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      Chapter 1
    

    
      Are you guided or blinded / by stars in your eyes
    

    
      
    

    
      The shattered sun shines upon the Cradle, glaring like the searing eye of a god jealous of what she finds. In the midday heat, the blazing rays cast the shoreline into prismatic shades, bouncing off the waves of cloudmatter that break against sharpened rocks like starlight against the scales of a dragon. They wash over me like the memory of a true and real ocean of salt and water. A deep breath pulls misty cold into my lungs, biting and refreshing, and still I long for more.
    

    
      I sit at the very edge of the border, before hale ground gives way to the infinite, where reality untethers and the air refuses to fill your lungs as it should. Something in me hungers for it. That freedom, that boundless open horizon. Every moment, I feel a pull, as if hooked behind my sternum by a fisher’s lure, to step out and let the sky take me
    

    
      It is so vast, and so blue. But my home lies behind me, on stilts driven into rock, built of wood and leaves, with rusted radio towers and an abundance of trees to provide shelter from the harsh midday rays. This is where my heart lies anchored, and even now I feel a different, stronger pull, draped around my neck, resting above my heart.
    

    
      “Staring at the sea again?” I hear her voice and feel it at the same time. Bright like the sun, golden like each broken shard of it, warm upon my skin, searing where the words pierce with loving chastisement. “Keep this up, and perhaps you’ll grow wings and fins and leap from these rocks.”
    

    
      “Without my beloved? Never!” My grin is wide, torn open and unguarded before my wife. Dola sits with me, sandals placed on the rock beside, her bare feet playing in the wet cloudy mist of the surf. She leans against me, and the weight is soft and familiar in a way that only home can be.
    

    
      “Of course not,” she says. “You carry a piece of me with you everywhere.” It’s endearing how she tries to keep her voice even, and yet the excitement over it slips out. I am no better. My hand goes to the necklace I wear, studded iron on a string, adorned with the teeth of a shark I hunted for her. It beats against my hand like a heart, a low pulse of necromantic energy, love. A shard of Dola’s, her affection, woven and threaded into a symbol of our union that requires no name. She wears the same, wrapped around her wrist, braided hair and steel, shiny and black like her eyes and mine. I can’t help but think her wrist adorns it better than the other way around.
    

    
      Her head is on my shoulder. She breathes deep. “I’m afraid one day you really will leap from the rocks,” she says, tender. I cup her chin, tilt her head up to mine, lose myself in the softness of her face, the round cheeks and pearl-precious eyes.
    

    
      “How could I, when you are my harbour, love? When I am anchored with you more securely than anywhere else?”
    

    
      She beams at that, and the longing in my chest fades a bit. No matter how much I want to sail beyond the Cradle, beyond our shores, I would be a fool to give up all that I have. The Cradle provides, and so does its guardian.
    

    
      I have scarcely formed the thought when I spot her among the waves. Her body rises, undulating above the white, a shimmering black, gleaming like amethyst where the light touches it. Her wings do not disturb the clouds, and her true bulk remains hidden, but both Dola and I know her by instinct. Al’Synnoa the Wise plays in the bay that is our home, and Dola beams, enraptured by her size and strength. She is what built all this, the one who bound the wind and the waves and built the cradle, one carefully placed flying island at a time. Tireless efforts to recreate a world in the sky and a viable ecosystem for what nourishes us.
    

    
      But then the clouds tear open with a roar and a shriek, and the playing reveals itself as thrashing. I am on my feet in a moment, Dola the next, both peering to see what can be seen beyond the clouds that rush past us. The body of the Wise, in all her glory—and the iridescent thing clinging to her.
    

    
      “Kraken,” Dola says, in the same moment that I recognise it. “Not full-grown. Do you think she’ll be alright?”
    

    
      “Of course she will! She’s Al’Synnoa, the Wise!” Mover of mountains. Guardian of life. I hate how my voice shakes, not with worry, but a deeper itch.
    

    
      Dola sees it in my eyes, and the bits of metal clipped into her braids sparkle as she shakes her head. “You want to go out, don’t you?”
    

    
      “Yes,”
       my Red Witch immediately whispers, ever threaded through the back of my mind like the seams of my very being. “She needs help.”
    

    
      “She’s Al’Synnoa,” Dola points out, rightfully. What dragon would require a mortal’s aid? But still her brow pinches with worry, she nibbles her lower lip in a way that drives me feral, and I steal a kiss, hand sliding to the back of her neck to draw her in. It’s unfair, enough to disarm her, make her melt against me. I smile, cock-sure and bold.
    

    
      My voice is low, the husk of it driving a shiver down my wife’s back. “Then there’s nothing to be worried about, no?” She has no retort but a love-struck sigh, thumb and index brushing my shard on her wrist as I jump down the cliff and hurry to the lower docks. Half of my path is covered in mist, and any misstep could send me plunging into the Infinite below, but I have climbed these shores for as long as I have been alive. I could not be more safe on the stairs from my bedroom to the kitchen, where my wife and bonded and I share our meals with friends and family.
    

    
      The docks have come alive, the roars of the Wise and her prey rousing even the most heat-drowsy of sailors from their hammocks. A few make their way to the edge of the dock platforms hanging out over the fathomless depths, bleary-eyed and confused—not the one I’m looking for. Them, I find in the fishing shack where my boat is moored, clear-sighted and sharp the moment I burst through the door.
    

    
      Anushka Siavi waits for me, Red Witch in hand. She gleams, barbs polished and shaft waxed, a beautiful harpoon, the bone red as though freshly freed, the teeth silvered at the tips. Anu was the one to forge her, to sing her into being. It wasn’t their first time taking up their family’s duty of necromantic rites in industrial shrines, no, those were the bonding shards, Dola’s and mine. But then, they practiced, tirelessly, until they were as confident in their craft as they are anything else now. The Red Witch, a shard of my being that contains my sharpness, my need to serve and nurture, feels right at home in their hands, and yet a hum runs through the shard as I run my hand along it instead of taking it as I am offered.
    

    
      “You knew I’d come.” Not a question.
    

    
      Anu smiles. Where Dola is an whole-forged sun, warm and searing, they are an unbroken moon, cool and steady. Dola is the rock that anchors me, Anu’s pull draws taut the line between us. I could not live without either of them. “Of course. I felt you stir the moment our guardian roared.”
    

    
      “You think it’s foolish to try and help her.”
    

    
      “I think these are our shores, our waters. And nobody knows them like you do.” Her hand interlaces mine on the shaft of the Red Witch, mirrors of each other, tattooed bands around our fingers, inked stars slotting together like constellations unbreaking. I can’t help but indulge. My hand finds Anu’s hair, silky and raven-black, braided in the way that sailors do, and I kiss them too, a piece of myself held between us as though she’s holding my heart in her hands. Moments and a lifetime later, my boat is un-moored. I push off the docks, let the sail snap open and catch the wind. The Wise and the kraken thrash in the shallows, but slowly draw out further and further to sea. Waves break against my sturdy vessel, and the voltaic circuits spark. The Red Witch lies in my hand, and with her a familiar dissonance; What am I, who am I? Am I the shard I hold, or the body that wields it? In this moment, it does not matter. I am Flora Sagar, I am the Red Witch, and as the sky tears open before us and we plunge into a whirlpool of cloud, we remain fearless.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The kraken is indeed not fully grown, yet it is a threat to the Wise already. Every now and then Al’Synnoa manages to shake it loose, just a bit, slams against the rocks in an attempt to crush it, and its many finned arms catch the wind and drag them back out from the shore. Her jaws close tight on one of those limbs, tearing it free, only for more to grasp at her wings. With a shriek that is as musical as it is furious, she goes back under and comes up again in a gust of cloud.
    

    
      Al’Synnoa the Wise is a dragon, eclipsing a mere mortal with ease, but she is not unkillable. Golden blood pours from where the kraken’s teeth have opened her side, slicks her fur under the barbed tentacles that wind across her neck and try to capture her mouth. It’s… strange, seeing a god struggle for life, knowing all she is and entails.
    

    
      If she dies, the Cradle dies with her, and the thought strikes me like lightning.
    

    
      With a cry, I hurl the Red Witch. My shard grants me strength, strikes true, drives herself in just above the kraken’s secondary hindbrain. The line connecting us goes taut, my boat jerks, and I realize my error; I may have battled sky and storm before, but neither rivals the fury of a dragon. No matter that it isn’t directed at me, her thrashing pulls me along like I am a leaf in the wind. The resistance of my weight and vessel add nothing, aren’t enough to pull the kraken off her. It’s all I can do to steer over cloudbanks and ensure we aren’t dashed against the rock.
    

    
      On one particularly sharp turn, Al’Synnoa passes me by a hair’s breadth. Her eyes are large, the size of my entire boat, burning emerald like salt in fire. Then we are jerked along, and the deadly dance continues. I can tell how it wants to end, and I refuse to allow it.
    

    
      The line wraps my wrist and waist. I loosen the bind on the mast and bow, and am thrown from the boat. The force of it is such that my mask, not perfectly tight, comes loose and flies into the infinite. I don’t bother trying to grasp for it, instead climbing, pulling myself through cloudmatter as the air in my lungs grows sharp and my head starts to spin. Finally, I reach it; rubbery flesh, the smooth shaft of my harpoon. The Wise races up toward the shoreline, scraping the kraken against jagged rock. I hold on for dear life—mine, and those of the people I love. We break free, clouds shooting up in our wake, hang in the air for a moment as the kraken snares the final wing.
    

    
      In that moment of stillness, I drive in the Red Witch with all the force I can muster. Necromancy spears the brain of the creature under my boot, shoots into each of the separate brains in its arms. Cells decay, the beast shrieks, releasing our dragon. It is injured, but not dead. And I am still bound to it when it takes me under the white waves.
    

    
      I have never once feared death. It is something that follows you, especially if you’re a sailor. Few live to a ripe old age while traversing the broken skies of a shattered world subsumed by necromancy. But I didn’t think it would come like this, and without my loves by my side. I feel Dola’s pulse spike and breath hitch through the shard still resting around my neck as I break her heart.
    

    
      Something grips me tight. Wet flesh, hot and smelling of the open seas. I taste blood, feel my body jerked sharply—and I can breathe again. My vision is swimming. I land hard on unsteady ground, cling to the planks of my boat, as familiar as my own skin. The Red Witch is by my side, still lodged deep in a chunk of iridescent flesh. The clouds churn around us, coloured that same oily hue that now pools at the bottom of my boat. I cling to the wooden side, trying to make out the shadows beneath the surface.
    

    
      Something emerges at the bow. The vessel sways as it lands. “Idiot child,” a full voice chides, “what were you 
      thinking?
      ” I cower immediately under the furious glare, crawling back against the boards, soaked in kraken blood, mist and sweat. A woman stands at the bow of my vessel, one foot up on the side. She is as imposing as the sky itself, and just as vast. Taller than the mountains that form the Cradle’s heart, her hair a billowing black, brown skin tattooed, eyes blazing green. Sweeping top surgery scars adorn her bare chest beneath small and well-formed breasts and firm muscle pushing through body fat that should make her look soft, but only gives her more weight and force, like snow piled on a mountain to hide its diamond edges.
    

    
      I have never before seen Al’Synnoa the Wise this close, but I recognise her immediately. I would know her by her voice alone, even without the flicker of emerald glow that hums in her throat when she speaks.
    

    
      “Answer when spoken to, child.” Her voice brooks no argument, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.
    

    
      “I’m not a child,” I snap. “And you’re welcome for the rescue!”
    

    
      She laughs. It makes my cheeks burn like I’m a girl with my hand caught in the cookie jar. Something that isn’t quite me and isn’t quite the Red Witch hisses at the thought. “Not a child, she says, and yet has all the grace and wisdom of a toddler! You nearly got yourself killed!”
    

    
      “I’ve been sailing out here for a decade, I can handle myself.”
    

    
      “Can you?” The dragon’s blazing eyes narrow. Her eyes fall to my throat. “With just one shard of your own?”
    

    
      I notice, abruptly, just how thin the air has gotten, even this close to shore. My eyes dart, trying to find where the emergency kit has fallen, knocked loose, its contents spilled across the bottom of the boat.
    

    
      “Looking for this?” The backup mask dangles from Al’Synnoa’s perfect finger. I clamor for it, and she lifts it just a touch, out of my reach. I am not a small woman, by any means. It took me a longer than my partners to realize that a woman was what I wanted to be, and I do not mind the extra height that gave me. And yet, Al’Synnoa, standing seven feet tall at least, towers over me. “Do you think, little mortal, that I built this place so you could throw your lives away? You, like everything in the cradle, belong to me. What gives you the right to die for me?”
    

    
      “You needed to stay alive,” I hiss through bared teeth. “Without you, the Cradle dies!”
    

    
      “You think the home I built for you is so fragile?” Slowly, she undoes the mask’s clasps. I am a sailor. I know danger like I know death. I am not yet as wise as my parents, who feel the storm in their bones before it can even be divined, but I feel something now; a warning, deep in those very bones, that any attempt to reach for the mask would end either in humiliation, or retaliation. So I stand there, helpless as I suck in desperate breathes, hand tight on the mast of my ship, enduring.
    

    
      Al’Synnoa sighs and steps from the bow down to meet me. “That kraken was been terrorising the lower villages. I finally snared it, and was tiring it out, and thanks to your interference, it got away.”
    

    
      “Then maybe you should have let me die,” I press out between gasps. When did I fall to my knees? I don’t know, but I can’t help but admire Al’Synnoa’s feet, her calves, perfect like everything about her.
    

    
      “You’ve not been granted permission to die, mortal. In fact, I will save you, even now—provided you know your place.”
    

    
      Nothing is ever straightforward with dragons. Everything is a test, a puzzle, a challenge… I want to meet hers, beat her at it, show myself stronger, just how I long to tame the wild skies I sail every day. She is too dangerous, too vast, too beautiful not to.
    

    
      I have never once feared death.
    

    
      I think of Dola, of Anu. Shame burning in my core, (at what is asked of me, not the fact that I considered abandoning them for my pride,) I bow my head and kiss the perfect arch of Al’Synnoa’s foot. “Please save me,” I croak out, broken.
    

    
      There is a moment of dreadful silence, then a rustle of a fine, slitted skirt adorned with beaded pearls as the dragon crouches. A hand finds my hair, still loose and kinky from Anu’s recent cut, pulls me up, against warm lips. Air floods my lungs, and I cling to  her for more until she drops me and I cough and choke up cloudmatter I hadn’t realized had settled in my lungs. Before I am even fully steady, a mask is pressed to my face. My hands clench to keep it there, along with the hand that holds it. I am no longer dying, but my body doesn’t know it yet, still breathing sharp and rapid, only settling slowly. It takes a minute before I truly feel the hand brushing my wet hair out of my eyes, caressing my brow, or understand the gentle murmur I hear for not the sound of waves against my vessel’s hull, but words.
    

    
      “Good girl. Slow breaths, in, and out. You’re okay. Such a good girl. So good for me.”
    

    
      The tenderness makes the shame burn brighter. I slap away Al’Synnoa’s hand. My wrists burn, bloody where the rope was wrapped. “I’m not yours! If anything, you belong to us! You say I’m not allowed to die? What gives you the right to get yourself killed for us, hm?”
    

    
      She stares at me, dumbfounded. Her smile is sharp, fanged, fathomless like the Infinite below us. There is no amusement in it. “I belong to you, do I? You think too highly of yourself.” Her hand captures my jaw, draws me in close, where I couldn’t escape her blazing eyes if I wanted to. “I have a large territory to oversee, so I’ll forgive your arrogance this time. Count yourself lucky and go home to your lovers. We all have our place, and you would do well to remember yours.”
    

    
      I know, before she steps off my boat and her enormous form re-
      emerges from the clouds, that I will dedicate the rest of my life to bringing Al’Synnoa the Wise and to her knees. Even if I have to hunt her beyond the borders of the Cradle, I will make her understand; her place and mine are more similar than she thinks.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      No one understands what I’ve resolved to do. Maybe that is why I abandon the thought, once I am home and in my Dola’s arms, with Anu watching off to the side, their displeasure hidden behind the unshaken certainty that I will return to them as surely as the sun sets and rises. I wish they and Dola would get along, but their desire to keep me to themselves feeds a darker part of me, and so I leave them to squabble and scheme how to best monopolise my time over the next weeks instead. It’s not like I don’t balance them in my own way.
    

    
      It’s not like I don’t feel some amount of shame for enjoying the friction wanting me causes.
    

    
      Shame is a feeling I come to know deeper when Al’Synnoa lands upon the cliffs and leaves the slain kraken on my usual spot like a cat certain that its owner is incapable of feeding herself. She waits long enough for the entire village to arrive, simply to give me a pointed look from six gleaming eyes before swooping back down into the clouds.
    

