    
      “Whisper, what are you doing?” Faye. Always so angry. Not that it doesn’t suit her, given how ferocious she is. I wonder if that’s why my Shade likes them.
    

    
      “I’m just showing Aru around,” I say, spreading my arms and gesturing as I pass between the whalers. Now that I’ve released their nerves, they can follow me with their eyes, even if their jaws remain locked too tight to do anything but grunt out muffled panic. I smile innocently. “What’s wrong? You were all eager to stay while they could all move. Surely now that I’ve got them all, we’re not suddenly in a hurry?” I turn to Aru. “Come. I’ll show you around.” The hand I offer them is slick with blood.
    

    
      They don’t come. Instead, they back off a little. “Whisper? You’re scaring me…”
    

    
      I snap back into my body at a moment’s notice. “Oh. Sorry, kiddo.” With a wave of my hand, I release the idiots who nearly got themselves and my Shade killed over nothing. Her, I keep another lingering hold on, like I’m running my hand over her bones. Then I cut that connection too.
    

    
      “Whisper! Whisper, wait!” My Shade follows me, persistent as her name. She doesn’t give up even as I scale the bridge and sit on the roof. “Whisper!”
    

    
      “Stars, you’re persistent,” I muse as I sense her hanging there, forearms up on the roof and nothing else.
    

    
      “Little help??”
    

    
      I sigh, dropping my chin in my hands.
    

    
      “If I fall and crack my skull, you’ll miss me!”
    

    
      I would, is the thing. So, with a roll of my eyes and a particularly deep grown, just so she knows I mean it, I go over and take the hand she waves at me.
    

    
      Fits like a glove.
    

    
      I pull her up and then snort, looking at where she climbed up. “You didn’t need me for that.”
    

    
      “You don’t know.” Liar. “Thanks for coming to help.”
    

    
      “Please, Heliodora would never let me hear the end of it if you died to some random gaggle of whalers.”
    

    
      My Shade rolls their eyes, bouncing on their toes in a half restless, half annoyed manner. “Yeah, yeah. Whatever, not like I care what your girlfriend thinks.” Are they bitter?
    

    
      “What makes you think she’s my girlfriend?”
    

    
      “She gave you what you always wanted. Independence,” they add, when I bristle and my tail whips. “You talk about her like you’re scared, but every time we pass her by, you wave. She leaves random dead animals on the deck for you—”
    

    
      “I’ve asked her to stop doing that. She doesn’t listen.”
    

    
      “Eh. Dragons.” They shrug, but the casual movement rings false. They won’t meet my eye, and Song continues to twirl gently in their hand.
    

    
      “Well, you’re one to complain about girlfriends,” I say, just to needle them a bit. “You’re getting cozy with Faye, Ruyi, Khostas…”
    

    
      Another shrug. “I’ve got two hands.” They still haven’t let go of mine. Finally, they sheathe Song, eyes searching my face while the wind makes their hair play around theirs. I squint at them.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Are you sure you’re okay? You’ve been… distant lately, and I worry…”
    

    
      “What, that I don’t love you anymore?” Don’t think about it, don’t think about it.
    

    
      “That you’re fading.”
    

    
      Oh. That’s… strange. Maybe I am. Would that be for the best? Would they be able to move on, finally not having to chase me or be tainted by me? Would that leave my body full of rot, or would this vessel be better without me in it? Would it deserve to hold their hand?
    

    
      I tighten my grip, resisting the urge to lock down their grip on me. It wouldn’t mean anything if they don’t want it. Never has.
    

    
      “I’m fine,” I say, finally. My wave is dismissive, and my Shade deflates a little. “Worry about your girlfriends, they’re much more fragile than me.”
    

    
      “Okay. Promise you’ll come talk to me if you need anything?”
    

    
      Promise. Like I haven’t broken a hundred of those. They should know better than to ask me something like that, but… stars, her eye shines like an unbroken sun, bright and warm, like a sky glittering with stars whole and undamaged. A sigh winds its way up my throat, leaving me much softer than I had planned. I squeeze. “Of course.”
    

    
      My lie(?) is rewarded with a beaming smile that melts whatever cold and cruel thing rests in my chest and possessed me to try and make them all fear me. What am I thinking? I could never survive them fearing me.
    

    
      “I think Captain Sagar is done scolding Aru,” I mention. They’re hugging now, with Aru wiping their tears and clinging on to her, face buried in her coat.
    

    
      “Must be difficult, being a mother,” my Shade says.
    

    
      “Yeah. Hard to do right.” Wait a minute… My head snaps around to them.
    

    
      My Shade blinks owlishly and tips her head back with a roll of their eyes. “Oh please, you think I needed to be told that? It’s kind of obvious.”
    

    
      “Right… Does Aru know?”
    

    
      “Probably?” They swing our arms between us. Feels comfortable. Natural. Like it’s meant to be. “Okay, I’m gonna head down and see if I can help anyone’s wounds healing. You good to keep a hold on the whalers?”
    

    
      “Child’s play.” Another dismissive wave. I do enjoy having hands of my own. It definitely helps me express myself at times. “Tell Aru I’m sorry for scaring them?” My Shade smiles, mischievous like you wouldn’t believe.
    

    
      “Tell them yourself,” they say and shove me lightly. Their hand slips out of mine and they jump down from the roof of the bridge to run toward the line, where the other pirates have entered a group hug centered around the kid.
    

    
      Other pirates, huh? My Shade does make a good swashbuckler. Handsome, too.
    

    
      I give her exactly seven seconds head start, and those seven turn out to be a mistake. Someone darts from the dark opening of the bridge between us, moving at speeds comparable to my Shade when she breaks her body with necromancy; a whaler with a blade glinting in their hand— how, I should have sensed a pulse, there is none, shard in place of their heart—
    

    
      “Shade!” I cry out. My Shade stops, looking back at me with bright eyes and a smile. She sees the whaler. The blade reflected in her eyes. My hand is thrown out, threads latching onto stars, bones, anchored.
    

    
      I brace, blood splashing underfoot, and yank.
    

    
      There is… a tearing… like wet tissue—
    

    
      “Shattered stars!”
    

    
      “Aru, close your eyes.”
    

    
      “Get it off them!”
    

    
      “Shade! Shade, look at me! Are you hurt?”
    

    
      Someone’s heartbeat thunders in my ears. Thrums. Hums. Drones. Aru’s eyes are locked wide until they’re carted up the line rapidly. The deck is painted red. My Shade is painted red. Her eyes are… full of…
    

    
      The deck is red. The disarticulated skeletons of the whalers are everywhere.
    

    
      I meet my Shade’s eyes, Ruyi’s, mirroring them, Faye, her arm protectively thrown over their chest.
    

    
      I can’t help but laugh, sharp and bright, digging my fingers into my hair, combing, carding, yanking, tracking blood through the strands I’ve kept so nice and clean for my Shade to run their hands through. The laugh comes and comes, too sharp, too bright, too high for me to breathe. But that’s fine.
    

    
      After all, whatever I am, I don’t need to breathe.
    

    
      I look at my hand. I am tackled to the blood-drenched deck before I can do more than think about biting it off.
    

     

    
      ***
    

    
      Shade
    

     

    
      If Whisper had acted a moment later, I would be either a hostage, or dead. My carelessness nearly cost us both, and I might have lost them anyway. I can feel them fade, even as I hold them close and drag them back into the hold of the Red Witch. We collapse, me exhausted, them boneless—limp, limp!—and Brekker and Captain Sagar drag us away from the line winch with little grace but efficiency. The captain kneels next to me.
    

    
      “What happened there?”
    

    
      “I don’t know.” I clutch Whisper to my chest. They’re shaking, still wracked by tiny laughs too manic to be anything real. 
    

    
      “Has Whisper always been able to do this?”
    

    
      “No— Stars, I don’t know, can you give us some space?” She flinches. I flash back to the past months, to threatening to kill her, yelling how I would do it until my words devolved into incoherent babbling. I… don’t want to feel like that again. We take a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Captain. I just… don’t know what happened. One moment everything was fine, and then…” Deck painted red. Bones everywhere. I shudder. “How’s Aru?”
    

    
      “They’re… shaken.” Sagar looks aside. “I should have taken them right back. Shattered skies, what a mess…”
    

    
      “Hah!” Whisper laughs, sharp and bright. “Real mess, yeah.” We look at them, I take their shoulder. They don’t react, only giggle. It doesn’t look like they’re here with us.
    

    
      “This cannot possibly get any worse,” Ruyi says, helping Faye into the hold.
    

    
      Captain Sagar’s face turns ashen. “Actually, I think it just did. Heliodora is here.”
    

    
      “Shade…”
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      I wordlessly hand Whisper to Ruyi, stopping to press my brow to theirs, before marching after the captain. Heliodora is here indeed, kneeling with Aru on the outer part of the lower deck. Dr. Oliveira is there, Aru’s hand tight in hers, looking about as wary as I’ve ever seen.
    

    
      Heliodora’s face is one of pure and unabashed wonder, looking at Aru, who is still shaking. She pulls away when she notices, and now there is concern. Gentleness. The kind she never showed for Whisper.
    

    
      We push past Captain Sagar, Song and I, and take her by the collar. With the strength of a dragon, we haul her up and slam her against the side of theRed Witch.“What did you do to them?”
    

    
      “Well hello to you too, Sabah—”
    

    
      Song flies from her sheath, slashing my own arm as I put the blade to her throat. Blood binds the dragon’s wrists, slamming them sharply over her head. “What did you do to Whisper?
      ” Our teeth are bared, eyes sparking with righteous fury. “You did something, I know you did! That wasn’t them—”
    

    
      “Shade.” Her voice is suddenly cold, eyes hard. “I don’t being tied up and thrown around a bit in good fun, but if you don’t regain your manners soon, I will melt this ship and everyone on it to slag.”
    

    
      “She won’t.” Faye blocks the way to the doctor’s quarters. “She wouldn’t dare, not with Aru aboard. You saw her face just now.”
    

    
      Heliodora rolls her eyes, strains and snaps our restraints. “Yes, well… Even I wouldn’t hurt that little miracle. I’m not a monster.”
    

    
      “Bullshit!” I’m seething. I want to dig my teeth through her throat, plunge Song in again and again. Whisper’s laugh echoes in my head, rings in my ears. A warm hand on mine shocks me out of the hateful fantasies in my mind. Faye’s gloves hand rests over mine, her eyes full of concern. I don’t want to listen to her, want to kill Heliodora, make her pay even if it means trampling that budding thing between us underfoot and salting the earth, but…
    

    
      Whisper’s hand in mine. Them teasing me about my ‘girlfriends.’ Speaking about Heliodora with a forlorn yet tender look.
    

    
      “You owe us answers, Insatiable.” Captain Sagar places eir saber against Heliodora’s throat, and seeing that is finally enough for me to let Faye pull my hand down and make me back off.
    

    
      “Let me clarify,” Heliodora the Insatiable says. “I owe you nothing. My presence here is due to me wanting to check in on my hounds—that’s you. My willingness to humour your questions is the result of my benevolence, and you would do well to remember it. Now, what happened with Whisper?”
    

    
      “You did something to them!” I am already back in her face. “They never did something like this before, they—”
    

    
      “
      This being…?” She disregards me. Song roars inside us, wants to drink her fire.
    

    
      “Ripping the bones straight out of someone’s body,” Captain Sagar says. “All of them. With multiple people at the same time.”
    