    
      The workers quickly go about draining the blood and oil and ink from the carcass. The sailors cut the limbs, prepare to store this unprecedented amount of food. Shipwrights take quick possession of fins and skin to treat and make use of. It is a boon to the village. Everyone is happy. My spot smells like rotting fish for weeks.
    

    
      “She was trying to teach you a lesson,” my first mother says, when my sour attitude about it threatens to ruin a dinner with mine and Dola’s family. Her arms are crossed, her chin raised, eyes hard. She has seldom been this furious with me. “One clearly and sorely needed.” I don’t want to talk about this again.
    

    
      “Now, now…” My second mother smiles gently, filling my plate as if to encourage me to eat my feelings. A good meal makes everything better, she always says. “We’ve all done foolish things to impress, haven’t we? We were young, once.”
    

    
      “Certainly, but it’s childish to be upset about failure. Ey has to 
      learn.
      ”
    

    
      Dola’s fourth mother interjects. “I understand you are worried for your daughter, just as Flora was concerned for our guardian’s life. I was, too, when I saw her thrashing.” She has always been the most diplomatic of the four, the one who gave Dola her empathy. But it was her first mother who is said to have provided the teeth, bite and steel I only catch glimpses of in my beloved when she and Anu fight.
    

    
      “Not at dinner,” they say, sharp, their dark eyes as piercing now as they were warm just minutes earlier. They sit at the head of the table, and by their side is not one of her wives, but my third parent; my father.
    

    
      I look at her. She does not look at me, never really has, her face calm, her eyes always directed to something that actually requires her attention, on the constant lookout for a threat, or fixed on a faraway goal. I know it’s not because she is uncaring, but because she does not deem me so helpless that I require her focus. “Anger will bring you nowhere,” she says. “Let it drive you to greater purpose. That is the only use thing to glean from this; you are dissatisfied, and until you do something about it, you will remain so.”
    

    
      I stare at my food, jaw tight. “And what if my purpose is away from here?”
    

    
      “Flora!” Dola tugs my sleeve.
    

    
      “Child…” Second Mother’s face turns somber. First Mother sighs, kneading her brow.
    

    
      “Then make sure you learn your lessons well,” she says.
    

    
      I eat, politely, talk and engage, but quickly fall away from the general conversation. It is obvious to anyone that I am in no good mood to be entertaining, to gossip about the shipwrights fighting over where to use the new materials, to swap tales of the younger kids of the village testing the boundaries of their small worlds, and so I excuse myself. The front porch is not cut off from the hum of the conversation, nor the warmth of the room, but it is blessedly quieter. Less… overwhelming. I lean on the railing of the veranda. Constellations shine bright overhead, broken starlight shimmers prismatic in the sky.
    

    
      Calm steps join me. I hang my head with a sigh. “You can tell me that I’m being childish. Everyone else is quick to.”
    

    
      “You’re not a child anymore. I fail to see how you could act childish. Your actions are those of an adult—as are the consequences.” My father has always had a way with words. Even before she took her title, she pulled this village together by sheer force of will and certainty of mind. My father, perfect, ethereal, always right. I know some revere her as if the world itself bows to her whims, but I have seen the marks of her life, the scars she bears beneath the golden gorget, seen how she spars and keeps herself sharp, fallen asleep on her lap out at sea when I was but ten years old. She is like the stars she carries in her eyes, too bright, unbroken, unyielding, and it makes me feel worse that I am not like her in the slightest.
    

    
      If she had built me from a clone body and placed a piece of herself within to form my psyche, like Dola and Anu’s parents did with them, would I be better? I’m aware natural births are rare. Maybe it’s a good thing.
    

    
      Regardless, I scowl at her wisdom, and here, in private, she meets my gaze, her eyes soft, her hands still clasped behind her back as she inclines her head. “What troubles you, my star?”
    

    
      I look down at my hands, opening and closing my fist a few times. 
      “I want to make Al’Synnoa realize she matters to us.”
    

    
      “No, you want to pay her back.”
    

    
      I don’t. It’s not that selfish.
    

    
      “If you want to hunt her, go with my blessing.” My father smiles at my surprised look. “Don’t worry about your mothers, I’ll make sure they don’t fret too much. They will have enough to distract themselves with anyway. Al’Synnoa’s gift may feed us for months, but we shouldn’t get comfortable. The fish haven’t been biting of late.” She runs a hand over my braids, not nearly as numerous and intricate as hers, and for a moment I am a child again, looking up at her eyes and the stars shining in them with wonder, not yet recognising the pride they hold. “You’re a grown woman, Flora—young, still, but grown—and I trust you’ll come back safe.”
    

    
      I lean into the touch. “Thank you, father.”
    

    
      She lets her hand run down my neck and slip off as she leaves me to my thoughts. My heart feels a little lighter, until I turn around and catch Dola in the doorway, staring at me with eyes that tell me she heard every word.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I don’t want to deal with Dola that night, don’t want to follow her in when she turns on her heel and marches back to the dinner table to lose herself in talks of her taking up her mothers’ diplomatic duties. So… I don’t. Instead, I head down the street, to my parents’ house.
    

    
      Music plays through the open window. I hesitate before stepping up to the porch. There should be nobody home, with all three of Anu’s parents busy purifying the industrial necro-shrine on the mountain. The room I spy through the cracked window is warmly lit, empty. A vinyl record spins on the player, the needle drawing sounds from it, familiar to me despite similar records lining the shells from wall to wall; my second mother’s collection, everything that could be saved or found. Art older than this village. Older than this world.
    

    
      I head inside, up the stairs, climb out through the window and up onto the roof, dragged by an indelible pull in my chest. I settle, in the quiet on interwoven leaves, watching the stars. Anu doesn’t greet me. I lie with my head beside theirs, feet pointing opposite directions. Neither of us speaks.
    

    
      Eventually, I turn to them, mouth opening. The words die in my throat. Their hand is raised, as if they’re comparing the constellations against their own stars. The look on their face is peaceful, satisfied. I want to swallow it and keep it in my chest. How could I ever think to ruin something like this?
    

    
      Shame burns yet hotter in my gut.
    

    
      “Dinner didn’t go well?” Even her voice soothes. But I am too wound up not to snap regardless.
    

    
      I scoff. “Dinner was fine. It was the talking that didn’t go well.”
    

    
      “Mm. Your first mother?” They don’t mind my tone.
    

    
      “Still furious with me. Father too, probably, even if she won’t say it. Even if she is… understanding and supportive.”
    

    
      “It’s in a parent’s nature to worry for their child.”
    

    
      “Maybe.” I hesitate. “Dola is angry as well.”
    

    
      “Oh? What did you do this time?”
    

    
      I pout. “Who says I did anything?” They turn their head, and I stop pretending when I see their raised eyebrow. It’s… fine. Actually, I’m happy they call me out, even if a small part of me was hoping they’d side with me instead, as they always and easily do. Anu is more than just a partner, a soulmate, a piece of me in a way that is difficult to put into words. I… don’t know how I’d feel about her getting protective over Dola. Good, maybe. Something worse.
    

    
      “I… want to go after Al’Synnoa.”
    

    
      Anu doesn’t respond.
    

    
      “She’s furious with me. Disappointed, worried… take your pick.” Rightfully so.
    

    
      Silence. Then, “You can make it up to her over the next month. Forging your new shard will take time.”
    

    
      “You’ll do that for me? For us?” I don’t know 
      how
       they know that another piece of me has fractured. I don’t know how they are okay with letting me go, when I would never want to let them go. But it makes sense, doesn’t it? I am an accident. They were forged, the best and brightest part of each of their parents placed within their chest, reverently, while the amino-acids of the cloning vat left their hair floating as if to frame their face in softness.
    

    
      Anu rolls over, scoots on their knees, cupping my head. Their hair falls like a curtain of night that shields us from the world, and even so, their eyes catch the glow of broken starlight, shimmering prismatic in the onyx black.
    

    
      “I will have a hand in the creation of you that Dola will never even come close to. So I can let her have you for a month.” Stars caress my cheekbone, a thumb travelling slowly down its length. I would turn my head to kiss them, were I not enraptured by the sight above me. “In the end, you’ll always come back to me.”
    

    
      “Always,” I repeat without hesitation, like an oath, a vow made upon all that is holy; and it is, for all that is holy is right before me, smiling, leaning down to kiss my brow as if to bless me ever more.
    

    

    
      
    

    

      Chapter 2
    

    
      From safety and home / your object of greed?
    

    
      
    

    
      Al’Synnoa the Wise built the Cradle one stone at a time, and within it, she is untouchable. She swims through the winds and clouds like a ray of sunlight bouncing from 
      prism to prism, winding like a thread that binds stone to current. For five years, I hunt her to no avail. My hair grows long in absence from Anu, the only one I could bear to have cut it. I don’t mind. Braids are common for us Cradle folk, and in my travels I add several new styles to my own. It’s nothing like the freedom I once longed for, but the hunt gives me purpose, and whenever I return home for repairs, or to mend one of my shards, I find Dola and Anu hand in hand. Maybe absence really does let the heart grow fonder. Maybe Anu will find the place where burning envy lives in my chest and break it into a shard to hurl into the Infinite.
    

    
      She would never, I know. Her touch is too tender. No matter what the nature of the shard she breaks from me, Anu holds them like they are the most precious thing. Like baby birds, freshly hatched.
    

    
      I’ve seen birds, in the cradle. I would never have thought that there would be creatures capable of flight without fins, without star fire in their chest. And yet, they exist. They sing.
    

    
      I tell our parents, Anu’s and mine, at dinner of all that I have seen, get to hear their own stories, my first mother trying to front worry, unable to hide her pride when I repeat the story before Dola’s folks, the aunties or the younger cousins.
    

    
      But there remains the unspoken thing. The 
      why
       of it all, the hidden reason I see reflected in my father’s eyes when she sits on the cliffs with me at night and asks me if I am happy. I don’t tell her the truth. If we both said it, that would make it real, undeniable.
    

    
      And… I 
      am
       happy, I think.
    

    
      Five years of near-futile hunts and taunting after my first encounter with Al’Synnoa, I finally chase her beyond the borders of the Cradle. Here, I find myself being more open about the nature of my pursuit. I am less likely to be branded a heretic. I am less likely to have people asking why. Most shake their heads at my audacity. My ship has grown sturdy enough to withstand the Wise as she playfully bats it around with her tail, though not nearly powerful enough to pose any real threat. This, I find when I come across like-minded sailors, hunting her.
    

    
      The captain I speak to is a woman who rivals me in size, hair greyed by a life at sea, eyes wild with a fire of their own. Her body is bedecked in shards—I have numerous now, like Bitter Fang, the saber at my side, and 
      Cunning Vow
      , a chain to tether myself on the high sees and storms. As for the question of who or what is Flora Sagar… I’ve given up trying to answer it. I am. We are. All one in the same.
    

    
      Still, I feel the necromantic thrum of the many shards Captain Pindrect carries, and I know that, to her, my inexperience is clear.
    

    
      “Hunting a dragon is no small feat,” she says, sitting opposite me in a corner booth of a dingy establishment draped across a flying reef of whalebone and stone. “You’ll need multiple ships to hook her. Keep her from tearing you apart. Shardforges in each vessel, necro-shrines to keep her fire from burning the lines—good luck getting those sanctioned on short notice.” All things she has, her smile tells me. “Guns that can punch through a dragon’s hide, or shard-tipped harpoons. And then there’s the matter of finding her.”
    

    
      “That, I can do.” I’ve studied how Al’Synnoa moves. It’s with striking regularity. She is an old dragon, fallen from one of the first constellations after the Shattering. Her patrols and migrations are habitual, her manner daring anyone to just try and disrupt her. Once you have enough records of sightings, it’s easy to trace her path. “I’m not aiming to kill her,” I add. “This is about domination, not vengeance.”
    

    
      Pindrect laughs. “Sure, girl! Tell yourself that! So long as I get access to her hoard, you can do what you want with her!” Her voice is grating, steel striking the stones, sparking aversion in me. I don’t like her. But she’s the best chance I’ve got.
    

    
      I sail out with her cohort in the morning, my ship ill at place among the swarm of fanged vessels that look each like a trap built to snap shut around the limbs of a dragon. Our course is parallel to Al’Synnoa’s. I’ll have time to get to know them, before I decide whether to take on the Wise with them.
    

    
      They’re a rowdy bunch, partying loudly and often. I don’t partake, instead spending the nights in my cabin, listening back on the magnetic tapes, for any radio messages I might have missed during the day. Dola’s voice is a welcome reprieve from time with Pindrect. Anu’s makes my heart ache for home. They’re well. Even though the fish haven’t been biting like the year before, or the year before…
    

    
      I should be with them.
    

    
      I keep Bitter Fang and Cunning Vow separate from the body that night, lest the guilt motivate either to act out.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Al’Synnoa melts vessel after vessel down to slag and bone, sinking them into the Infinite like the corpse-husks of stars. Her emerald flame burns and bites, rusting away metal and igniting magazines, and yet, even over the roar of fire I hear the shrieking laughter of Captain Pindrect as the flames consume her. Our shards clash. Her gun deafens me in one ear, going off early, andI manage to knock it out from her grip. Her shardplate lies melted, burning into her skin, her teeth gleam through the fire, a grinning skull.
    

    
      “This is your fault,”
       Sever-the-chain cries as they cross Bitter Fang. Hatchet on saber, oil on salt. Both of our shards are cracked and bleeding out our souls from what we’ve done to one another, but neither of us relents.
    

    
      I didn’t know whalers before I left. I knew they existed, that they saw the abundance of the Cradle and were quick to devastate it, gleefully over-fishing and hunting even calves for their more potent oil and fatty meat. Every now and then, the aunties would get together, and then the adults, my parents among them, would sail out quietly, without a word. Not all would return, every time. We all questioned it, the other kids and I, especially once the cousins who would watch us while it happened started to go along with the adults, and myself, Dola and Anu would remain in charge of the young ones.
    

    
      I wonder if either of them have been asked to come along to one such trip already. I wonder if they’ve kept it from me, like I’ve kept myself from them. I think I’d deserve it.
    

    
      Our foot slips on the oil-slick deck. Sever-the-chain bites deep into our shoulder and we cry out as Bitter Fang clatters to the boards. Water leaks from her cracks. “You should never have left your Cradle, Flora!” Even with one eye melting out of its socket, Pindrect smiles, manic. “I had her! I 
      had her!
      ” She did. And I recognised the attempt to kill Al’Synnoa almost a moment too late. “She was mine! And you ruined it!”
    

    
      Something new rears its head within me. Fearlessness in the face of death is subsumed by a violent and overwhelming urge to 
      live
      , to escape, just to spite her! My foot catches her ankle, knocks her off balance before she can bring the cleaver down. I grapple with her, iridescent flames licking at the large wound torn across my cheek and jaw, searing my eye. I fight her off, pry the teeth off my neck, roll and dig my fingers into the cut of my arm. The Red Witch comes free with a shiver and a gush of blood.
    

    
      I pin her to the deck with all my weight. “She was never yours to take! She belongs to me!” I drive the harpoon through Pindrect’s empty socket and out the back. Her hands convulse, nails raking the boards, then fall limp. This is how I take my first life.
    

    
      “Human, fish, it does not matter,” the Red Witch intones. “Life is life. We take what we must.”
    

    
      “It does matter.” This is Bitter Fang, her voice sharp as her cracks. “Fish are food. Humans are enemies. We killed her because we hated her. If she had not attacked us, we still would have wanted her dead. This is a good thing.”
    

    
      “How can it be good? How far will we let this go? How much more must we lose? We’re already a killer. Can we go back to Anu like this?” Cunning Vow lies coiled around my fist even now. Her links are smeared with gore and skin.
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter, so long as we live. Our own life is most precious of all.” Oh. Hello. A fourth voice chimes in. Anu will have work to do, won’t she?
    

    
      “Still alive?” Al’Synnoa stands on the deck before me, hair whipped by flame, wind, and the slow but inevitable sagging of the vessel. She looks even larger than before, larger than the sky itself. A harpoon is still lodged in her back, coming out the front. I wonder if she’s too tired to remove it herself. Even now, it swallows her fire. All over her body, cuts shine golden, her hair is dishevelled, her teeth bloody and red. She has never looked more beautiful. I wonder if she still tastes like salt. “Answer when spoken to. Or must I teach you manners as well?”
    

    
      “I’m… alive,” I say, intelligently. I’m not sure it’s true. My hands threaten to slip from the Red Witch, clenched tight around the blood-slick shaft. But I stand, somehow, even if it’s with a sway.
    

    
      “Good, then perhaps you can appreciate the fine mess you put us both in. My fire is depleted, my wings broken. You’re bleeding out. Maybe I should devour your fragments to heal myself, let you sink into the Infinite.” Her hand finds my hair, twists into the braids, steadies me. Her breath is hot on my skin, voice right by my ear. “If you had to kill me, you should at least have gone through with it. Now you’ll die instead, and I don’t remember allowing this.”
    