    
      Heliodora’s smile drops. “Ah. That is… well, I’m not sure.” I am ready to call her bluff on killing us all. “Don’t look at me like that, Shade, I only gave them what they needed. I never touched their actual blade, I wouldn’t know how. I can create a cloning vat just fine, that knowledge is intrinsic, but I know nothing about altering shards. Whatever they did, it was a natural evolution of their abilities.”
    

    
      “It would never have happened if you hadn’t forced them into a body,” we snap, pointing an accusing finger at her. “They were fine as they were! Why did you interfere?”
    

    
      She shovers the saber aside. “So they would realize they have worth to you aside from being a weapon!” We go rigid. Heliodora paces, turning around sharply after a few steps. “My motives, Shade, Song, may not be as girlish and pure as yours, I may hold what affections I have for Whisper because of the violence they hold, but I never intended to hurt them, not for a long time now! It was clear being nothing but a sword was slowly grinding them down, so I forced them to be more—something you’ve never even thought to do!”
    

    
      She’s wrong. I tried. I just… didn’t know how to help them. And I refuse to let Heliodora take credit for how they’ve been getting better. That wasn’t her, it was us. I get close to her, eyes narrow and burning with the same kind of fire she has in hers.
    

    
      “If you can’t help, then fuck off,” we growl. “Whisper is mine. I’ll take care of them.”
    

    
      A smirk cracks open her imperious look, showing the teeth behind it. “They’ll come back to me still.”
    

    
      Maybe. I know they love her, in some way. I know I will never understand it, same as how they will always look at my love for our mother and stare at me hollow and expressionless. They’ll never say it. Neither will I. But I can be there for them, be better for them, until eventually they make a choice.
    

    
      “She is good for them,” Song admits as we push past her back to the hold. “Grounding. A steady hand.” He’s right. But they’re not hers, they’re mine, and I won’t let her have them. I walk past Brekker, to Ruyi, who has Whisper’s head on her knees, and unceremoniously pick them up. Their body is heavy. We push necromancy through my limbs and I carry them back to the crew quarters. Someone brings us water and a rag.
    

    
      Their hands are covered in blood. I still hold them a moment longer, before gently unclasping the gloves and tugging them off. It feels almost indecent to undress them. Stars, how do they manage to touch me, running their hands all over my back and front, tracing my scars every night like they’re a map they have to memorise? Would they still be doing it, knowing I lie awake and wait, every second agonising until I feel them shift closer and feel their warmth?
    

    
      Focus. There is so much blood on them. We go about gently cleaning them off, getting the blood Song hasn’t managed to pull away out of their hair and off their skin. I scrub gently, making sure to get under the clawed nails. Their hand fits in mine like I was made for them.
    

    
      “Shade?” My heart beats faster. Their eyes are open, slits of molten light. I hated those eyes, reminding me of Heliodora. But now they’re theirs, my Whisper’s, and my heart aches in a way that is both awful and very very good at their piercing glow.
    

    
      “I’m here, Whisper.” Their squeeze answers mine. I lean close to hear them speak. “I’ve got you.”
    

    
      “Shouldn’t,” they mumble, quiet, nearly broken. “I’ll hurt you. Always do. Would be better without me.” Their voice is thick with an unuttered sob. My chest tightens.
    

    
      “Don’t say that,” I hiss, going back to scrubbing their hands, just so I have an excuse to hold tighter.
    

    
      “I cut you.” I missed them doing it so bad I stole the shards of others. “Called you weak. ’m sorry…” They were right. Always right. I can’t live without them. “Lied to you.” I know. I know. “I killed mother.”
    

    
      My hands still. Whisper cowers, making themself small like they’re expecting a blow. Crystalline tears cling to their lashes, long and dark. I reach out and wipe them away, letting my hand settle on their cheek. “I know,” I whisper. Their eyes spring open, suddenly lucid, finding mine. “I’ve always known, deep down. But I just… didn’t want to, I think.” It was easier to love them while we both pretended that wound wasn’t there, tearing us apart. “I’m sorry. I should have said something.”
    

    
      Whisper shakes their head, first slow, then frantic, side to side as they push themself up. “No… You… The captain.”
    

    
      “That was real. I was angry. I wanted to be angry.” I look down at the rag, bloody and wet, staining my pants. “It felt really good for a bit. And then it felt awful. And knowing that I would have put all that on you if you’d been honest… hurt. I don’t want to hate you. I love you, Whisper. Have, for a long time.”
    

    
      They stare at me, blinking. “No, you don’t.”
    

    
      I sputter. “Wha— What do you mean no, I literally chased you across an entire world—”
    

    
      “You’re wrong.” Whisper is crawling back, shaking their head, pressing themself against the wall. Their arms wrap tight around their legs, pulling them to their chest, bones glowing fiery through the skin like when I first saw them, like when they saved me. I trace their teeth with my eyes, fascinated. “I did this. Oh Shade, I’m sorry… I’m so sorry… I made you love me.”
    

    
      I blink at them.
    

    
      “I forced this on you. Seduced you.”
    

    
      Ah. Okay.
    

    
      My Whisper is an idiot. Despite myself, I can’t help a soft smile crossing my lips. “Sure,” I say, and see their eyes light up. “You seduced me.”
    

    
      They stare. Their handsome (is it narcissistic to call it handsome if it’s mine?) face twists into a scowl. “You don’t believe me.”
    

    
      “Nah, I do. I just did it to you right back.”
    

    
      Now it’s them who sputter. “That’s not how that works!”
    

    
      “Totally is.” I rest my chin on my hands, elbows on the bed. My Whisper is kind of cute when they’re flustered. All angry about it too. My chest feels warm in a soft way, like something is melting there from just how happy I am.
    

    
      “I led you on! Made you hold my hand, kept inserting myself in between you and the others!”
    

    
      “I needed to have feelings for you to take advantage of them, I wanted to hold your hand, and I wanted you there around the others.” I smile. “Just because I like them doesn’t mean I don’t love you anymore.” I’ve said it once, and now the word keeps bubbling out of me, over and over. I want to shout it. Sing it. I love my Whisper.
    

    
      Molten eyes dig into mine, trying to find something to fault about my logic. They narrow. Wanted.”
    

    
      I roll my eyes. “ Want, Whisper. Now, then, always.”
    

    
      Slowly, like an animal sneaking from its burrow, Whisper comes back to me, sits on the edge of the bed. They still look tense, ready to bolt at any moment. “I’m no use to you anymore. I’ve lost my edge. Literally.”
    

    
      A pang of guilt settles in the warmth of my chest. I hate that Heliodora was right even the slightest bit. I pre-empty my Whisper’s next escape at seeing my scowl by plopping my head on their lap. “Yeah, well… I don’t care. You’re my Whisper. I don’t need to wield you, don’t have to control you.”
    

    
      “... Even if I love Heliodora?”
    

    
      “Do you?” My face is turned into their hip. They’re quiet for a long time.
    

    
      “I don’t know. Maybe? In some way. Not the way I…” I can almost hear the love you and turn my face up to them, pouting a little. They squirm. “Sabah…”
    

    
      That makes me actually shoot up. “No! I’ve had enough of that.” My arms are on their knees, locking them in place as their hands hover helplessly.
    

    
      “What, what did I—?”
    

    
      “My name! You gave it to me, so call me—” The word rips through my throat. A whistle isn’t good enough, I have to say it, the way they did, with a throat warped by necromancy and melodious note, a dragon’s voice. “It’s my name, so call me— Call me—!”
    

    
      “
      Shade.” It rings from their lips like a song. A whisper. My throat hurts, my voice is raw from the futile attempts. Their hands soothe me, supporting my jaw as I lean into them with a whine like I’ve finally come home. “I’m sorry. I gave you that name when you first surfaced in me and I had no idea what you were.” Their thumbs track from my mouth to my cheek and back, gentle swipes, one tracing a cut. I want them to dig in and let the pain connect us. “You were so naive. So gentle, so oblivious. No memory of… mother, no thought to the isolation we’d gone through. Even when I poisoned us, you only smiled at me. I hated you for being so much better than me. So much less broken. I named you shade because you were… nothing to me. An illusion. A memory.”
    

    
      I hum pleasantly, pushing into their touch. My heart sings, listening to them speak. “And now?” My eyes flutter open. I see them look at me with fondness and sorrow.
    

    
      “Now you’re my Shade. The one that follows, always. The place I find reprieve from the broken sun. But I can’t love you.” One of their thumbs strays too far. I turn my face and watch their breath hitch as I press my lips to the digit. “I love you. But even now, you are my corpse, and I am yours. You are what I can never be again. I am what you had to be destroyed to become.”
    

    
      “Nothing wrong with some metaphysical necrophilia.”
    

    
      They grimace. “Please never call it that.” I almost regret that they pull their hands away from me to lean on, but I can’t help but laugh at their aghast look. “You have other people to worry about now, I don’t want them to think you’re… strange.”
    

    
      “Whisper.” I pull their eyes back to me. They settle, like I am their home, their reprieve, go wide, soft, nervous. I smile, chin braced on one arm, the other hand idly playing in my hair, until they find the courage to put theirs there instead. “We are already the same person, split off from each other, and fell in love multiple times. I stole hundreds of shards to hunt you. Pretty sure you took about a thousand bodies, or more. I don’t think it gets stranger than us.”
    

    
      “And you’re… okay with that?”
    

    
      I don’t find the answer. For a bit now, I’ve been watching their face, the way they worry at their lip, tearing at it with sharp teeth. When they finally break the skin, I rise up to meet them.
    

    
      I taste sugar and starlight. Forge-heat and fear. A shaking exhale, then a stuttering staccato-thrum of a star beneath my steadying hand as I kiss them. Their hand wanders from my arm, snakes around my neck, and when I break the kiss they pull me back. Our lips crash together, more desperate than any battle, any dance. Whisper doesn’t need to breathe, and yet we’re both out of breath when we fall onto the bed and I brace myself over them. My eyes linger on theirs.
    

    
      “Shade…”
    

    
      I go back to their lips, jaw, neck. One of us makes a noise that makes my insides twist with want want want and I push my hand under their shirt like theirs settle on me, comfortably. I explore, like they do at night, and to do it when they’re awake is better than dreaming. Trace every bone I see glow beneath the skin, press my fingers over the star emblazoned like a scar on their chest as if I could take it out, swallow it whole and put their heart right next to mine. Our legs are tangled. Fingers in hair tie us, a thumb finds the long muscle running along the hip and presses. I want to know their body. I want them to know mine. It was theirs to begin with, they said it themself, it’s only fair if they get to toy with it, they have to, can’t leave me, take their hands off me when I need them to live—
    

    
      They roll us over, abruptly, pinning me. Their thigh presses between mine, and I squirm, moaning out their name. My hand is pinned by the wrist. I go still, my insides clamoring for more as I weather the sheer ecstasy of being theirs theirs theirs!
    

    
      “I love you.” Whisper, kissing the words into my skin. “I’m sorry I left. I love you, I love you. I was so scared without you, for so long…” Tears roll down their cheeks. I pull their face close, kiss them away, one side than the other.
    

    
      “It’s alright, you’re here.”
    

    
      “I scared everyone.”
    

    
      “You saved me.”
    

    
      “They’ll want me gone.”
    

    
      “Too bad.” In my chest, I feel the pride of our Song like my own as I cup their cheeks. “You’re mine, Whisper. Where you go, I follow. No matter how many shards it takes. No matter how many shattered bones. You are mine, and I will never let you go.”
    

    
      They collapse into me, sobbing, whispering my name, again and again like a promise, and even though we’re in two bodies and so much still remains broken around us, I finally feel whole again.
      