    
      I look into her face. When did it become familiar enough that it can bring me comfort? I lean against her, feel her still, my hand brushing up her back to where the harpoon remains.
    

    
      “Sorry,” I mutter, lightheaded without the mask Pindrect ripped off my face to suffocate me before I drew Bitter Fang on her. “I just… couldn’t let you die.”
    

    
      “I told you before, the Cradle will stand, even with my death. Do you mortals never listen?” It sounds tired now. Sad, almost.
    

    
      My hand tightens on the harpoon. I look up into her eyes and find melancholy, sorrow, tenderness, hunger. Maybe I was too foolish and young to see it five years ago, or any time before now. It’s something I’ve always known; Al’Synnoa the Wise loves mortals, deeply. It all makes sense now.
    

    
      I smile, bloody as she is. “It’s not about the Cradle. You belong to me. And nobody else gets to hunt you.” I pull the shard in her back free with a crunch.
    

    
      Al’Synnoa does not stagger. Her chest is open, the bones black steel glittering like the night sky, her heart a collection of burning stars. Without any necromancy at all, she mends her flesh, pulls it together like she pulled the islands into her orbit and tethered them to one another. Her face is stricken, then softens.
    

    
      “You
       just don’t learn
      ,” she mutters. “You’ll die stupid, if I let you, will you not?”
    

    
      I never could compare to any of my partners’ wit. I wonder, half the time, why Anu and Dola don’t just make off with each other, given how much better they are for one another, but as my vision turns black at the edges and dims, I find myself glad they don’t. I would be nothing without them. I really should be better.
    

    
      Death lays her hands around my throat, comforting and cold. I did not think she would taste like salt.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The balance of necromancy one must strike on the open seas is a fine one. Shards protect the mind from being torn apart in the liminal space of a shardrift, and they ward off the ambient necromancy of the same, bled through cracks in reality. But too much, too soon, from too potent a shard, can be excruciatingly painful. During the nights I spend aching and throwing up,  I am reminded of when I had Anu forge the Red Witch. Even now, they hold my hair, soothing me. I don’t recognise the ship we’re on. But it’s alright. I fall asleep against their chest and drift into blissful unconsciousness.
    

    
      When I wake again, I am staring at the ceiling of my boat’s cabin. There is no hum of voltaic circuits, no sway of the ship on the wind and waves. We are run aground. I hear birds.
    

    
      “Are you awake?” Al’Synnoa’s voice greets me back into the realm of the living and broken. I haven’t crossed the River yet. “Please tell me you’re lucid, this time. The tears, I can handle. The love-sick stare when I refuse to kiss you, I am firmly tired of.” I raise my head with a groan. Already, my world spins again, but I catch sight of the dragon writing something in my log book before my vision blackens and I fall back. “Stars and skies, will you lie still?” She sounds almost concerned. “You are too injured to move yet.”
    

    
      “Where—” My throat is parched. The sting is agonising. I bite back a whimper and hiss out a breath. I came aboard Pindrects ship to fill up my water tanks when we spotted Al’Synnoa. No wonder I’m thirsty.
    

    
      A hand slides under my head. Warm. Familiar in a way that makes the heat pool in my gut and lower. “Careful. Slow sips.” Al’Synnoa puts a cup to my lips. Her demeanour remains domineering, firm, like I am her pet, and I have no strength to fight her with. I’m only grateful for the water. It’s cool. Tastes clean, too. “I’ve beached us on a nearby island. You were in no condition to travel.”
    

    
      “She saved us? Why?”
       Bitter Fang asks, suspicious.
    

    
      Red Witch hums. 
      “She thinks we’re cute. Like a pet, as we put it before.”
    

    
      “That’s fine. We’ll survive. Escape can come later.”
       The new voice.
    

    
      “How long was I out?” We try to sit up, only for her to scowl. I glare back. She rolls her eyes and moves to help me, rather than pin me down.
    

    
      “Two weeks, more or less. You were grievously injured. I did my best to stitch you back together without a cloning vat. Couldn’t save your eye, I’m afraid.”
    

    
      “Oh.” I blink, settling against the headboard of the bed. She snatches my hand, her glare murderous now, as I go to touch the bandages over my face. Right. I raise both hands in surrender. She releases me, and I dig my fingers into the blanket over my legs. “Is it…”
    

    
      “Still there? Yes. But I doubt you’ll ever see more than shades through it. Unless you replace it with a shard.”
    

    
      I don’t know if I could. I deserve this injury, for being so stupid, for leaving Dola and Anu— The thought of them jolts me. “The radio! They must have— Did anyone—” Stars, they must think I’m dead! And worse yet, I must have missed all their messages.
    

    
      “Your partners tried to contact you. You ran out of magnetic tapes three days ago, so I’m transcribing their daily messages.” She makes a sound, somewhere between a scoff and a laugh. “You humans, still clinging to your past… It’s why I love you, even if you are incapable of learning your place.”
    

    
      I laugh, pained but amused by her serious tone. “Yeah, yeah. Love you too, Syn.”
    

    
      The cabin falls quiet. I freeze. Al’Synnoa the Wise turns, looks down at me. I become suddenly aware, once more, just how much strength lives in that body of hers. That she could crush my skull in one hand, if her past grip on my hair is anything to go by. I am also—suddenly and very much against my will—aware of how she is still half naked, as though her beauty itself is armour. Her muscles are dense and slope like mountains and valleys. My own physique is impressive, but her frame, her might eclipses mine.
    

    
      “I will blame it on the fever,” she says, her voice iron, “just this once. Disrespect me again, mortal, and I will put you in your place 
      physically
      . Understood?”
    

    
      The urge to disrespect her becomes overwhelming. I quash the thought. “Yes. Of course.”
    

    
      “Yes, 
      ma’am
      .”
    

    
      I scowl. She narrows her eyes. “Yes, ma’am.” I hate how easy that was for me. And, if Al’Synnoa’s satisfied smile is anything to go by, that fact is not lost on her.
    

    
      “Good. Let’s talk, then, Flora. I think it’s about time.”
    

    
      “Not like I have a choice,” I say, ignoring how each of my shards offers conflicting opinions on what to do. I need to find a name for the new voice soon, lest the feeling of being untethered grows.
    

    
      “You’ve hunted me for five years. It was amusing at first, cute at second. Now you’ve thrown your lot in with whalers. This, I cannot abide. I let you mortals do as you please, following your own will, but I will bring you to heel if I must.”
    

    
      “I didn’t mean to. I… didn’t know.” 
      Idiot child
      , her words come to mind. I look down at the sheets, clenched between my fingers. I’ve always prided myself on the strength of my body, my skill at climbing and sailing. I’ve never felt weaker, or further out of my depth.
    

    
      Al’Synnoa sighs. “I believe you. You went against them immediately, once you realized. You killed one of them.”
    

    
      “Your flame already burned her.”
    

    
      “Still. You should not have been in that position. Really, it’s my fault for not beating you down the first time, making sure you stay safe.”
    

    
      I narrow my eyes… my eye at her. “You don’t own me, Al’Synnoa, even though you seem to think you do. Really, I mean nothing to you. I am a singular mortal, absolutely insignificant. It’s not your responsibility to ensure that I don’t kill myself like an absolute idiot—and while I’ll concede that, I am no child either. I wasn’t first time we met, and I don’t care how old you are, I remain an adult. Simply because they call you the Wise does not make you my parent. You can’t just decide to trap me when I step out of bounds. You might as well put me in the Cage, then.” A low blow, mentioning her sister’s domain, but I am too hurt not to be vicious. Truth be told, I only hear my own words through a filter of pain, throbbing through three of my limbs and piercing my skull on one side. That they’ve come from my mouth, I realize a moment too late.
    

    
      “You demand freedom, but I’m supposed to be yours?” Al’Synnoa looms over me, her teeth sharpened ivory, and I’m sure the only thing that stops her from laying hands on me is my injuries. Her grip tightens on the headboard, cracking the wood. I hate the ache with a renewed passion. “What gives you the right, mortal being that you are, to claim a dragon’s greed for yourself? To demand I belong to you alone—”
    

    
      “You did!” I flinch as my own outburst makes the pain worse. She draws back as I curl up, giving me space. Her eyes burn on my debilitated form. For a few humiliating moments I cower, weathering the fruits of my own mistakes, but when I meet her gaze, my eye is clear. “You built the Cradle! You gave it life! My people need you, 
      my partners
       need you! But for some reason you think you get to throw your life away? You gave us a home, Al’Synnoa, you don’t get to just abandon it! And if that’s not enough, then I’ll claim you as mine regardless. I’ll hunt you however far and long I need, just to bring you home!”
    

    
      Our eyes remain locked. Slowly, Al’Synnoa leans back. She sits in the chair by my bedside again, crosses ankle over knee, regarding me with her head raised, arms folded across a broad chest. She sighs, shaking her head. “As I thought. You just will not learn. Fine then. Come hunt me, Flora Sagar. Back up your claim.”
    

    
      “What… just like that?” I didn’t think she’d just… let me.
    

    
      She laughs. “What, did you expect me to stop you? Hold you down, snap your bones one by one until you give in?” Her voice is low, sends a shiver directly down my spine. “Trust me, I could, but there would be no point to the Cradle’s existence if I bent the will of its inhabitants to mine. I created it to safeguard the remnants of a dying mortal species, which you are—unfortunately—part of. So go ahead. You’ll learn to submit eventually. But there is one condition.”
    

    
      “Name it.”
    

    
      “Cute that you think you get a choice.”
    

    
      “Didn’t you just say my free will was important?”
    

    
      “Will, yes. But I don’t have to break your spirit where a simple leash will suffice.” My cheeks colour at the words, and I think the imbalance in my blood flow makes me lightheaded. Al’Synnoa’s smile shines like bone, stripped of flesh, polished, a pearl ripped from an oyster in the depths. “You will hunt within the Cradle. I will not suffer another misstep like this, and if you insist on making yourself important, you will remain where I can keep an eye on you. Especially with your new injuries.”
    

    
      I huff. “Convenient that you’ll have home ground advantage, of course. Nobody knows the currents like you do, after all.” Al’Synnoa stills. I frown. “What?”
    

    
      She doesn’t say anything for a long time, regarding me levelly, finger tapping slow and steady on her powerful bicep. The tattoo shimmers with each touch, clouds and waves run through with lightning and unbroken celestial bodies. Finally, she lifts her chin, just a bit higher, just a bit more superior to me. “Fine. For your persistence, an offering, thrown before you like a bone to a dog; I am 
      not
       the one who knows the currents best. Find whomever that is, and you will stand a good chance at snaring me. Be aware that this is not something given to a woman who neglects eir lovers, who worry so fiercely for em, but a calculated incentive. I expect my hunter to do better.”
    

    
      My heart skips a beat despite the unexpectedly personal and painful admonishment. “This person lives in the Cradle?”
    

    
      “You will have ample access to the knowledge within the bounds of it, yes. But the rest, you have to figure out for yourself.”
    

    
      My mind is already spinning. Who could know the currents as well as the being who created them, lives in them? A whale, perhaps? One of the aunties trained under a whalespeaker, so perhaps…
    

    
      “Flora.” A hand cups my bandaged cheek. It hovers there, not even pressure, just contact, traces down the soft gauze. I freeze, looking in the dark eyes of Syn, tinged emerald by the flame in her chest. A finger traces my jaw, lifts my chin, remains there, like she owns me. “You’ve vowed to hunt me. That, more than anything, makes you mine. Do you understand this?”
    

    
      I search her face, find no mockery in those open eyes, nor in the full lips before my gaze snaps back. I smile sweetly at her. “Of course.” I think I’ve been hers for some time already.
      


    

    

      Chapter 3
    

     
      Will hunger sustain you / and strengthen your ties
    

    
      
    

    
      Syn steers my boat with an enviable grace, figuring out the four-mast system with barely a word of explanation from me. She laughs when I ask about it, a bright and clear sound that tugs at something behind my sternum. “Did you think yours is the first vessel I’ve steered? I’ve sailed with mortals, broken bread and taken lovers. I am quite adept at interacting with your species… intimately.” She delights in how that mention makes me squirm. I’m no girlish virgin, and yet the thought of her pressed close with a girl, soft hands exploring her powerful form…
    

    
      It makes having to share a bed with her embarrassing, for me more so than her. Her smile remains, as if she can tell how she makes me feel. I distract myself by focusing on my wounds instead.
    

    
      I heal, slowly. Syn insists on changing my bandages with regularity, as though even that is familiar to her. Her own injuries are already mended, and when she goes to hunt, I finally get to watch her transform. Her flame subsumes her body, green and humming, breaking the entirety of her down to sand or iron, particles shifting into a new form with ease. I know that each dragon’s title is a mark of their true nature, as is their fire. Syn’s, I cannot easily figure out. Regardless, I still catch how she lists to one side, wings not entirely healed yet from where one of Pindrect’s ships rammed her with full force while falling.
    

    
      We reach familiar harbour at the time of the winter solstice. The temperature has dropped, and I stand at the bow of my ship, Cunning Vow in hand, tracing the links, impatient to go ashore and sprint up the steps to my partners’ home—my home, in them—and spend the longest night of the year with them. The memory of Anu’s voice is ever in my ear, crackling over the radio, tired but fulfilled from the preparations, ensuring all had an abundance of food and warmth to celebrate.
    

    
      “You’ll catch your death out here.” Syn drapes a blanket around my shoulders. I pull it tighter, fingers numb, eyes never leaving the shore.
    

    
      “I can handle the cold.”
    

    
      “Flora. I will not allow you to fall ill while you’re still weak.” I bristle at the statement, but there is no arguing with her. When we step ashore, she orders me to sit while she moors the boat, and when my strength fails me on the steep climb up to the village, she unceremoniously lifts and carries me. It’s humiliating.
    

    
      The night is quiet, save for the faint sounds of community from the different houses we pass, the rustling of the palm leaves, slender trunks shifting in the wind. Stars shine down upon us, constellations run through with faint cracks, shifting slowly, if much less so here than out on the open seas. Were the stars always this broken, or do I simply not recognise my own home? Did I ever know it, even? Maybe not, because when Syn releases me, it takes me a good moment to recognise my home.
    

    
      But I do recognise it; wood polished with care, the porch newly mended, the facade unpainted, left natural save for the patterns circling up the posts that hold the roof beneath which we sit during the rain while the city’s water tanks fill, listening to the patter of life-giving drops. This is the home I built for Anu and Dola, just a few streets down from my parents’, which I frequent as much as my own.
    

    
      How Syn knew which one it was, when I couldn’t, I don’t want to think about.
    

    
      “There we go, then,” she says. “Home, safe and sound.”
    

    
      “Yes… I suppose. Thank you.” My fingers trace the jagged shark teeth on Dola’s shard. I can almost see her, sitting at the table inside, opposite Anu, my space left empty. My throat tightens. I told them I would capture Al’Synnoa the Wise. I don’t know if I can come back to them empty handed, and I’m not sure that, after once more having their warmth, I’ll ever be able to leave again.
    

    
      Dola’s face comes to mind, her eyes full of tears she refuses to shed, an accusation on her lips she won’t speak. Is this more important than us?
    

    
      I linger before the threshold.
    

    
      Syn sighs. She raises a fist to knock, but the door swings open. Warm light falls over me, blinding despite its softness. My eyes adjust. I find Dola in the doorway, eyes glistening, hand on her mouth as though stifling an outcry or sob. I know. Quite the sight I must be, bandaged all over, half my face covered. I give her a smile that stings in my cheek.
    

    
      “Hey, Dola.” A moment later, she is in my arms, crying out my name, and I feel worse still. My embrace is gentle. She fits against me like a memory, familiar, unfamiliar, warm. “What a terrible wife I am, neglecting you,” I mutter into her hair. She shakes her head between sobs, too broken up to say anything. Behind her, in the kitchen, I see Anu, having settled from a curious lean to see who it is into something tense, hip braced back against the counter, arms crossed. They take a breath and straighten, approach, slot a tattooed hand in mine, already awaiting them, like gears intersecting. It fits perfectly, broad and warm, soft like they are, yet strong.
    

    
      “Welcome home, my heart.” I feel wetness stain my bandages. They brush the tears from my cheeks and lean in to kiss me. “We were worried for you.” Dola nods, still sobbing happy tears when she looks up to smile and pull me into a kiss of her own that tastes like salt and honey and makes me think of dying.
    

    
      Finally, the two release me, though I chase the contact, leaning heavily on Anu while Dola turns toward my saviour. “Thank you for bringing her home,” she says earnestly, offering her hand. “We can’t ever repay you enough.”
    

    
      Syn takes her hand and has the gall to ghost a kiss to her knuckles. “No need, Lady Ogunwe. I owed your bonded a debt. Do keep her from the seas until ey is healed, won’t you? Ey has trouble following directions.”
    

    
      “Does she, now…” Dola’s disapproving eye falls on me. I feel myself start to sweat.
    