    

    

      Chapter 16

    

    my body, its sheath / my ruin, your home

    
      Whisper

    

    
      The cabin sweats with smoke and need, pouring from every crack in the floorboards. It curls from my lips and hangs in the rafters, lazy whorls like an ocean of clouds in miniature. My Shade is by my side, pressed to my shoulder, chin resting there like they’re trying to claim me or sink into my skin. Their hands are around my arm, fidgeting with the sleeve as I carve the piece of wood I’ve aged for this exact purpose. My claws glow gently, the feedback immediate as I dig out the grooves.
    

    
      “Does Captain Sagar know that you steal her cigarettes?”
    

    
      I grin, ignoring the pouting tone. “Who says I’m the one stealing them?”
    

    
      An eyeroll. “Does Captain Sagar know you make Aru steal her cigarettes?”
    

    
      “I should hope so! I’m saving her from an early grave, and buying her kid out of a dangerous addiction!” My voice is all sugar-bright and sweet. Unbothered by the tension that hovers between us, so thick I have to move carefully, lest I cut it as easily as my claws carve bone or wood.
    

    
      “And in doing so you’re providing them another one by teaching them to fence.”
    

    
      “They don’t have a sword.”
    

    
      “That she knows of.”
    

    
      “That she knows of, yes.” We go quiet for a bit. I lift the thing I’ve been working on. “Like it? It’s a horse, I think.”
    

    
      Song perks up, a shadow within my Shade’s chest, regal and proud. She sniffs imperiously. “Better than your last.”
    

    
      “Harsh!” I laugh, enjoying the fidgeting returning as my Shade sinks back into me, unable to let go, to pull away for even a moment.
    

    
      “Not un-true, though.”
    

    
      I hum and slowly, meticulously, carve out an eye with the tip of my thumb claw. Next to me, my Shade shivers. I feel them bite their lip, the sensation an echo, swallow dry, tasting the smoke in the room and shifting at the stale aftertaste.
    

    
      “Whisper…”
    

    
      I hum, the paper resting comfortably between two of my fingers. The embers glow, fall on my hand. I brush them aside. The tug on my sleeve grows more insistent. Almost… Almost…
    

    
      “
      Whisper…
      ”
    

    
      There it is. I take the paper between my teeth, sucking in a long breath before turning to my Shade. In the half dark, their dark eyes catch the ember, the glow of my claws, and reflect them manic. I take their jaw, light, claws unsheathed next to their pulse and bring our lips together. Smoke sinks into them, hot and acrid like a secret. Their breath on mine is hot, enough to send my bones glowing through my skin, much more intimate and depraved than the smoke that passes between us. They sob against my lips with relief, and when I pull away they follow, sealing our lips together once more, pushing the smoke right back and me against the low table next to us.
    

    
      I choke. I endure. I dig my hands into the shirt on their back like they claw at my sleeve and hair, allow them on top of me. They break the kiss with a bite. I groan. “You’re going to kill me.” My voice is cracked open, raw. They laugh.
    

    
      “You’re not the one with lungs,” they say, and before I can stop them, they steal the paper from me and take a greedy drag. Eyes half lidded. Lips parted. They lean in, but I catch them by the mouth this time.
    

    
      “No. Hold it.” They close up, swallowing down the impulse that burns behind their eyes and sets my insides alight. My thumb traces their lip, watches it stiffen, then wobble as they follow the command, so sweet, so good for me. “Not yet… Not yet…” My throat is dry. My head is swimming. I want to devour them.
    

    
      They shake, as much with need for air as for me, eyes watering. They’re a mess, and I made them like this! The power enough to get drunk on, more than any amount of blood or wine or sex.
    

    
      “Now.” We collide, and I wrestle them down as the smoke runs from their lips and slips into mine, spilling out around our cheeks, tickling against their skin and mine. I hold them, wrists above their head, my leg across their hip as they gasp out and suck back in all I will let them have. I taste smoke and hunger. Lip balm and desperation. I lean back. Their face is slick, wet with what we’ve done to each other, lips raw from my teeth and their own. Beautiful. Looking down at them like this, I can’t tell whether I’m about to rebuild or ruin them. I don’t know which it is they want, either.
    

    
      “Whisper,” they choke out again. I snuff the ember on the table, fingers already itching for the shard at their hip. I know where it is, watch them put it there every morning, like they want me to see. Pulling it from beneath the cloak feels worse than undressing them.
    

    
      My Shade’s dagger fits perfectly into my hand. Made for me. The edge catches light from a window too far to disturb us, gleams like my claws did, but cold. I lock eyes with my Shade across the edge. Their hand finds my wrist, holds tight there, not to keep me away, but anchor them. I rest the flat of the blade against their cheek, careful not to cut. Their breath hitches. They lean into the cold steel.
    

    
      Slowly, I draw it down, letting them feel it. The tip dances along her jaw. I trace down further. To the collar, lower, resting against the chest, pulling the clothes aside. Finally, I turn the blade. The edge sits against her skin.
    

    
      “Up.”
    

    
      She rises, following the slow retreat, her eyes begging for me to push down just a bit more, to let her feel me, make her real. I don’t have to. There is a drop of blood beading between their breasts when we sit face to face. I lean down and lick it away, making her shiver. Then I take her other hand, flip the blade, press the steel into her palm. The solidity startles them, and I cup their cheek, whispering soothing, singing her name in a language I once broke my body to speak.
    

    
      “Your turn,” I say.
    

    
      Her eyes dart from the blade to me, tracing the outline of my glowing bones through my firescale-black skin. She’s shaking again. “You’re going to ruin me,” they whisper.
    

    
      “Too late.” My fingers trace her bitten lips. “I already am.”
    

    
      “I don’t want to hurt you.”
    

    
      “I want you to hurt me.”
    

    
      Still, she hesitates. “Not like this.” The knife clatters aside. For a moment, I am terrified that I’ve pushed too hard, too far, too soon. I know I am fading, half-way out the door and not thinking as clearly as I should, but my Shade is quick to reassure me. Her arms rest around my shoulders, her weight presses on my body, grounding, making me real. The contact is overwhelming. I let her guide us to the floor.
    

    
      Her heartbeat pulses, hammering against my ribs like it’s trying to escape into me. I think of her shard, buried in my chest. Hands cup my cheeks, forcing me to be present.
    

    
      “Say my name.”
    

    
      “Shade…”
    

    
      “Not like that. Like you used to.”
    

    
      “Shade.” The word rips out of me, Startongue melody vibrating through my chest. My Shade looks down at me, hungry, starving. I remember starving, remember the pit in my stomach at seeing and not tasting them. Teeth scrape my jaw and down to my neck, find the thrum of my star in my skin. I speak her name again and she bites, ravenous, like she’s actually trying to eat me. My hands go to their hips. They pry them off. I am stronger, I know that, I could overpower them in a dozen ways, and yet our fingers intertwined is enough to pacify me. My Shade looks at me, eyes glassy with hunger. I can only let her have her way. I’m theirs, after all, a Whisper to swallow, to spit out, to crack open and extract meaning from. I do not know then she ties my hands with the rope I bring everywhere these days. I don’t know when I realize that every gasp and breath that carries her name is rewarded with another bite, the edge of their teeth, only that it pours from me like blood from the wound.
    

    
      They claw at me like they’re trying to set it free, or find where it sits in my throat and swallow it whole. I want her to. Their fingers curl around a fistful of hair, tangling the strands, pulling my head back to bare my throat. Her fingers sink through me like hot wax or soft metal, find the solidity of my rib, curl around it.
    

    
      “You’re hot,” they whisper. “On the inside.” I wish they would crawl inside and take their place next to my heart, tucked under my ribs. I wish they would find their dagger and plunge it in, store it in my chest.
    

    
      If fading is like being half-way out the door already, then being made real by my Shade is like being yanked back through by the spine. It shocks the system. I feel alive. The crack of my silver being freed comes with the arch of my back, hips pressing up against hers.
    

    
      My Shade grips tight, pulls me from my chest. My bone fits in her palm, conforms to the calloused hand as if all the agony it went through was simply to hold me. The blade rises. I gasp her name. They stop, placing their other hand on my throat, simply to not lose the vibration of my plea against her own skin. Silver and bone. Sugar and starlight. I am unsheathed, and then she plunges me back in with a look like she’s killing me. Like I’m the only thing that exists.
    

    
      The cabin is gone, the smoke that presses on us like another body fades into the background as they unsheath me again, lets me teeter between the safety of my chest and the doom of their hands, a hair’s breadth from completion. Every whine and cry they draw from me fills my Shade, stokes a fire that grows in their gut and threatens to overflow as my hands pull and yank at the rope they cannot break.
    

    
      They change their grip, closing their fingers around the blade. Blood runs down the edge and feeds the rot in me that wants to infect them, make them worse. I sob, begging for more.
    

    
      The climax builds. It’s cruel, and I can’t take much more, my voice failing, my body open and baring a heart I want them to pluck from the void of my chest and swallow whole. It’s too much. It’s not enough. Their hand squeezes on my throat, feeling the shivers. They still, torturing me for one more unspeakable moment, then free me at last.
    

    
      I cry out. My hips buck. Starlight blood gushes from where a part of me has been removed, sticking the shreds of my shirt to my skin. It’s unexpected, catches my Shade unaware, coats their face and desperately gasping lips. Some gets in their mouth. I watch them swallow.
    

    
      I collapse, and they against me, head on my shoulder, gasping with exertion and emotion. I want them to grab their shard, place it in my chest after all, but all they can muster is to slide off me and curl around my side. This is fine. It was a lot, for both of us. I stare at the smoke in the rafters, feeling like I fill the entire room and there is nothing else but them and me.
    

    
      Idly, I notice them lick and nibble at the wound left in me, smear the star-blood around my clothes with a finger. Their eye sparkles. I am in love.
    

    
      A tug of my strings undoes the knot tying my hands. Slowly, I lift their face to mine. Their eyes are soft, flutter closed at my palm on their cheek, not tight this time, not clawed, but heavy. I press a kiss to their brow, no hunger in it, not even love, just weight.
    

    
      The adrenaline ebbs and fades. My Shade closes their hand around the cuts they’ve suffered, until I coax it from their chest, my fingers on their wrist like it’s made of glass. My lips press to their fingers. My strings suture the cuts, leaving their face untouched, just so I can admire them. Their hand slips into mine, my thumb tracing the freshly mended flesh in a way I hope is soothing to them. They let their head fall, eyes closed, huffing out a breath and with it the last of their strength.
    

    
      We stay like this for a long time, unmoving, contented, pressed into one another. Song watches silently as she always does, making sure things don’t go too far, never interfering. I am in my Shade’s hand, their fingers resting heavy on the vertebrae of my blade. The pommel rests on my own chest, below the ribs.
    

    
      I laugh, their head on my chest, listening to the song of my heart. “Stars, Shade. One of these days you really are going to kill me.” My voice is wrecked now. It hurts to speak, despite my chest being open and there being no lungs, or perhaps because of it.
    

    
      They laugh, looking up at me. “That’s fine. I’ll put you right here next to my heart.”
    

    
      “Then I’ll kill you.”
    

    
      “Fair trade for me killing you first.”
    

    
      Neither of us says how we couldn’t live without the other. They trace the edge of my blade. I close my eyes. How can I feel this close to them without looking through their eyes? How do I feel so weak and dull and harmless while their fingers dance over my edge like the string of an instrument. Their hand comes to cup my cheek. A thumb brushes my lips, pushes in, traces the fangs. I bite without thinking, like laying claim, and give a lazy suck. I feel the way their insides twist, watch their throat bob sharply. The thought occurs to put my teeth to them, leave them as raw as they left me, break them and put them back together with my threads, but a cry from outside interrupts us.
    