    
      “She did remarkably well at sitting still and resting on the ride home, so don’t be too hard on her.”
    

    
      “I see…” Despite the warmth ever present in her eyes, there is something in Dola’s expression I can’t parse. She smiles, and it seems both relieved and something else, something that is sharp and presses on an emotion I dare not name. “How lucky we are, Flora, that you’ve made such a… reliable friend.”
    

    
      “We’re not—” I start, but Syn cuts me off.
    

    
      “Indeed, she would have run off to meet you both without even mooring her ship, had it not been for me.” I am grateful for the save, even if it drives the heat to my cheeks. “But that’s a story for another time. It is late, and you three have a celebration to hold. I shall see myself to the village speakers’ home. A good night to you, Lady Ogunwe, Anushka.” She bows her head, the lies coming easily. There is no need for her to announce herself to the speaker, no reason to have her presence registered. She’ll be gone within minutes, and I dread her absence already. It feels final, somehow.
    

    
      Dola captures her wrist, half out the door in her haste. “No, please, stay! You brought our Flora back to us, so join us for the solstice. We have food and warmth, and would love to share both.”
    

    
      “I would still have to announce myself—”
    

    
      “Nonsense,” Dola says with a roll of her eyes and a wave of dismissal. “If my mothers complain, simply let them know I insisted. They wouldn’t deny me your company.”
    

    
      Syn smiles, her eyes flicking to me. “My, Flora,” she says, her voice low in a way that infuriates me, “you didn’t tell me your wife was a 
      princess
      .” I hate how clearly Dola delights in that word, but let it slide, because my chest is warm with her smile and Anu’s thumb brushing my skin, travelling slowly across the knuckles. With Al’Synnoa’s agreement to stay and the most obvious of fake names given, I allow my heart to pull me to the washroom where they draw a warm bath that soothes my crusted wounds. I sigh, letting myself relax into the tub. Their hands brush through my braids, feel where they’re starting to come loose.
    

    
      “It’s gotten long,” she remarks.
    

    
      “Of course. I won’t let anyone but you cut it.” I can feel Anu’s smile, even without seeing them. They kneel behind me, the rest of the room is on my newly blind side, but I have never needed sight or shards to know exactly where they are. Our bond goes deeper than that.
    

    
      “Do you want me to do that for you now?”
    

    
      I consider the offer. “It needs to be washed, and the ends cleaned up. But I’d like to keep it long.”
    

    
      They chuckle. “You used to hate it long.” I did. It was a hassle to take care of when I was constantly moving, constantly sailing. Now, I can’t think of anything more wonderful than having it be braided, slowly, over the course of days or weeks, by the people I love. Anu undoes my braids, wets a wide-tooth comb of wood adorned with seashells, cards it gently through my hair. Their touch lingers. “I missed you, my love.”
    

    
      It’s the first time they’ve called me that. Without hesitation, I reach up and take their tattooed hand in mine, press my lips to the stars, smell soap and spice and forge metal. There are no words I can say to convey how deeply I longed for them whenever I was away.
    

    
      My hair is washed and left un-braided, tied back to be properly styled tomorrow. We return to a kitchen filled with warmth and laughter, where Syn regales Dola with tales of the open sea, and I see a spark of envy in her eyes at the sound of a freedom she never expressed any want for when they dart to me. Dinner is served, and it tastes like home.
    

    
      “So, Syn,” Anu says between two bites. “You say you’re a drifter, but surely you’ve considered making harbour somewhere, no? Not forever, of course, but perhaps every now and then? It must get cold out at sea.”
    

    
      “Lonely too,” Dola adds, shaking her head. “The thought of someone as kind as you with nobody to keep her company… It breaks my heart, really.”
    

    
      Syn laughs. “Perhaps if there was a harbour that could keep me.” She takes her time with the food. I’ve seen her eat, though I’m not sure she needs it, and I’m certain this much would not be enough to sustain her if her star hearts failed. It’s not mere tasting, she’s savouring it. I can picture how the food falls apart in her mouth, burned by emerald flame, each ingredient absorbed, perhaps down to the love that went into cooking it. The looks she casts between Dola and Anu all but confirm it, especially how she watches their hands, just a bit too far to hold one another’s across the table, but closer than before I left.
    

    
      “I don’t know,” Anu muses. “You seem to fit in well here.”
    

    
      “Indeed! You’re taller than Flora, but our beds are larger still. You would be comfortable, I’m sure!” What is Dola doing? I stare at her.
    

    
      “My, Lady Ogunwe, trying to domesticate me already?” Syn smiles, sharp ivory, knowing. “Don’t you think you’ll have your hands full with Flora?”
    

    
      Anu hums. “Many hands make light work,” they say, their own reaching out to trace a scar on Syn’s open palm. “And it looks like yours have not known the same softness you’ve extended to our partner. Don’t you think you deserve that much, Lady Syn?” They smile, hand in hers, comfortable. “Or do you prefer Sir?”
    

    
      I stare, bug-eyed. Are they flirting with Syn? Evidently they are, because Dola smiles, chin on her folded hands, and easily offers to mark her as a permanent resident on her parents’ behalf, something that would not be difficult, would not require assistance or connections, but would clearly mark Syn as Other, whether by her not claiming a settlement of origin, or her claims failing to be corroborated.
    

    
      “And look at it this way,” Anu says, resting a hand in mine as well. “You would get to keep an eye on Flora too, make sure she’s rested, maybe help us wrangle her if she tries to sail off before she’s healed, hm?”
    

    
      “No. They’re ours,” the Red With murmurs in the back of my mind. “We can’t let this happen. They belong to us.”
    

    
      “Do we deserve them more than Syn does? We’ve already failed them,” Bitter Fang chimes in, and the words send a stab through my chest.
    

    
      “We already promised ourselves to all three,” says Cunning Vow. “And we could use this to find a weakness in her.”
    

    
      “We’ll lose them if we deny them,” murmurs Long Shot, who hasn’t yet settled fully on the title, but knows its shard will be one of explosive violence, like the whalers’ cannons.
    

    
      And then another thought adds to the stream, clearer than the rest, piercing through it like sunlight glinting of a fish’s back. “You’ll allow this. And you’ll be grateful.”
    

    
      I watch Syn’s lips pull into a smile as she reads the anger from my face, the shame, the feelings I don’t acknowledge, the ones that make me worse and perhaps even unworthy. She pre-empts me. “I think that sounds like a wonderful idea, actually. As you said, dear Anu, many hands indeed make light work—and Flora strikes me as someone who needs a firm hand indeed.”
    

    
      Despite everything, I hate how my stomach swoops at her agreeing to stay.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Anu’s hammer rings against the anvil of the shardforge, a steady rhythm like a heartbeat of steel. I enjoy watching them, losing myself in the sound, always have. It’s only now, having left the Cradle and my home, that I understand how truly special their craft is. Instead of creating shards in cloning vats alone, with pistons hammering, steel flowing and acid bubbling beneath and through rusted tubes, Anu takes them half-formed from the tank and sculpts them into organic shapes, bends gently, adorns and engraves them to its bearers exact needs. When they are done, they strike the shard against the side of their hammer, hear it ring. Satisfied, they nod and place the hammer down, one of their own shards.
    

    
      It strikes me how each one they possess is the same. A hammer. A wrench. A razor. All things made for maintenance, for care. This is their nature. My love is a carer, and I adore her for it, finding her more beautiful now than ever, her tied-back hair matted with sweat, her skin slick with it, eyes heavy and pleasantly exhausted, hands marked by the work. Those, I’ve always loved. It’s where we got the idea for the stars, her scars and mine. Every single acid burn or fleck of spark-seared skin we collected up here, them in their work, me in assisting, is a precious point of connection between us.
    

    
      She smiles when she sees me, goes to accept the moist towel, but I pull it away. Their eyes roll. She lets me tilt up her chin, cleaning her off with reverence, freeing her skin of sweat and soot. “You didn’t just come here for me, did you?” Their murmur is soft, and the tremor it sends through my fingertips sends a shiver down my spine. Her hands rest on my hips, thumbs playing across the skin under my shirt, and I consider saying nothing after all.
    

    
      But I can’t. I made a vow, and I must keep it. It whispers in the back of my mind even now. “Half that,” I say evasively, “half testing myself.” I’ve yet to regain all of my old strength. My eye hasn’t gotten better, but I’ve adjusted to the change, learned to measure distance in a new way and move to widen my field of vision.
    

    
      “And?”
    

    
      I can hear it in their voice. They know. I no longer breathe as heavy when I reach the forge, high up in the mountains above our village. My legs do not ache when I rise, my head does not spin and throb. My hands don’t shake at proximity to flame or the scent of burned flesh, not while my newest shard lies draped around my shoulders, a heavy coat, shardplate that guards me. I have healed as much as I can, on land.
    

    
      I draw them into a kiss, taste sweat and soot and love before I pull away and finally clean their lips too.
    

    
      “Time to go, then?”
    

    
      “It won’t be like last time,” I promise. “I’ll stay in the Cradle, safe. I won’t be reckless—I’ll come visit every month, too! Twice a month, even!”
    

    
      “It’s fine, heart.” Anu smiles tenderly, dark eyes soft, if exasperated. “We knew you’d be called to sea again eventually. You always longed for that freedom. At least this time, you’ll have Syn with you.”
    

    
      I can’t help it anymore. “Okay, you know she’s a dragon, right? That I’ll be hunting her, yes?”
    

    
      “Really??” Anu stares at me, eyes wide. “You mean to tell me that Syn, the seven foot tall woman without any shards, who dragged your sorry ass home from your dragon hunt and has been flirting with Dola and I specifically to piss you off is actually Al’Synnoa the Wise? Stars, my love! Why didn’t you tell me sooner? I never would have guessed!”
    

    
      “Alright, you can stop being a shit about it,” I grumble as they laugh. They throw their arms around my shoulders, and I hold them, begrudgingly. “If you knew, why did you and Dola never say anything?”
    

    
      They shrug. “Why would we have? Syn wants to pretend she’s human, why not let her? She’s pleasant to have around.”
    

    
      “… Did you have to flirt back, though?”
    

    
      Anu regards me with knowing eyes, and I nearly flee right then. Their smile is tender, like a knife dancing across my hammering pulse. “Oh Flora… You know what it does to you.”
    

    
      I consider throwing myself into the acid pool, or the forge flame, or off this mountain, but Anu’s chuckle draws me back against them and my mouth to theirs. They kiss me, greedy this time, until I pull away and they soften the touch down to gentle, not hungry, nuzzling and kissing until I am left breathless with the sweetness of it. Stars cup my cheek.
    

    
      “You might belong to her now, but you were mine first,” they say. “And if she tries to fight me on it, I’ll show you both how you really hunt a dragon.” Their skin is warm. Anu swipes their thumb over the scars under my blind eye.
    

    
      I watch them, etching their appearance into my heart and mind as best I can. There is a deeper exhaustion there, under the hard day’s work. The fish have been biting less, the air has been getting worse, I think. I would not have noticed it, were I not so familiar with the boundary on the cliffs. I think it’s been inching closer, but I don’t want to imagine what that would mean.
    

    
      Still, I ask, “Do you think I’m selfish? For hunting her instead of staying here and helping.”
    

    
      “Oh? You have a way to make fish bite and lure kraken into our nets?”
    

    
      “No, but many hands—”
    

    
      “Will be fine.” Their hands rest in mine, squeezing them between us. My love’s smile is bright and hopeful, like a star in the sky. I cling to them. “Go hunt your dragon, my heart. Maybe then she’ll finally stay for good.”
    

    
      I roll my eye. “You’d love that, wouldn’t you? Syn staying, so you can watch her humiliate me.”
    

    
      “Please, you love it when she humiliates you.”
    

    
      Wisely, we bite our tongue, and are saved moments later when Dola comes to check on us. Our bonding shards have changed, her now wearing a link from Cunning Vow around her neck, me having added her own Chance around my own, a shard manifested as a silver coin, the newly adventurous spirit she’s awoken in herself. I know, wherever I go, I will have a piece of my loves close to my heart. Shard or no shard.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I figure out the riddle Al’Synnoa left me in my eighth month back home. She built the Cradle, but it is mortals like myself that sail its currents, that fly and dive on the winds. Every town I come across has a wealth of secrets. Elders tell me of ancient whorls in the currents, impossible to see, but steadily making their way back around. Young ones whisper to me—over bribes of sweets and promises of conspiracy—which caves they dive through to slip into rival towns and play with their friends unseen by anyone, at what time the tides swell too sharply to undergo the journey. My maps grow intricate. My plans take on greater complexity. And when I am discovered in hunting Al’Synnoa the Wise, I am met with curiosity and excitement. The people of the Cradle see something in my eyes I do not, point me to whalespeakers, bid me good luck on my journey, and provide me food and shelter, resources and repairs, company and companionship.
    

    
      I spend many weeks simply living in different towns, being among my people. It fills me with warmth and longing in equal measure.
    

    
      My ship grows faster, sleeker, more adapted to the narrow currents, yet with enough heft to anchor a dragon, not that it concerns Syn. Close as we are on land, back on open skies we are hunter and hunted, and she taunts and teases to her heart’s content. It’s infuriating, seeing how happy she is to dig in the knife, knowing she holds her tongue in front of Dola and Anu, making them like her. I want to grab her by the neck and shake her, take her by the mouth and shut her up, and every time that she slips away and leaves me no other choice than to return home, I find her there already, waiting. We stay for weeks before the chase continues.
    

    
      She looks through my old log books and journals, teases me about ambushes failed and plans gone wrong. I want to pull the words out of her, the cutting ones she says to me at sea, and yet she refuses, flirting and playing at being human, with both my loves aiding her.
    

    
      Once, Dola asks me why I try to provoke Syn like I do. I don’t have an answer for her that wouldn’t embarrass me.
    

    
      After two years, my attempts slow. In the third, Syn grows from impatient to concerned. She corners me against the back of our home. “You’re not giving up the chase, are you? I haven’t permitted it.”
    

    
      “I’m working on my plans,” I reply. It’s true, I am, but I am also tired. I’ve hunted her for eight years. I could… let it go. Isn’t it childish to hold on to a grudge from when I was twenty-something and so enamoured with myself I quite literally jumped out of my own boat without wings?
    

    
      Al’Synnoa’s eyes darken. I’ve noticed I call her Syn in my head now, with no idea when it started. But when she looks at me like that, she once more becomes Al’Synnoa the Wise, the powerful and terrifying. Her hand rests familiar against my throat.
    

    
      “You have made a vow, Flora Sagar,” she snarls, teeth sharp and thick, licking with green flame. “Dare break it, and I will remind you of your place…” My pulse hammers against her palm. “… in front of your partners.”
    

    
      My eye goes wide. “You wouldn’t!” I’m not sure where the alarm stems from. She wouldn’t. It would destroy the illusion, that she’s human, that she’s just a friend, that she’s fine to court and flirt with.
    

    
      Al’Synnoa pauses. Her face softens, then sharpens into a smile, one that reminds me of Dola. “You’re right. I wouldn’t. My apologies for threatening you, Flora. After all, only good girls get rewarded.”
    

    
      I don’t follow her when she leaves me behind like I’m not worth any thought, cowering against the wall, hand on my mouth, knees pressed tight. I do intensify my efforts, and when next we clash, I trap her in a grotto where winds pool so powerfully that she seeks refuge on my ship, anchored by the Red Witch, where I duel her, and she pins me by the neck and wrist.
    

    
      “Much better,” my Syn murmurs in my ear, proud, winded from the rocks I’ve battered her against. “You are a fine hunter, Flora. I look forward to your next attempt.” Her teeth graze my skin, an apology for her impatience, and I know I’m forgiven for keeping her waiting by how she sticks close to me on the flight home, keeping me warm.
    

    
      We don’t part that day as we usually do, but when home comes in sight, she speeds ahead with another taunt and her many eyes glinting mirthfully. I’m not sure I will ever catch her, unless I get lucky… but maybe, in a way, I already have. And maybe that’s all we need.
      


    

    

      Chapter 4
    

    
      To have and to hold / all that which you need?
    

    
      
    

    
      The Cradle is falling. Reality shatters and comes apart at the seams. T
      he grotto I trapped Syn in two years ago comes apart like glass, rocks severed from wind, the mountains split from summit to base, the cliffs crumble like fractal sand. Shardrifts pull through the air, the sky, shifting before me in a way that makes me sick, as the Lesser Marriage spears Al’Synnoa with a roar. Necromantic lightning sparks off the hull of my boat as I sail, 
      desperately, to a home that fractures like glass struck.
    

    
      Exactly like glass struck. As if the impact point lay dead in the middle of the nearby communal plaza, decorated for a celebration that does not exist.
    

    
      My ship slams into the porch. Half of it continues to hang in the air, floating, splinters caught in syrup. The boards shiver as I hit them and snap away behind me like ribs falling onto the abyss below.
    

    
      “Dola!” I call for her, ramming open the door to our home. She stands by the far side of the kitchen. A split goes through the floor, glowing with a light that cannot be found on any spectrum, as a break in reality races between us. I rush forward, grab for her. My hand is not my hand is not where it belongs is not attached to the wrist is two meters ahead of where it should be is burning burning burning retracts with a sharp cry, seared by necromancy.
    

    
      “Flora!” Dola’s eyes are wide with panic. I have barely enough shards to ward me against the necromancy of this newly formed rift. Dola has one with her, along with my Long Shot, which I entrusted to her when she sailed out beyond our shores for the very first time, aiding her parents in trade. She can’t make it across. “Run, leave me!”
    

    
      “I’m not doing that!” The first step burns. This is not like the shardrifts I know, dead and still. It still glows and reacts and lives, in a perverse way, if the death of reality can be called life. The presence of a Marriage pulls at the fabric of the world, condenses and binds it, and rips open greater scars as the thread tears at the flesh of our world.
    

    
      “Listen to me! Anu went to the forge alone, chasing the Uniter! Our parents, they went to the plaza to stop this, but—” I don’t have the heart to tell her what I know. That the Marriage screaming from many, many, many throats has stars in her eyes. Through the window, I see the Lesser Marriage gouge away mountaintops, undeterred. It is a thing of horror, metal and flesh, limbs of blade, taller than the Cradle entire. Where the rifts touch its body, they are forcibly melted shut, only to break open with yet greater tenacity. Like suturing a pane of glass by hammering a needle through the material, like healing a wound on your leg by tearing the skin off your arm.
    

    
      “Flora!” A hand clenches around my heart. It’s Dola’s, resting on the link of Cunning Vow on her chest. Her eyes are full of tears. “Please, I… I can’t lose either of you!”
    

    
      “If I go, we both lose you! I can make it through the rift, we can find a way around, get to the forge!” Red Witch empowers me. Would it be enough to break through the back wall of our home? If I had more time—
    

    
      “Please, Flora.” Her voice silences me. It’s choked and soft, her hand resting on the gas stove where she and Anu would cook in my absence, next to the polished counter her parents provided the wood for after long and arduous barter. Tears roll down her cheeks. “We both know I won’t make it past. Don’t let me be the reason you lose everything.”
    

    
      “But you are my everything.”
    

    
      She smiles. “No. Even if it feels like it right now. I’m not the only one who loves you.”
    

    
      My throat is dry. Long Shot cries in my mind, begging for us to search for another way, find something. I… don’t know, most days, who or what I am, aside from a body. I hope this shard of mine, sees more than I do. Helpless, I clasp Chance in my hand and watch Dola shiver. “I’ll bring them back. Anu can make some shards for you, quickly, rudimentary—just enough to get you through! Don’t give up!”
    

    
      “Alright. I believe in you.” She smiles. “Be safe, Flora.”
    

    
      I kiss Chance and leave my wife behind in our kitchen as the walls begin to shatter apart and the floor drops away under my feet.
    

    
      The village breaks apart around me as I climb aboard my ship. Its silver kiel sparks against the necromantic glow, and I have half a mind to simply take a running start and take the roof and second floor off the place when the kitchen is engulfed in a ball of flame, and Long Shot goes silent in my mind.
    

    
      I am afforded no time to grieve. Or at least I can’t remember anything past the scream that rips from my chest like a heart torn free.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The necro-shrine at the top of the summit lies dead, but not empty. It floats, smashed aside by the Lesser Marriage, the floor slanted unnaturally. I find Anu in the heart of it, where the ancient rift hums, a font of necromantic energy above an altar with its offerings strewn about.
    

    
      They stand entirely still, a statue save for the blood running from the stump that remains of their forearm, and the heavy rise and fall of their shoulders. Around them lie the bodies of three Lesser Marriages, their mountainous forms and alien limbs reduced to pulp and blood. Even now, it clings to the wrench in Anu’s hand. I don’t see her hammer.
    

    
      “Anu. Anu!” I rush forward to catch her when she sways. Her hair has gone grey, some of it seared and melted. The smell chokes the air, burned hair and flesh, blood. Their eyes, too, are like stormclouds, not onyx. And they blink at me without understanding.
    

    
      “I had to do it,” they whisper, mangled arm reaching up as if to cup my cheek.
    

    
      “Hush, Anu, don’t speak!” I grasp their arm, hurriedly binding it, staunching the flow. My eyes dart. Where is the Uniter? Dragon or not, I know Anu’s family holds secret that even Al’Synnoa deems dangerous. I expect feathers, fur, a pool of golden blood, a dragon on the brink of death or something, but the shrine lies empty. “Where are they? The Uniter, they came up here, right? They did this to your parents?”
    

    
      “They tried to bind the rifts. It… was killing us.”
    

    
      I freeze, then keep binding.
    

    
      “They did this, Flora. They wanted to protect our home. They killed it.”
    

    
      “Quiet! You’re delirious!”
    

    
      “Flora!” Their head presses against my shoulder. “I killed them. Don’t tell me I don’t know why.”
    

    
      I… don’t want to believe it. But the shrine lies mangled and destroyed, the apprentices gone, Anu’s parents… To deny her the reason for the horrors committed here would be beyond cruel.
    

    
      I recall the worry. Fish getting more sparse. Rifts opening, warding off trade ships. The air getting worse. I should have seen it for what it was, should have looked beyond my parents’ adamant insistence that they would take care of it. This is my fault. If only I hadn’t hunted Syn. If only I had stayed, helped out, done something, maybe I could have prevented this. Maybe someone better than me would have seen the signs, the elders growing worried, fearful that the Cradle’s abundance would run dry, would have stopped them from doing something so monstrous, so reckless.
    

    
      “Anu…” They are so tired, so broken. Devastated, that’s the word. I hate what I am about to do to them. “I need you to make shards for me. For Dola. She’s cut off by a rift.”
    

    
      Their arm falls. Even with what I’ve managed to do, they’ve lost a lot of blood, it sticks to our soles and the shrine floor. Above us, the old rift sparks, the void behind it shimmering lightless. “That… doesn’t sound like my name anymore.” I stare into Anu’s face and do not see her looking back. Her hammer is gone, and with it, something vital. My heart breaks a second time.
    

    
      “I still need you.”
    

    
      “… I’ll try.”
    

    
      Injured and heavy, Anu lets me drag them to my ship. By the time we reach our home, it is a glowing crater in the skin of reality. The last of the boats have set off, evacuating people from the streets and rooftops. The Lesser Marriage Al’Synnoa battled lies slain, its body still breaking the world as the ground beneath it gives way and it plummets into the Infinite.
    

    
      I tie the Red Witch to the bow of the ship, letting her point catch necromantic lightning and funnel it away from where I treat Anu’s wounds on the deck as best I can. My movements are mechanical, lifeless. But I breathe still, and Honour Shroud keeps me moving, even when I want break down. It’s a miracle my partner is still alive (they are, somewhere, somehow, even if half their shards have gone dormant, even if something vital is missing, it’s them, I need to remember that). I hate that they had to use their talents to break something, destroy something. It’s the last thing my Anu ever wanted.
    

    
      Al’Synnoa lands heavily on the deck, her body still covered in feathers, clawed fingers scratching at the planks. Golden blood pools under her. I want to hold her, pull her close, bury my face in her hair and cry, but I feel nothing, and simply existing takes so much effort.
    

    
      Anu moves, though. She rises, steps close to the dragon. I clasp Broken Chance around my neck, splintered and bleeding lilac smoke that smells like Dola’s clumsy and endearing attempts at cooking.
    

    
      “You killed our parents.” Anu doesn’t move like she used to, with dangerous elegance and predatory grace rivalling Syn’s. “Flora’s. Dola’s. Pieces of mine. They were in there. You killed them.” The wrench is heavy in their hands, crusted with blood.
    

    
      Syn falls heavily on her side, looks up at them. One of her winding horns is chipped and broken. Her left eyes are crusted shut with gold. She is weak. Helpless. Her eyes close, then open again, filled with sorrow. “I did,” she says. And, “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      Anu stares down at her. Their grip tightens on the wrench. I call out their name, throat too shredded from mourning to really be heard. The sound of the wrench falling is like a gunshot. Anu kneels in golden blood, reaching for their needle and thread, doing whatever they can to suture Al’Synnoa’s open chest over her star hearts.
    

    
      As our home breaks behind us and the cracks running through reality sever us from our people, we three do what we do best. Al’Synnoa protects, closing rifts with shaking hands before they can tear us apart. 
      Anu heals, mending our wounds. And I sit, useless, doing nothing.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      We are ambushed on one of the rare occasions that Syn is absent, and my inadequacy as a sailor laid bare with full force. Brekker’s efforts are keeping the engine together as I push it hard as I can, steering us through cloudbanks that rip at the sails and rudders.
    

    
      “They’re still gaining,” Mira warns me, hunched over the map.
    

    
      Inaya laughs in the turret. “Let them, we’ll just shoot them down!”
    

    
      “Grateful for your faith in our firepower, love,” I grit out between clenched teeth, “but that gunship is ten times the size of us and happy to expend ammunition!” That’s the big problem, really. Not the quick and lithe ship rivalling our own, hounding us even through the cloud pillar we’ve escaped into, but the Behemoth that follows behind. It is a construction of steel and steam and gasoline engines, and whoever runs it is not shy with the ludicrous caliber of artillery.
    

    
      “Aw, I’m sure you’ll come up with something!” Inaya flutters her eyes at me, and promptly gets her own shard thrown at her head.
    

    
      “Less flirting, more surviving! Seeing as you have so much time to talk, why don’t you navigate, and I take the cannon?” She does it without waiting for approval. The twins are younger than me by only a few years, but enough that a daring and audacious attitude comes easy to them.
    

    
      I tear at the controls, trying frantically to keep us on the course projected into my mind through Inaya’s spear. It’s… less awkward now that we’ve stopped dancing around her feelings for me. More awkward in that her twin refuses to discuss her own, and I feel like a foreign entity near them, a blade in flesh, intrusive.
    

    
      But I am the captain, first and foremost, and that takes precedence over anything else.
    

    
      “Captian,” Brekker’s voice comes familiar unfamiliar across the speaking tubes. “The engine is going to give out soon. The tremors are shaking everything apart. We have to get out of the storm.”
    

    
      “Wonderful,” Mira mutters. “We’re going to die.”
    

    
      “Not happening. I won’t let us.” Before I can question myself, I swivel the harpoon mount, tracking the pursuing ship on the grainy cameras. It would require a miracle to hit this under any normal circumstance, but the Red Witch loaded into the gun strikes true with blood-thirsty accuracy.
    

    
      We break free of the clouds, and our tethered pursuers ram us with no regard for their own safety. That’s fine, my ship has changed much, grown sturdy. We make our stand by the line connecting us, Mira and Inaya with spears, each other’s mirror images, but are overwhelmed when pirates swoop up from beneath our ship on large wings strapped to their arms and surround us. I end up with my arms pulled behind my back, kneeling on the deck of my own ship, slick with moisture and what blood we spilled to fight off the boarding sailors as best we could.
    

    
      “Bold to try and harpoon a pirate.” Their captain steps from the gangplank and onto the deck as though she owns it. Her thigh-high boots are shined, her coat and hat worn and well-cared for. She looks over the three of us, chin raised. “Which one is the captain?”
    

    
      “Me.” My lip is split, my voice rough. It never quite recovered from the cradle, but I imagine it along with my bruises makes me quite the sorry sight.
    

    
      “
      I am Captain Awami Ngwenya of the Compass Needle. My pleasure.” She tips her hat.
    

    
      I spit blood. “I’m Captain Fuck Off. Of the Fuck You. Would love to give you a proper welcome, if you weren’t too chicken-shit to fight your own battles.”
    

    
      “Charming.” Her voice is even, her eyes behind the round spectacles unbothered. “You made this harder than it needed to be. This is our airspace, a simple tithe of water would have prevented all this. You’re lucky none of my crew were killed.”
    

    
      “Give it time,” Mira mutters. “Fairly sure that guy Inaya bit has got rabies now.” I’ve always admired her dry wit, the opposite of her twin’s sparkling and bright humour. Unfortunately neither knows when to shut up, leaving me to try and distract Captain Ngwenya.
    

    
      “You attacked us, we defended ourselves. What happens now? You kill us?”
    

    
      “Please. We’re not monsters. We’ll simply relieve you of your water—though I can’t promise whatever is left will be enough to get you to harbour, especially not after how you treated your poor ship. Are there any more of your crew aboard?”
    

    
      There’s no point further resistance, only damage control. I hang my head. “Just one, in the engine room. They won’t fight.” They never do.
    

    
      “Excuse me if I don’t take your word for it. I half expected you to blow up your magazine and sink us all.”
    

    
      Maybe, if not for Mira and Inaya aboard. Syn would have been furious with me for having the thought. It doesn’t matter. Unless a surprise rainshower catches us, we’ll likely die of thirst before she returns to drag us to the nearest watering hole. The Behemoth approaches, making its way half beneath our ship. Sailors bustle on the outside of the metal hull, preparing to receive the hoses lowered by the pirates on our side. The bridge is still above us.
    

    
      A gangplank extends down on my blind side, and I hear people descend. Then they stop. A hand clenches around my heart, and one of the steps breaks into a run. My head snaps around, but in that moment I am already grabbed, my cheeks cupped in the warm hands of a fat woman with skin as dark as Ngwenya’s and hair in intricate braids. A woven shard of yellow cloth rests around her head, a double-barrelled flintlock in her sash.
    

    
      “Flora? Oh, stars and shattered skies, it is you!” The ghost of my wife stares down at me, her face so open, soft and her eyes glistening with tears. I am pulled against her chest, released by the four sailors that held me tight when she glares at them. My skin brushes a link of chain on a necklace, and with a jolt my Cunning Vow recognises Long Shot tucked into a treasured place by my love’s side. Her heart beats, strong and warm, in a chest heaving with sobs. “I thought I’d lost you!”
    

    
      I… don’t know what do to or say. It’s lucky, then, that my own voice fails me among my outcry of pain and relief, and nobody expects me to be able to speak through that.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      If Dola’s survival is the thread that sutures the wound the loss of the Cradle left in me five years ago, her bonding with Ngwenya is the sting of the needle. I don’t care. I am happy Dola loves her. And more than that, I am grateful that, even in my absence, my child wasn’t left with only one mother.
    

    
      I have a child! They are a tiny little thing, soft like their mother Dola, barely five years old and so curious. Noa looks scared of my milky eye at first, then is all too eager to ask questions. I am accepted into a changed home without question.
    

    
      Things are more… difficult with Brekker. My Dola has grown tough and strong in her time at sea. Stealing the Behemoth was only her first gambit of many, the guns she leveraged against rival fleets soon earning her a reputation. I… tell her. About Anu. She takes it with grace. I mourn for her, and the softness she had to lose to make it out here, and keep her Broken Chance close to my heart, even after she offers me the newly-forged shard its mind has escaped to.
    

    
      Syn is overjoyed. Less happy about Awami’s involvement, but I catch the two flirting months later, and know all will be well. Dola welcomes Mira and Inaya as well. Her influence makes them worse, they whisper about me conspiratorially, and for a while it seems like all will go back to how it was; us, together, with even Brekker reminiscing over times long past and warmth shared.
    

    
      But things aren’t like they were, because we’re pirates now. We were already disliked for what we did to survive the fall, but our new company marks us as dangerous. Mira and Inaya take to it with an alarming enthusiasm. Their winged sandals become invaluable as they gather intel for us. Much as Dola’s guns intimidate, there are idiots like myself who take their chances in flight, and while she happily blows whole islands out of the sky to make a point, she’s no cold-blooded killer.
    

    
      Slowly, we re-build our home.
    

    
      “Are you still hunting her?” Dola asks me one day, sitting on the deck of the sturdy vessel I still command. She is polishing Long Shot, says it brings her peace, but her attention is on Syn, leading the way with gentle, lazy curls through the sky.
    

    
      I put down the Red Witch in my lap. “No. Haven’t, for a long time. She was hit hard by the loss of the Cradle, same as I. We found… comfort in one another.”
    

    
      “Has she tried rebuilding it?”
    

    
      “Dola…”
    

    
      “You’re right. I’m sorry.” She leans her head on my shoulder. Her fingers brush Long Shot’s barrel, and I feel it on my spine. We’re all wounded from the fall of the Cradle. Even if Syn’s hearts did not ache for all we’ve lost, I’m not sure she could rebuild what was lost in our lifetime. “I just want to give our child a home like we had. Clean air and clean water. Stability.”
    

    
      “Then… let’s earn it. Syn wasn’t always part of our lives, right? She earned that spot.” By dragging me home to my loves kicking and screaming, basically, but there is no reason the same could not work for us now. The skies are treacherous, and we are powerful. I know my skills as a sailor, how they outshine even Awami and her fliers, and if all else fails, Syn is here, mighty, if diminished like the rest of us.
    