    
      “Five Pebbles,” my Shade mutters.
    

    
      “Three calls,” I muse, “three guests.” I glare when they wipe their thumb on my shirt. They shrug, gesturing to the white and shining blood staining the fabric. They sit up and stretch, back arched. My mind itches to run wild.
    

    
      No. No, this is enough, and we… have guests to entertain.
    

    
      “Remind me if we should invite them home?” They grin, catching my look. Their girlfriend has been corrupting them. I hate her for it, for changing them. I want to kiss her, for letting them grow.
    

    
      “No, we’re only supposed to drop by, give a warm welcome. Captain has a birthday to get to, and Aru wants to meet their big siblings.”
    

    
      “Alright.” Their eyes hang on my chest. Bones glowing, star-heart bared. I spread my arms. My Shade glances at the blade, then at me, and drags it to their chest with narrowed eyes. They have the audacity to turn away like a dog guarding their food.
    

    
      I roll mine. “Greedy. Nobody’s going to take it from you if you want it so badly.”
    

    
      “Good. You’re mine.”
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah…” I lean over to pick up their own shard, watch them shiver. My finger runs over the edge, rests on the tip, regarding it for a long moment. This is them. A sliver of their life, the crystallysed essence of their soul. A carving knife, barely useful in battle. It takes all my restraint to not drive it into my heart. I tuck it into my belt instead, slow, deliberate; making sure they know it’s intentional, that I want to keep them close. “Ready?”
    

    
      We stand. I roll my shoulders, walk to stand next to the door and lean shoulder and head to the wall while my Shade takes position before it. I watch them wipe their mouth on their sleeve, lick some of the starlight off their battered lips. I am dizzy.
    

    
      My Shade watches me, too. I smirk, lazy and tired, fulfilled despite my empty chest. “See something you like?”
    

    
      They have the audacity to look me over and smile, nodding. “You should make yourself presentable, though.”
    

    
      “Don’t want your partners to know?”
    

    
      It’s adorable how their cheeks puff out, like they’re not all sharpened edges and steel. Was I ever this soft? “I don’t want anyone to know,” they grumble. I understand. It’s different. Even if I’m sure everyone suspects, knowing is something else. I straighten and weave the strings through my flesh, suturing my open torso. My bones still glow through the shredded shirt, same as my heart, a four-pointed star burned permanently into my skin. My Shade claps at my mastery of flesh-craft, and I bow, letting myself get swept up by the sparkle in their eyes.
    

    
      The door swings open. We freeze. The first of the whalers locks eyes with my Shade, and then they both go for their shards. The whaler’s is broad and short, made for hacking and severing, easily drawn. My Shade is faster, hoisting me and bringing me down in one vicious and elegant strike. The whaler’s right arm and torso hit the ground first, the rest of him follows a beat after, and the peace in the cabin is forever torn by the sounds of violence.
    

    
      I rush in from the side, darting past one whaler, toppling the other, shredding them with my claws. Tendons snap and a throat goes gaping, spraying arterial red to wash away the starlight I’ve left on the floor. My Shade’s eyes focus on the last one, recognizes them as well by the tenor and hum of their shards as the whaler brings them to bear. Our guest steps back, ready to run. A thread binds their nerves, locking their legs in place. My Shade lifts my silvered blade, but my tail is quicker and slashes the whaler’s throat.
    

    
      Their eyes are wide. They sag, shards dropping, hands on their throat, trying to keep the blood on the inside.
    

    
      “Well! That’s our job done,” I remark, crouched over a mangled body. I dust myself off and stand, dancing across one corpse, another, trying not to step in any blood as I make my way back to the table and pick up my horse. My Shade stares at me, following a half-step behind.
    

    
      “I had that one,” they insist. The choking of a dying whaler rips at the intimacy they press between us.
    

    
      “Seeing as I got them first, you didn’t, actually.” They grumble, and I whip around, on them in a heartbeat, their jaw captured in my claws. “You didn’t. You were too slow. I got there first.” Her eyes are wide, skin marred with the blood still coating my fingers. My heart sings at how beautiful she is. I want to taint them more.
    

    
      My thumb presses in like hers did before, and the reaction is immediate. One finger is not enough, I have to tighten my hand in her hair—dishevelled, now crusted and smeared with blood like her face, something I’ll have to clean and brush and play with—and add another finger, and another. She cleans the blood off my digits like it’s nectar, like she hungers for it like I do.
    

    
      I drag the pads of my fingers over her tongue, pressing down and hooking them behind their teeth. “Nobody else gets to touch you. Nobody else gets to break you. Just me. You’re mine.” My hand runs down her neck, squeezing, possessive.
    

    
      They nod, shaky on their legs, eyes shining so beautifully. She turns her head, letting my fingers pop free, gasping softly with flushed cheeks and my blade pressed to their chest. “Next time,” they promise, voice as broken as mine. “You’ll see. I’ll be faster.”
    

    
      I kiss them again. “Looking forward to it, Shade.”
    

    
      We open the tanks of whale oil stored here to be sold to luxury liners for their lamps and engines, dump them over the stored horns and bodies. The match, we light together, like we’ve done it a thousand times. It hovers among the smoke like a spark in the night, a guiding star, falls like a dragon born, sets the oil ablaze in iridescent flame. By the time we’re back on our skiff and under open skies, the cabin is a smouldering crater in our wake. My Shade looks toward the  Red Witch flying in the distance, one hand on my blade as mine is on the rudder.
    

    
      The others remain entwined, despite the claws, despite the blood. Perfectly made for each other, despite everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      THE END

    

    

    
      
    

    

      Character Reference
 
    

    
      Sabah (she/they/he):
       A tall transfem butch person with dark eyes, brown skin and a shaggy wolf cut.
    

    
      Whisper (they/them):
       A shard in the form of a curved, two-handed blade made from bone and liquid silver. Their blood is starlight and sugar. Edge of the Constellation Sabah.
    

    
      Shade (they/she):
       A shard in the form of a small, curved dagger with a thick base and thin tip, best used for woodcarving. Remnant of the Constellation Sabah.
    

    
      Song (she/they/he):
       A shard in the form of a broken blade without guard. His blade is thick and beset with grooves, the handle that of a cinquedea. Dragon of the constellation Sabah.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heliodora, the Insatiable (she/her): 
      A dragon spawned from the fallen stars of a broken constellation. Her body is long and serpentine, glowing like fresh-forged steel, with six eyes and wings, and fur the colour of copper and blood. When clad in human form, her body is that of a slender femme woman with skin like burnished bronze and blackened fingers. Star fire glows through her chest and up her throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Captain Flora Sagar (she/ey): 
      An old, butch Black woman of mountainous stature with wild locs and one blind eye. Eir hands are calloused and strong, eir shards too numerous to name. Captain of the pirate ship 
      Red Witch.
    

    
      
    

    
      Faye (they/she):
       A Black woman clad in chitin-like shardplate with a yellow shawl. She wears a mask painted with a fanged grin and sails under the banner of the 
      Red Witch
      , frequently acting as lineguard on boarding operations.
    

    
      Hornet (she/her):
       A shard formed as a set of chitin-like shardplate with two toe claws and clawed fingers. Her joints are armoured just enough to give protection from hazards more than attacks, while still providing a good range of movement. A yellow shawl is slung around her shoulders. Claws of the Constellation Faye.
    

    
      Rose (she/her): 
      A shard in the form of a curved longknife drawn to her counterparts, most used for flourishes and performances. Flower of the Constellation Faye.
    

    
      Thorn (they/them): 
      A shard in the form of a curved longknife drawn to their counterparts, adept at piercing through armour and slipping past defenses. Thorn of the Constellation Faye. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Ruyi (she/they/ta): 
      A well-muscled Black Chinese woman with tight cornrows and a warm demeanour. Ta flies under the banner of the 
      Red Witch
      , acting as pilot, gunner and occasional lineguard.
    

    
      Penance (ta/ta de/tade self):
       A shard in the form of a quarterstaff that escapes any trap. Strength of the Constellation Ruyi. 
    

    
      Persistence (ta/ta de/tade self):
       A shard in the form of a rope dart that never runs out of rope. Persistence of the Constellation Ruyi.
    

    
      
    

    
      Khostas (they/zhe):
       A person with brown skin supporting themself on a cane. Zher limbs are toned and slim, hands sharp, hair shaved at the sides and swept back. Pilot of the 
      Red Witch
      .
    

    
      Mirrai (they/them):
       A shard comprised of many violently fused and melted shards, constantly leaking necromancy from its cracks and hungering for more. They appear as a straight-edged longsword that turns wavy at the tip, its form unnatural, unbalanced, and the shards held together by an unseen force.
    

    
      
    

    
      Brekker (she/they):
       An older butch person with broad shoulders, a sour demeanor and greying hair, wearing dirty overalls and a carabiner. Their right hand up to the elbow is a shard in the form of a prosthetic operated entirely by necromancy. Mechanic and cook aboard the 
      Red Witch
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira (she/her):
       A tall and thin woman with tan skin and black hair cut into a bob. Her eyes are as sharp as her scalpel, focused through a set of thin spectacles, her hands are bony and cold in a comforting, detached way. Naval surgeon aboard the 
      Red Witch
      , as well as general doctor and healthcare provider.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mira and Inaya (they/them):
       A pair of young twins speaking and acting as one. Their hair is platinum and eyes silvery white, skin a tan brown. They act as gunners aboard the 
      Red Witch
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Aru’adeen (they/them):
       Pre-teen living aboard the 
      Red Witch
      . They have bright, fiery eyes set into a round face and curly black hair.
    

    
      
    

    
      Five Pebbles the Magpie (it/its):
       A magpie serving as lookout and scout for crew of the 
      Red Witch
      . At times it takes the form of a short, mute person with white hair, clad in an almost all-obscuring black and white cloak with a birdlike hood. Its fingers are outfitted with little claw rings.
    

    
      
    

    
      Captain Morgan (she/they):
       A short woman with dark skin and black hair, sharp as the knives she carries. She commands a gunship and seems to have co-opted its ability to go invisible for herself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Captain Ogunwe (she/her):
       A fat Black woman with a smile like the sun, clad in patterned yellow cloth. She commands the gunship 
      Behemoth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Captain Tihani (she/her):
       A well-muscled Maori woman commanding a pirate crew.
    

    
      
    

    
      Captain Ouju (they/them):
       A stern Japanese person commanding a pirate crew.
    

    
      
    

    

    
      
    

    

      About the Authors

    

    
      
    

    
      Vaela Denarr (she/they) and Micah Iannandrea (they/them) are a queer and nonbinary author pair writing hopeful dark fantasy about love, monsters and better worlds. With the exception of their Crimson Tears series and associated prequel, the stories they write take place in non-colonial, anti-orientalist settings; worlds and conflicts not rooted in colonial violence, oppression and exploitation. Their focus is morally grey characters, complicated relationships, and hope, community and the complexities of love.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaela is a polyamorous transfem nonbinary butch lesbian drawing on her deep convictions about love and her experience with trauma and PTSD to bring to live visceral and beautifully flawed characters. Micah is a nonbinary pan/demisexual artist who supports Vaela through their day to day despite living half a world away. The two of them write under the 
      
        Stardust Melody Artistic Collective
      
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      If you enjoyed this book, tell a friend! Tell a foe! Tell the authors! Tell a stranger you love, whom you’ll only meet once. Or drop by the official Stardust Melody Discord to say hello!
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