    
      “By dragging you home kicking and screaming, yes, I remember,” my Dola says, echoing my thoughts. She looks up at me. “You think that can work? That there is a space for us out here that could be freely given, not just taken?”
    

    
      The question takes me aback. I stare at my love, feeling her heart hammer through her shard. “Dola… Why wouldn’t there be?”
    

    
      Her eyes widen with sudden fright, and she pulls away. Then the expression vanishes. She shakes her head, rises, and I follow. “Ignore me, love. I’m just tired, speaking without thinking.”
    

    
      I am done mourning the softness she’s lost. My hand catches hers, anchors her like she anchored me all my life, and I pull her against my chest. I hold her as she tells me, quietly and through gentle shakes, of her first encounter with whalers. When I explain to Syn why Dola shares our bed that night, instead of her own on a ship that smells like oil and gunpowder, she marches straight past me to join my wife, holding her as though she never wants to let her go again.
    

    
      It’s only the morning after, during the hearty breakfast Brekker prepares for us, that I tell Dola of Syn’s hopes of finding the Uniter.
    

    
      I can’t blame either of them for the look of betrayal in their eyes.
    

    

    
      
    

    

      Chapter 5
    

    
      With tooth hooked in tooth / you seek to maintain
    

    
      
    

    
      We don’t break apart, but we do split up. Dola continues her deeds of piracy, Syn continues to leave for days and weeks at a time, either chasing rumors of Cradle folk, or the Uniter, who gave them the means to destroy thei
      r home. I sail with my loved ones… or the ones I don’t know if I can love.
    

    
      Brekker avoids me. Of course she does. She is the shadow of my heart, and even now, I meet their eyes and feel longing burn in my chest like sundered stars, agonising, split apart. Mira and Inaya try to soothe the ache, but I can’t let them in, not really, not with a reminder of my failure so close at hand. And Brekker notices, of course. They spend more and more time avoiding me on a ship built for barely five crew.
    

    
      One day I catch them building a new shard, replacing the hand they’ve lost. The next, any hope that I might find it engraved with stars dies in my chest as I watch them sweep the remnants of their hair off the deck. It never did go back to its beautiful raven hue.
    

    
      I decide to drown the ache with something else.
    

    
      “You want to hunt,” Awami says, sceptically. “With me?”
    

    
      “I’m an experienced sailor. We could do much, together.”
    

    
      “What do you want in return?”
    

    
      I frown. “You’re my wife’s bonded. Why would I want anything in return?”
    

    
      “Because, Flora, you hate me.” I… think my surprise shows on my face, because Awami rolls her eyes and kicks her legs up on her desk. “Shattered skies, don’t pretend! You barely acknowledge my existence, save for when you glare because Syn fawns over me.”
       Something she does frequently, both aggravated by the idea of anyone having had our Dola in our absence, and endeared to Awami by her origins within the Cradle. She took the safety the Wise gave her and abandoned it, like blade leaving sheath, like arrow leaving string, a bullet shot from the chamber; the collapse of our home a delayed combustion that propelled her with yet greater focus. It makes for a potent mix of hate and adoration. I… don’t hate her for that. Why would I?
    

    
      Honour Shroud is heavy on my back. I do not have a soulscape the way I’m told many shardbearers cultivate, do not practice visual or tactile imposition, but in this moment, I feel her like a hand on my shoulder.
    

    
      “I don’t hate you,” I say. “Let me hunt with you.” My eyes find hers, black on golden, sharp behind the well-maintained glasses. “I’ll show you hate.”
    

    
      We (I, we, does it even matter?) make good on that promise when a whaler pair ambushes us. While we hook a harpoon-tipped vessel studded with smaller whaling boats, a saw-toothed ship tears from the clouds and rams the Compass Needle. I hear Awami curse at the helm. She struggles to turn the wheel, and I am there a moment later. Blood burns in my veins. The Red Witch hums on my back as I grip the wheel and force the rudders against the current of air. We nearly tip, metal scraping along the keel. The feathered sails snap full again, pulling us higher.
    

    
      “This is why you should have let me bring my ship,” I snap at Awami. She glares. A ship with no name has no business sailing under hatred’s flag, she said. Now we’ll all die for it.
    

    
      Her crew have dived already, hunting the whaling boats. They soar on feathered wings of their own, dive under boats and come back up. Some slash whaler throats. Others simply damage the engines and watch the mechanical skiffs plummet into the Infinite.
    

    
      The butcher-ship makes its way back around. Awami forces me from the controls, spins the wheel, and they scrape by us, bloody teeth taking another chunk out of the side of the vessel. We are light and swift, kept so by eschewing any firepower save a single harpoon mount. Light as we are, even this vessel could drag another into the abyss, but I have little confidence that we are swift enough to keep dodging the mother ship’s heavy artillery.
    

    
      The ship roars toward another charge, and Awami dodges again. This time, they clip the mast as she dives low and we bounce off a cloudbank, surfing the winds. She is a phenomenal sailor, taking my called-out warning and responding without hesitation. I recognise several sailing manoeuvers from the daring folk who’d brave the maelstrom of the Cradle for thrills, dashing themselves against sharp rocks in their pursuit of greater speed and freedom, but then an errant shell shatters our side and one of the sails goes slack.
    

    
      We slow. We’ll die in the next assault.
    

    
      I do not think when I cut my tether, nor when I jump from the deck, ignoring Awami’s call, their words blurring together as I snatch one of the sturdy ropes tied to the mast and take a knee, binding it around my Red Witch. The sawtooth ship rams past again, we narrowly escape, voltaic circuits sparking. I hold on with all my strength, splintering the wood of the mast under my fingers as the deck rocks beneath me. In a moment of sheer and unbridled desperation, I throw out Cunning Vow, hooking her on the teeth of our hunter. The chain grows long, wrapped around the mast as well. I turn and throw Red Witch with all my might, and my step splinters the deck around me. She strikes true as always, once more hooking us to the mother ship, piercing deep and hungry, empowering me to spear and snare our prey.
    

    
      There is a split second for me to enjoy the wave of relief, then Cunning Vow goes taut and the ship rocks.
    

    
      It feels like being ripped in two—
    

    
      We can’t be torn apart.
    

    
      We break, a single link breaks, and we snap, we die.
    

    
      Awami dies.
    

    
      Will we still be us?
    

    
      Will I still be me?
    

    
      Will I meet ███ (they’re gone, they’re not coming back, stop thinking about them, even in your dying moments, isn’t it alright if we’re dying, can’t we just pretend the stars are mended)?
    

    
      The white-hot pain swallows everything. But we hold. Even as our links crack and spill blood the colour of our soul, we hold, tethering the second ship as well. Then they hook and board us.
    

    
      When I come back to myself, I realise I haven’t counted the number of people killed.
    

    
      “Flora.” A hand on my shoulder. I collapse against Awami, who freezes, then holds me when a laugh bubbles out of my chest, low and acrid.
    

    
      “Told you I’d show you hate,” I say. She does not answer, and I sink down against the mast as her crew start dumping bodies and mending the damage.
    

    
      There is room for celebration, of course. I am myself again by evening, the pounding headache from Cunning Vow being so strained lost in the numbing smoke and wine between mine and Awami’s lips as we kiss, tucked away by the bow, further from the dancing and celebrating of the crew. She invites me to kneel, pushes me down, boot on my back. It takes little for me to kiss the other,  up her thigh when she allows it, eyes gleaming despite being shadowed under the wide brim of her hat.
    

    
      When she makes a throne of me, I feel whole, briefly. When her hands push beneath my shirt, I come undone. She strips me of it, of Honour Shroud, discarded in a pile, in between moments that we rest our lungs with one of our masks pressed to her face or mine. Strong, dexterous fingers grip my locs, grown longer in the time that I’ve refused to let them be cut, because the only person I would want to cut my hair is gone. 
    

    
      Awami tastes like wine and blood. She releases my hair, pushes me down, hand on my chest. Her oft-bright voice is rough with smoke and something deeper, something that lives in her chest like an open maw. “Don’t lie to me this time. You hate me.”
    

    
      I stare up at her. It’s not hate. If it were hate, it would be easy. How do you explain seeing yourself, unbroken, in the eyes of another? How do you explain love that is a little bit like hate, like hunger, like grief? Is it any wonder I can’t look her in the eye?
    

    
      When I answer, she tastes my heart on her tongue, with all its edges, all its fractures, every single dark corner overturned to spill down her throat, to drown the light that shines in their eyes, or fill the empty spot in her chest.
    

    
      Either one makes her mine.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I don’t know how the thing between me and Awami continues to grow. It is a knife to the throat against Dola’s warmth, bitter catharsis to her sweet fulfillment, and yet it is love. I soon stop thinking of her as the one who fucked my wife when I wasn’t there, and instead as a friend.
    

    
      That doesn’t mean I have to enjoy seeing them together. It also doesn’t mean I can’t… love them.
    

    
      Out here, people die young. Whether from the dangers of the open skies, or necromancy eating at their souls, or fate itself decreeing that our world should be dead and we with it, at forty years, I am already beyond old. I still sail. My ship has its name now; the Red Witch, named such after the shard that tips the bow. I’ve continued to work on her, making her as strong and swift and deadly as my first shard. A monument to what I have lost, and the change wrought on me.
    

    
      At times, I hunt whalers with Amani, or chase down water traders with Dola, to distribute among the communities who provide us with safe harbour. Syn has begun to help, disguising herself as a mere sailor, though her heart often calls her to the open seas. Sometimes, she makes me chase her, and when we return home, the victor presents the loser to Dola like a prize she takes between her lips and swallows whole.
    

    
      We have made a life for ourselves out here, and when my radio crackles and I hear Captain Tihani announce she’ll be coming over, it is like I am back home, welcoming friends to dinner.
    

    
      Tihani is a powerfully built woman, butch, and bright in a way that rivals Dola. She inhabits her body like a temple, well-maintained, with beautiful patterns adorning the warm brown skin. What scars she bears on her thick limbs and well-muscled chest are placed like adornments. It is perhaps not wrong to say she is exactly the kind of woman I would embarrass myself over, if my history with Al’Synnoa is anything to go by, but our relationship has remained that of friendly companions.
    

    
      “Flora, old girl!” She hugs me like she wants to snap me in half. I do the same. There is a strength to her that is different from mine. It does not pierce and destroy, but rather is like the open skies live in her veins. I have seen her sail, not like she tames the wind, but is one with it. She claps me on the shoulder as we separate, smile broad and strong like her. “You look good! Still sailing by yourself?”
    

    
      “Hardly by myself, Tihani.” I squeeze her shoulder. She lets me.
    

    
      “A crew made entirely of your lovers does not count, dearest.” I don’t appreciate the double standard, especially with Mira and Inaya in earshot, conversing with the crew of the ship moored to ours. One of Tihani’s partners has her foot up on the railing of the Aranui, arm across her knee, as she and the twins exchange jabs as greeting. “Good thing we’re here to rescue you from that dreadfully lonely fate, hm?”
    

    
      “Rescue me?” I raise an eyebrow, allowing Tihani’s arm to settle over my shoulders, and follow her gaze. The person who steps of the platform is new to me, and by their appearance not one of Tihani’s. Her sailors are hardy and strong, each one having an air of unbridled energy about them. This one stands like a blade cutting the sky, slender and sharp. Their eyes are dark and narrow, hair studiously tied back, a black and golden mask hanging from the sash on their hip, similar in style to the wooden masks worn by the two attendants following them.
    

    
      “May I introduce, Captain Mizuno Ouju of the Foxlight Theatre. They/them—and single, from what I hear,” she adds in a lower voice, only to continue before I can chastise her. “Ouju, this is Captain Flora Sagar of the Red Witch. I hope you will find eir hospitality as pleasant as mine.”
    

    
      “If she is as good a friend as you claim, I have no doubt of this.” Captain Mizuno Ouju bows their head, and I respond in kind, tipping the feathered hat Awami gifted me. “Thank you for having us, Captain Sagar.”
    

    
      “You’re quite welcome. I hope Tiahni hasn’t been a bother on my behalf.”
    

    
      Ouju laughs. Even that sounds reserved. There is a controlled sternness to them I am unused to. Out here, on the open skies and waves of cloud, your true nature is laid bare. Captain Mizuno Ouju, however, is like a well-crafted mirror to the jagged shard that is every other sailor; showing exactly what is expected of them. “She has been, but I won’t hold it against her. I have a request for you, captain, which will come with ample compensation.”
    

    
      “Shall we go discuss then?” I gesture for the captain’s quarters. Captain Mizuno Ouju has the courtesy to not immediately act like they own the place, and waits for Tiahni to wander ahead before following, silent companions in tow. I give Mira a glance before I follow, leaning close. “Don’t gamble scrap with Tihani’s sailors again. I won’t be lenient this time.”
    

    
      She blinks, slow, like a cat, and leans in as well. Her breath is hot on my lips. “I’m counting on it.” I go with her taste on my lips.
    

    
      Tihani pours wine for all of us. Ouju sips it with delicate grace, reclined on the couch I’ve managed to cram into the space near my desk and the chairs bolted to the floor. There is a bookshelf too, now. I’ve decided to collect them, despite having read all the ones I’ve found or bought a hundred times each.
    

    
      Stars, I am turning into my parents.
    

    
      I accept a cup of wine and eye Ouju’s companions. They have yet to speak a single word. Unlike their captain with their sharp, almost theatrical coat, they are bundled in flowing robes, similar in style but with the sleeves extending to cover even the hands. It’s like they are designed to be indistinguishable, almost devoid of personality, despite the patterns on their masks. The most I can make out is black hair, tied back loosely, and the slender line of a sharp jaw.
    

    
      My eyes return to Ouju, finding them fixing me with a stern gaze. I’ve been caught looking. I do not evade. This is my ship, and here, I am law. They hold eye contact, lift the cup to their lips and sip, legs crossed at the knee. “My associates have run into some trouble with a pirate. I need your help to run her off.”
    

    
      “Perhaps Tihani hasn’t told you, I am more friendly with pirates than anyone else.”
    

    
      “She’s mentioned.”
    

    
      Tihani is not exactly a pirate herself, though she engages in the practice when deserving prey is found. Her people move in more or less a fleet. They are explorers, set apart from the Cartographer’s Society, charting the skies by the light of shattered stars, the travel as much a means to an end as it is the end itself. They live on the skies like nobody else.
    

    
      “This is a pirate I am sure you’re unfamiliar with.” Captain Mizuno Ouju sets down the cup, hands folded across their knees. “What I am about to tell you is spoken in confidence, Captain. It is Captain Tihani’s endorsement that makes me open up to you, and should you betray my trust, you betray my trust in her as well. Are we understood?”
    

    
      “Certainly.” I wave a hand, sipping my drink. Ouju taps their knuckles with a finger.
    

    
      “My associates travel via flotilla; a settlement of wood, sail and rock, perpetually hidden within the clouds. As captain of the Foxlight Theater, I am both scout and guard dog, ensuring they remain undetected. This was no trouble, until some weeks ago, when a gunship started harrying us, stealing our water reserves. Its firepower is considerable, if limited, but of greater concern is its manoeuverability. The pilot does not engage in battle, having chosen us because we lack defenses against such incursions.”
    

    
      “You sail the skies in a flotilla and don’t have any cannons or turrets?”
    

    
      “We have secrecy and spotters. This used to be more than sufficient. Regardless, these incursions are a drain on our resources.” They gesture, palm open to the ceiling, casual, like pointing out the obvious. “Your ship, Tihani tells me, boasts both the manoeuvrability we require, as well as a sturdy hull to weather blows and storms. She claims your skill as a sailor is near unmatched. Therefore I have come to seek your aid.”
    

    
      I cast a glance at Tihani, sitting in the chair on my good side, arms folded over the backrest. She wouldn’t have called me if she could help herself, I am sure. Friend or not, any word of a hidden flotilla spread increases the chance of it becoming known, and she would never endanger a fellow traveller. At the same time, I know her to keep dangerous company. “And what do you have to offer in payment?”
    

    
      “Safe harbour. Resources and security.” Ouju smirks, sharp, like a fishhook piercing flesh. “And friendship, given Tihani’s tales of your loneliness.”
    

    
      She laughs. I consider throwing her overboard, and the look she gives back dares me to try it. But Ouju’s eyes dart between the two of us, eyebrow slowly rising, so some other time, perhaps.
    

    
      I turn back to Mizuno Ouju, giving them my undivided attention. Their eyes flick between my good eye and the blind one. “And I presume your plan is to send one of your crew, each, to sail with me, guiding the way and assisting me?”
    

    
      “Indeed.”
    

    
      “One condition.”
    

    
      “Let’s hear it.”
    

    
      I grin. “I get to choose who sails with me.”
      


    

    

      Chapter 6
    

    
      And bind your love closer / by the end of your rope
    

    
      
    

    
      Ouju and Tihani took my selecting the two of them in stride, the former with an exasperated eye-roll, the latter with a full-bellied laugh. Neither 
      complained, but ordering them around remains fun regardless—more so with Tihani than Ouju. I am intrigued by them, but the power I have over Tihani is delicious. I had to make sure not to neglect Mira and Inaya, watching our interactions jealously. Brekker’s mood brightened as they got to cook for a group, though I caught them setting a plate for Syn and Dola, and whatever happiness I felt about seeing them like this died in my chest.
    

    
      None of that matters when the gunship batters our side with a volley from its frontal cannons. It is smaller than the Red Witch, and fast as shardlightning. We are both swept along with the storm, but it is swifter than us. Still, the Red Witch manages to keep pace in the dance, and her sturdy hull weathers blow after blow while Mira and Inaya shoot back from the twin turrets.
    

    
      “There!” Ouju points into the storm, hair flying around their face. I shift the Red Witch to fly where the wind pulls us, and Tihani adjusts the sails, her arms straining against the mechanisms. Our silver kiel scrapes over the hull of the gunship as it appears out of nowhere, a shimmer of light running over its wings.
    

    
      “How does it do that?” I have to yell over the storm. I really need to invest in a proper cockpit, but… I like feeling the wind on my face as I sail. Losing that would signal an ending, I think.
    

    
      “I’m not certain, but this explains how our spotters failed to catch them.”
    

    
      An invisible gunship. I want to capture it for Dola, I think, but I am too busy keeping us alive. We chased it into this squall, and now were are stuck in the wind tunnels, cloud battering the ship and soaking us through. I am getting tired. The gunship’s pilots must as well. Its engines scream by as it fights the wind.
    

    
      “Any cliffs nearby?” We are in Ouju’s territory. “Flotilla” was putting it mildly, their home is like a miniature version of the Cradle, and I worry that the gunship will be dashed against some rocks and be destroyed.
    

    
      Ouju doesn’t share my concerns. They glare when I tell them the plan, and shake their head, but do not protest. A single well-placed shot from Brekker on the harpoons tethers the gunship to us, and we ride out the storm until we are in calmer skies.
    

    
      The cockpit of the gunship opens, as high above us as the line will allow. After some time, someone climbs out, presumably to hack the line free. I frown. “Mira! Warning sho—”
    

    
      Before I can give the order, Honour Shroud whips my arm to the side. The air shimmers as my fist passes right over a woman appearing on the deck beside me. Her eyes are wide over the mask, lavender so bright the veins show red in the iris, and the blade in her hand dances, slashing open my thigh. I go down with a cry.
    

    
      This is my mistake, letting my pain be heard. All eyes shoot to me. The hatches to the turrets fly open and Mira and Inaya come forth, spears in hand to defend me. Had I just kept quiet, we would have had a hostage in the gunship, but with everyone descending on the attacker, the line is free to be cut.
    

    
      At least we’ll get this one—or so I think, because she vanishes again and appears when she kicks Inaya’s spear from her hand, deflecting Mira’s. Tihani is there, defending me as I draw Bitter Fang. The short woman ducks her swing without turning, whirls around, and punches her square in the chest.
    

    
      There is a spark of lightning and a sound like the air itself buzzing. I taste ozone. Ouju slashes their hand with a shard, reaching forward. A crack forms in the air, a shardrift in miniature, right beneath Tihani’s feet. She falls heavily by Ouju’s side. I don't have time to marvel at such precise necromancy. My blade is caught by the attacker’s. She is tiny, compared to me, half my size and a quarter my weight, clad in black and metallic clothing. She deflects Bitter Fang, then chokes when I lift her by the throat. Her hand claws at my wrist, blade cuts and glides off Cunning Vow wrapped around my arm.
    

    
      “Big mistake, fighting five on one,” I growl.
    

    
      “Fuck you!” She kicks me in the stomach and swings the sword for my blind side. I flinch, she pulls free, some of her shirt tearing in my grasp. Her light shield flickers and hums, slowly pulling itself together. I rush to grab her, and she meets my hand with her fist, wrapped in brass knuckles of pure silver. I catch the blow with ease, then electricity burns through my veins and I lock up, teeth clenched as the small woman twists my arm and topples me like it’s nothing. Her foot snaps my head back. Mira and Inaya chase her off with quick stabs, and I come to my knees, spitting blood from split lips that pull into a grin. I want more than the ship now.
    

    
      “Morgan!” Someone calls down from above, clearly worried.
    

    
      “Keep cutting!” Morgan snaps back. She dodges a spear—barely, it cuts open her shoulder—and clicks a pocket watch on her belt. Something… happens. I can’t hit her anymore, neither can the others. Her feet land on one spear, pinning it before she jumps the other and comes up in a roll that evades my swing before she drives the blade into my leg again. This time I grip her arm, and again she uses my own momentum to topple me. I could break her wrist, but more lightning in my veins numbs the hand. This time she grips one of the spears that misses her and somehow swings Mira into Inaya, felling them both. Ouju’s hand shoots forward, and with it a wave of necromancy. There are sparks and a sound like something breaking from the watch, along with a scream like Morgan is being flayed alive.
    

    
      A volley of gunfire erupts on the deck right next to Ouju, sending wood splinters flying. They are brought off balance, lose their magic, dazed and confused by the noise.
    

    
      “Morgan! Get over here!”
    

    
      She runs toward the railing. The gunship has dipped low. I throw Cunning Vow. She slips it, deflecting it, somehow. Light shimmers around her form. She jumps just as Tihani finishes charging up whatever shard allows her tattoos to glow as they do, lightning in her eyes and fingertips. She casts the bolt forward and it sears the gunship’s cockpit as it closes and the vessel falls away, dropping beneath us, cut line in the wind. Another shimmer, just as I hit the railing, and they’re gone.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Well. That was awful.” Ouju lifts the wine bottle to their lips, drinking. Their hair is a mess, their eyes darkly shadowed, and instead of controlled, they look distinctly unhappy as they hand the bottle off to Tihani. It’s a good look on them.
    

    
      Not that I am in the mood to voice that thought.
    

    
      “I don’t know. The cute little pirate who attacked us wasn’t half bad.” Tihani laughs at Ouju’s sour look. They raise the bottle back to their lips, pointedly taking another gulp before handing it off. It's just the three of us drinking. Mira and Inaya are six years sober, and the Brekker… Brekker would rather be anywhere but near me.
    

    
      I rub my face, watching Ouju slumped against the railing of the Red Witch. “My mistake. If I’d kept my mouth shut, Mira and Inaya would have stayed in the turrets. We nearly had them.”
    

    
      Tihani, sitting beside me, back against one of the masts, wipes her mouth and puts the bottle to my chest. “By that logic, I should have been ready to throw lightning from the get-go. Shattered skies, if Ouju had just miraculously caught her themself, none of this would have happened. Pointless to consider what-ifs.”
    

    
      I hate the way she comforts me, but still take the bottle, drinking deep and resisting the urge to lick the taste of her lip balm from the mouth. “I am the captain. My responsibility.”
    

    
      “Oh, get off your high horse.” I startle, looking at Ouju, who snatches the bottle back. “You think every little thing that goes wrong is your fault. You’re not that fucking important.” They drink deep, chugging the expensive and rare liquid before coughing and putting it down, shaking their head. When they look at me again, it is with fire. “Maybe you could have prevented this, if you weren’t so allergic to accepting people’s assistance. Your lovers wouldn’t be terrified for you at all times if they could rely on you to call for help when you need it.” They jab a sharp finger into my chest, leaned close, and I stare, smelling the alcohol on their breath.
    

    
      “Mira and Inaya aren’t…” I am aware of Tihani’s look. “It’s complicated.”
    

    
      Ouju’s expression softens. They sink back against the railing and hand Tihani the bottle. I wonder how many shards they have, that the thin air doesn’t seem to bother them at all, despite them having dropped their mask some time ago. Or maybe it has to do with the necromancy they’re so clearly adept at wielding.
    

    
      “Flora, love,” Tihani says slowly, turning the bottle in her hands. “You gotta be honest with those girls. Complicated enough that they’ve both caught feelings, the least you could do is be straight with them.”
    

    
      Anu stands a few meters away, inspecting the damage. I don’t know if she’s listening. I can’t bear the thought to look and see. A decade and change is not enough to mend a heart; it is like the rest of me, broken and jagged, forever. I snatch the bottle from Tihani’s hand and drown my thoughts. I hold the three quarters empty container out to Ouju. They don’t take it, not until I glare at them and meet their look, soft and pitying.
    

    
      “Do you love them?”
    

    
      I don’t know if I could survive more love. More loss.
    

    
      “We live. We die. Sometimes, we live again, Flora Sagar.” Their eyes have fallen on Brekker, and I want to tear those dark jewels from their face simply so their tenderness can no longer wound me when it returns to me. “All you can do to change that is kill your heart ahead of time. And I would miss you dearly.” They lift the bottle to their lips. This time, their drinking is measured. “Live well. Die as you choose. But don’t kill your heart. Not when you are so desperate for the hearts of others that you would bleed and die for them.”
    

    
      I flex my thigh, feeling the cut muscles and tendons. Tihani pats my head, pulls it against her shoulder. I laugh. It comes out as a sigh. “Skies, we are a sorry bunch! Look at us, licking our wounds like a pack of beaten dogs!”
    

    
      “To be fair,” Tihani laughs, “she did beat us like we were mangy hounds snapping at her heels! Hardly even broke a sweat! Wonder what she's like in the sheets…”
    

    
      “Speak for yourself,” Ouju says, sagely ignoring the last part. “I only went down after taking a shell from a gunship. Personally, I think that means I conducted myself admirably.”
    

    
      “Still looking a bit seasick there, Ouju.”
    

    
      They glare, as if they’d been the only one to throw up. Poor Inaya didn’t have it much better. No wonder her aim was off. I’m nauseous myself.
    

    
      “Incoming, Captain,” Brekker says evenly. My head whips around to them. They don’t speak to me anymore, ever, don’t address me. “Captain” is irregular to the point of the extreme.
    

    
      “Shit,” Ouju grumbles, rubbing their eyes. “Too drunk for this.” I follow their eyes, finding a streak of purple and black that trails through the sky with the lightness of a cloud and the certainty of doom.
    

    
      “Dragon. Doesn’t look hostile,” Tihani mutters, but I feel the lightning start to hum under her veins.
    

    
      “Let me,” I say. “My ship, my responsibility.” Before they can protest, Al’Synnoa reaches us. Her great body curls around the Red Witch, an embrace that makes the shard strapped to the ramming spike at the bow hum. Her curls wind all about, and the ship sparks and groans. She does not care, bidding it to hold her or break as she leans low.
    

    
      “Look at that; pirates in my territory,” she says, her voice melodious and low. “I hope you’ve brought treasure to tithe.” Her claws strain the boards either side of me, her hot breath blows my hair back. I smile at her fanged maw.
    

    
      “Only the most precious thing I own.” I reach up, taking her jaws, and kiss her. “My heart.”
    

    
      Al’Synnoa’s growl rattles the planks. “Thief. You know that’s not yours to give.”
    

    
      “Love you too, Syn.” I laugh when her great tongue curls around me, familiar, a kiss like understanding incarnate flowing against my skin, each barb a question that threatens to hook me. It is worse with Honour Shroud guarding me. Syn is touching my very soul, nipping at the edges of it with sharp fangs, her entire being wisdom. It took the edge of her teeth, the taste of her claws, for me to truly understand why dragons have titles. Her scar holds place of pride upon my chest. I feel as though I could drown in her.
    

    
      The licks of a familiar tongue, capable of more softness and sharpness than any silk or blade I’ve known, come to a halt when she turns human, taking my face to kiss me like I am water and she a sailor parched. I would let her drink me up easily, cling to her like I’m trying to pull her close and force her to stay with me forever; and indeed, I might. She is mine and I am hers, but that doesn’t mean we do not battle for ownership again and again, on the skies or in our bed.
    

    
      Syn pulls away. “I’ve missed you, love.”
    

    
      “And I you. How did you know we were here?” The Red Witch has stopped listing quite so badly, no longer embraced by a love of unfathomable proportions. I will have to mend the buoyancy sacs regardless, the added strain will not have done them any favours.
    

    
      “Ah, about that…” Syn lets a hand fall in the open air. There is a shimmer of light under her palm. “I was informed of your whereabouts by a new… plaything. I believe you’ve met.” The shimmer falls away. Morgan the very storm of knives and impossible technology who bested us all hours earlier, shuffles her feet on the deck of my ship. “And I believe you’re owed an apology.”
    

    
      “You caught her?”
    

    
      “She’s been mine for a while.”
    

    
      “Who’s your tall friend, Flora?” Tihani interrupts, having wandered close. She eyes Syn up and down, and is in turn appraised. The looks that pass between them are anything but chaste. “Should have told us one of your lovers was a dragon.”
    

    
      “Impressive,” Ouju says, not elaborating in the slightest. Then they add, “Are Mira and Inaya aware?”
    

    
      “Oh? Mira and Inaya, hm?” Syn’s smile has turned sharp. “Sounds like we both have some catching up to do with each other’s lovers. Good thing we’ll be sailing together for a while.”
    

    
      “What? That wasn’t the deal!” Morgan looks up at Syn and her cheeks colour when the dragon squeezes the back of her neck gently.
    

    
      “Your girlfriend is welcome to join, Flora can tow your gunship behind.”
    

    
      “Syn…” I frown.
    

    
      “This sounds fun!” Tihani claps her hands. “No better way to get to know one another than sailing! Well, except fighting, or… Ah, but we already know you’re good at that, Captain Morgan!”
    

    
      “Captain?” She blinks.
    

    
      Ouju hums, stroking their chin with a sharp look at the offending captain. “I wouldn’t be opposed, provided she gives back the water she stole.”
    

    
      “Right. The water. That I have.” Morgan is looking to Syn for help. She finds none, looks only more panicked when Syn’s hand leaves her neck and settles on mine instead, possessing, owning, guiding me away. I catch Morgan being interrogated by Ouju as we depart.
    

    
      “How long,” I ask.
    

    
      “How long have I had her? A few years. I found her delving some ruins in the depths. She fixed that gunship herself, you know, built the shield as well.”
    

    
      “Fascinating.” I couldn’t pretend to care. “So she’s why you’ve been away so much?”
    

    
      “You’ve seen her. She’s quite endearing. I had to keep her for myself, make sure she does not get hurt. You mortals are fragile.”
    

    
      I shake my head, looking back. “Hard to believe that bundle of nerves nearly eviscerated all five of us a few hours ago.” I realize Syn must have carried her here. I step a bit closer to my bonded, leaning into her warmth, taking ownership of her in the same way her gentle thumb brushing across my skin does.
    

    
      “That’s because she wasn’t. Morgan has a different way of experiencing her self. Each shard functions as a distinct entity, supporting one another, rather than forming a whole, like with you.” Not uncommon. I’ve met many different peoples, who’ve had many ways of seeing and understanding themselves. “You’ll have to get to know them all yourself, though. Addressing her as Morgan is fine, until she requests otherwise.”
    

    
      “Does Dola know?”
    

    
      “She will. I’ve had her to myself, I’m willing to share now. Speaking of…” Her emerald eyes find where Mira and Inaya sit on the railing of the aft castle, shoulder to shoulder, trying not to catch us watching them with stolen glances. “Have you finally sorted things out with those two?”
    

    
      “It’s… complicated.” Of course it is. Not simply because of the difference in age, or the fact that I will undoubtedly leave them before long, not even because my presence breaks up their harmony, complicates what seems to otherwise be an unbroken exchange of love between the two. I have never been good for any of my loved ones. I am barely good enough for my child, who lacks for nothing. I should be there, by their side, not just most of the time, but all the time. And yet the skies call me. So does the hunt.
    

    
      I don’t want to know how she looks at me, but Syn lifts my chin with one finger, and I am compelled to let her, something in my chest pulling me to her. Her eyes are tender, fond. “Oh Flora… I can see how deeply you want to let them love you. It’s alright. Your heart is mine. It’s fine that you can’t give it to them. That’s what I’m here to do for you.” She flicks her finger under my chin, turning want into longing.
    

    
      Tired as I am, I make the mistake of allowing it. She is my anchor, my tether, my guiding hand. For decades, I’ve chased her like a hound, always and already on her leash. I fall into Syn’s arms, let her hold me, and as I do, I feel something break within my mind as another voice joins the chorus.
    

    
      I already know what form it will take.
      


    

    

      Chapter 7
    

    
      Rebuild what is lost / and swallow your pain
    

    
      
    

    
      I have had Tether Mark for four years, and had Syn hold my leash for that much and a fe
      w days longer when she announces her pregnancy. I’ve loved Morgan for three, when she, minutes after, sheepishly does the same, Awami off-handedly adding themself as well and plunging Dola’s quarters aboard the Behemoth into absolute chaos that I struggle to explain to Noa, sitting on my lap
      .
    

    
      They’re very excited to have siblings, despite Mira and Inaya’s insistence, hand in hand, that it is the worst thing that could ever happen to anyone, and Deepti’s (Morgan’s soulmate and girlfriend’s) agreement.
    

    
      It should be impossible. Dola’s pregnancy was a miracle already, assumed to have been the result of her upbringing in the Cradle, and myself being a natural birth. Still, we tried for over a decade, and when it had happened, it had been a surprise to her. Tihani, ever shameless, remarks that I must be magically endowed, and jokes that she may start to feel left out unless I provide her with a child of her own. Something about my reaction amuses Ouju endlessly. They offer to have me examined by a doctor they know to work with pregnancies a lot—from simple fertility care to womb transplants—perhaps even assist in the donating process, which, for whatever reason, makes Tihani glare. The fact that my friends have their own romance going on they do not feel the need to share is not lost on me, especially with Tihani’s free-spirited approach to relationships, perpetual traveller that she is.
    

    
      They’re wrong, of course. There is nothing special about me, and whatever there might have been should have died long ago at sea. The only common factor—now, same as back then—is Syn.
    

    
      I suppose I should warn Tihani that she might get what she’s asking for, if she keeps going as she has been.
    

    
      It’s only natural. Syn has never once explained her nature to me, but I have seen others of her kind, the way their footsteps glow with flame or sprout flowers. They leave their influence in all they touch, and Al’Synnoa the Wise has always been a connector of things. Why should her mere presence not be able to heal a fractured world?
    

    
      The fact that she herself is pregnant is far more significant. This is something impossible. Dragons can reproduce, same as humans; by crafting a clone body, though instead of a shard, they place one of their star hearts within. This… whatever is happening now, this is something new. We know, instinctively, that it must remain secret.
    

    
      Everyone agrees on keeping the kids. It does something to my heart I didn’t quite know I could still feel. Anu’s absence stings, but the familiar pain is one I can bear. We’ve learned from our first kid, and decide to move towards a more stable group of islands to raise them for a while. Ouju suggests their flotilla, and grudgingly relents when told that the mist-covered isles would make a “fucking dreary environment” to grow up in, to quote Morgan—or Ash, rather, the feisty part of her.
    

    
      Once more, the Behemoth serves as shell and cradle, its guns able to deter anyone not swayed by the number of ships crowding it. My Red Witch has grown, adding a few masts in a vertical configuration, the silver keel refined in shape, the engine newly tuned. Ouju’s Foxlight Theater makes a splendid deterrent itself, the black boards of it enhancing the eerie glow of the lanterns.
    

    
      We make land in a well-loved harbour. We ask for a place, Dola announces us to the town speaker. Weeks later, when we have erected our house, she cries when she sees her name in the registry, given to her as daughter of the speakers of a destroyed settlement. I hold her close and feel similar depth of emotion. It’s like we have a home again.
    

    
      Anu is part of it, as much as they can be, for a while. They cook for us again, and the familiarity makes me ache. Syn discovers the joys of dragon pregnancy, such as not knowing how long it will take, or what the side effects will be. She sings to the children in Startongue, her voice like unbroken light and open sky. She hopes her child will be able to learn, teaches Noa the whistles they need to approximate the language. They talk for hours, and I watch them, leaned against the doorframe, my chest warm as though filled with divine flame itself.
    

    
      Morgan has it worst of all. She’s the smallest, while I am large, and her shards are not of the same mind about the pregnancy. Ash eventually comes around and starts talking to me again, which marks us getting over the worst break in our relationship. If it even is one.
    

    
      I try not to feel awful about Mira and Inaya, and when I voice this to them, they only laugh at me. Turns out, after seeing the toll it takes, they are quite happy not to join the ranks of mothers.
    

    
      Awami handles it with the greatest grace. Despite all that has been said or remains unsaid between us, she promises me a place in our child’s life. Tihani teases me about acting like a divorced woman over her. The next day, her own morning sickness sets in, and I get to laugh at her expense, before holding her hair and repeating the efforts I’ve made with the others to ease her suffering.
    

    
      Our ships still go out. I go back to fishing, providing for our community that way. Deepti takes the gunship and scouts for prey for Awami and Dola’s crews, the ships now handled by their first mates. Awami’s tries to get to know me, seeing as we’ll be family now, leading to the single most awkward dinner I’ve ever had, much to Syn’s amusement. They’re nice enough, it’s just that I don’t want Awami to stab me again.
    

    
      Eventually, Ouju’s ship returns with someone new aboard.
    

    
      “Dr. Oliveira,” she introduces herself, a sharp, bony woman with a tidy bob cut and a few grey hairs. She has the affect of a scalpel hovering over skin, prepared to cut, sharp eyes behind thin spectacles. “You may address me as such. I am told you’ll be in need of a surgeon.” At first, she appears quiet and reserved, but I soon find her to have a rapier wit and equally sharp tongue. Having her close by is comforting. Births are rare, and she is well-studied in both theory and practice. We all speculate, politely, what a life she must have led, much to her amusement.
    

    
      Syn does not meet her, having changed form and flown off without a word one night, presumably to give birth on her own, driven by some nesting instinct. But she does return, and much to Morgan’s relief, a child of her own in her arms, a year after the doctor’s departure following the births of our other children.
    

    
      It’s funny to me, three years later. Morgan doesn’t think so. “I thought she’d left for good,” she grumbles.
    

    
      “Oh darling Ivory,” I tease, “you don’t know her like I do. I’ve chased after her for decades. She comes and goes as she pleases, but she always returns to me eventually.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes, you had her first and she belongs to you.” Ivory rolls her eyes. “You’re like a jealous lap dog, sometimes.”
    

    
      I stop to cup her cheek. “I can get jealous over you too, you know.”
    

    
      There is a sudden panicked look in her eyes, then they sharpen. A smirk curls over her teeth, she leans into the hand. “My, Flora, how forward of you! You know how we get over your possessive side.” Her teeth glint, like a warning, close to my veins. I keep my hand there, stroking a thumb over her cheek.
    

    
      “Hello to you too, Ash,” I say with a smile. “Did I scare Ivy off?”
    

    
      “You did, but it’s fine. Let’s keep walking, you know how quick the kids are to get into trouble. Especially with Noa leading them.”
    

    
      “She does take after her mother in her youth,” I agree.
    

    
      “You, or Dola?”
    

    
      “Yes.” Ash’s hand is firm in mine fingers interlocked, swinging gently as we stroll down the beach—a real beach, with sand and water and everything—talking about everything and nothing. Then Ash stiffens by my side. The kids are running back towards us, Awami’s and theirs. I pick them both up, lifting them.
    

    
      “What’s wrong, little ones?”
    

    
      “There’s a strange person talking to Aru.”
    

    
      Ash is off before I can even ask the kids more. When I get to them, they’re standing between the young Aru, holding Noa’s hand, and a woman with eyes like the Infinite, cloudy and fathomless. Despite that, they remain locked on Aru, and despite her age, her back is straight and her movements sharp.
    

    
      She backs away before I get there, leaving me to look to Ash. “Who was that?”
    

    
      “Godtuner,” she hisses. I freeze.
    

    
      “You’re sure?”
    

    
      “Absolutely. She was asking around for another one who stayed here for a while.”
    

    
      I follow the woman with my eyes as she walks down the beach. She seems to almost glide over the sand. “Think she knows?” I mutter, changing languages to not scare the kids. “About Aru?”
    

    
      “Definitely. The way she was staring at them…” They’re shaking. I put down the kids and tell them to go run back to their mothers before pulling Ash into a hug.
    

    
      “It’s okay,” I say. “We knew this wouldn’t last forever. Let’s leave.”
    

    
      “There is another way.” Ash looks up at me. I see murder in their eyes, cold and calculated. I squeeze them tighter against my chest.
    

    
      “We can’t know that she’ll tell someone.”
    

    
      “We can’t trust that she won’t. She’s old. It’ll barely matter.”
    

    
      “Then… I’ll do it.” I feel her stiffen, and hold tight. “If you love me, you’ll agree to let me do it, or leave her.” Killing at sea is one thing. But on land? I will not allow my children’s parents to stain their hands with blood. Not when it should be me who provides for them. Not when I know each death haunts even the ever-sharp Ash.
    

    
      Committing horrors to keep our children safe… It’s the exact thing our parents did, mine, Dola’s and Anu’s. I wont allow it. I can’t. My first kill stays with me even now. I wish Syn was here, so I could selfishly dump this burden on her, but she patrols her new territory, ensuring it is kept free of her cosmic sisters. And even if she returned… would it be fair to ask her to do this? I see the same thoughts reflected in my loves’ eyes when Ash and I tell them what happened, and ache at how difficult it is for them to shy away from the atrocity.
    

    
      We do not kill the Godtuner, though she likely deserves it. So we simply take the kids to sea and run.
    

    
      It’s a moment of weakness that will cost me everything.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Satharris the Mirage screams as Tihani’s lightning spears her form, her illusions dispelled by the twin efforts of overwhelming might and Ouju’s necromancy. They bleed from their eyes and nose and ears, fallen to a knee, but still their gaze is locked on her.
    

    
      Awami’s crew is trying to keep her vessel afloat, meanwhile the Behemoth hammers Che’Chulaet the Cudgel with blow after blow, all of which go ignored as she tears into Syn and draws golden blood that hisses across the deck of the Red Witch despite the distance. Morgan’s gunship darts past, its twin in her wake, and the Cudgel roars as she is blinded by shells and flares exploding bright against the rust-brown fur framing her eyes. Syn gores her with her horns, widens the space between them as the Cudgel flinches back, and roars out a stream of emerald fire. The Cudgel responds in kind, hers a black smoke that shatters the air. Understanding meets annihilation and is stopped dead in its tracks. I can’t go to her, desperately as I want to. Che’Chulaet is larger than both Syn and and Satharris by far, so the latter is our primary target.
    

    
      Few mortals truly hunt a dragon and live to tell the tale. The Mirage roars, her fire washing over the Red Witch’s hull and turning wood to graphite. The shades of my parents hound me as I steer, Mira and Inaya peppering the Mirage with unerring precision to keep her on our tail. The ghost of Anu taunts me. Captain Pindrect’s screaming cackle nearly brings me to my knees, until Brekker dispels it by crushing the illusion with a wrench. For a moment, it continues to lie flickering and bloody on the deck, then it disappears.
    

    
      Fake as the shades may be, the feeling of hands tugging at my arms and trying to pull me away from the wheel is very real. I am lucky to have little in the way of crew; we were alerted to the Mirage’s attack by the other ships’ crews tearing each other apart. I only have Mira and Inaya, who seem to be immune, for reasons we're all too polite to acknowledge, and… Brekker.
    

    
      Brekker, who rushes me with the wrench.
    

    
      I wait for the steel to connect as the ghost of Anu whispers in my ear how I’ve killed them. It flies past my cheek, hitting the metal part of the railing. A ringing sound goes out, the shades waver, and I can think clearer as the Mirage’s hold on reality slips.
    

    
      She roars and changes course abruptly, as if deterred by whatever Brekker has done, instead going for the Foxlight Theatre
      . Ouju claps their hands. A dozen mirror images shimmer into being, simulacra of their sleek ship. They spit blood, only held upright by the hands of their masked attendants on their back and shoulders, all four of them funnelling necromancy into a dying body. Ouju’s hair has come loose, sticking to their jaw. Their lips are painted red. They do not waver as the crew makes the ship bank sharply, shuffling them all together.
    

    
      But the Mirage knows illusions. She is the embodiment of delusion and trickery, and her eyes narrow with vicious hate at the one who has shredded two of her wings with shards of necromantic power.
    

    
      Tihani cries out when she sees what is happening, hanging half off her ship by a line to get a better shot. I can see her skin blacken as she throws another lightning bolt that spears the Mirage through the chest. She crashes heavily, hitting the deck of Ouju’s ship. We have turned, the Red Witch approaches, poised to ram her off and sink her into the Infinite, to break star metal bones and shatter ourselves against divinity.
    

    
      The Mirage looks down at Mizuno Ouju, my friend, my love, my confidant. She smiles and raises a claw. They smile back, their attendants retreating, and throw out both hands. Necromancy cracks the world around the Mirage. She pushes the shards aside like they’re nothing as she brings her claw down.
    

    
      The image remains in my head as my shard, the harpoon at the bow of the Red Witch, pierces through the Mirage’s chest too many seconds too late and spears her on the ramming spike. The Red Witch strikes true, her cry in my head one of rage that eclipses the roar of the dragon. The Mirage’s chest is filled with fire, an endless distortion of heat and light, a twisting maze. We shatter it and drink deep.
    

    
      There is a pulse of something. The Mirage cries out, pushing herself off the spike. Syn’s jaws snap her in half a moment later.
    

    
      The body does not fall. It floats, untethered, untouched by gravity. Hot drops of golden blood paint my cheek. Then the Mirage’s body contorts and changes, becomes strange and fractal, painful to look at. Brekker covers my eyes and steers the ship away. I can see through her fingers. See how, on the deck of the Foxlight Theatre, the eternally-masked crew gather around the ████ of their captain, painted white and red and turned unnatural just like Satharris.
    

    
      I know I am not supposed to see this. I know nobody else is seeing this. I know, from the singular mask that is turned up to me, right at me, that they know I am watching.
    

    
      The crew step close, crowd around… around ████ ██ ████, bend down, obscuring it from view. I do not hear the sounds they make. Then they step back, the planks black and shiny, as though licked clean freshly varnished, glistening. Only a black and golden mask remains, and a blood stained coat. The attendant staring at me moves. They doff their robe, fold it nearly, place it in the hands of another. They pick up the captain’s mask, tuck it into their belt. Their eyes find me. Slowly, they reach up, undoing their mask, dropping it. I stare at the face of Captain Mizuno Ouju as they place their old mask on the folded robe and both are taken away. And the sailors, all of which have always been of the same height, go back to their posts as their old, new captain dons their coat.
    

    
      We survive by the skin of our teeth. None of our ships sink into the Infinite. Satharris the Mirage distorts the sky around her, and Che’Chulaet the Cudgel leaks devastation. In the end, Syn pushed her claws through their chest and tore out their hearts. I don’t know if it was this act of destruction, entirely devoid of understanding, that is killing her now, or if the wounds inflicted by the Cudgel were simply too deep to begin with.
    

    
      “You can heal yourself,” I plead with her. “You’re the Wise, you know so much, you can fix this, you can—”
    

    
      “Flora, love…” Her breath is warm on my lips. Tears roll hot down one side of my face, burn agonising in my dead eye. “This can’t be fixed.”
    

    
      Morgan is sobbing by my side, her and Deepti curled together. I hold on to them both. Dola is clinging to any part of our love within reach, Mira and Inaya by her side, all three sobbing into our Syn’s chest. Ouju looks stricken, Tihani’s face is like stone. Awami supports Brekker, their shoulder loosely bandaged, a piece of shrapnel still stuck deep. Tears shimmer in their eyes, and a dreadful part of me hopes it’s from the wounds they suffered in keeping our engines operational.
    

    
      “Where are the children?”
    

    
      “They’re safe,” I promise, bringing one of her claws to my cheek when she reaches. “They’re waiting for you to come home. You promised to teach Aru Startongue, remember?”
    

    
      “Ah… Of course…” Syn blinks, her eyes shining dully. Death spreads through her limbs, black and smoky, leaking where it breaks past the skin. “We can’t let our children grow up without their mother.”
    

    
      “So heal yourself.” Awami’s pleading is choked.
    

    
      Syn’s eyes fall on me. “I think you know what needs to be done, my heart,” she says, as if to punish me for loving. I… I stumble away. I look to the bow, to my Red Witch, already one with the silver of the keel and ramming spike, her barbs bloody. Positioned right over where her ████ decay and ████ ██████ glow. She lowers herself down.
    

    
      I hear Morgan scream.
    

    
      ███ fire tears apart ███ ███ █████ ███ █████ ███ █ ███████ ███ all we have ever loved. I ███████ ███████ ███████ ██ ████ █████ █████████ ████ ████████ ██ ██ █████ ██████████████ █ ███████ drink deep ███████████ ███████ █████████████ █████ ██ █████████ █████ ███ █████ █████ █████████████ ██ ██ ████████ ███████ and ███████ ███ █████████ ██ █ ████████ █████ only ███████████ ███████ feel ██████ ███████ ██ ██████████ ████ ████████████ ██ █████ ██████ ██████ ███████ █ ██ ███████ empty ████████ █ ████ ████ ███ ██████.
      


    

    

      Chapter 8
    

    
      When skies break asunder / you choke on your hope
    

    
      Dola looks at me over the dinner table. We are in her quarters, in the heart of the Behemoth. A cup of tea sits half finished before me, hers remains untouched. All the same, I didn’t taste anything anyway.
    

    
      I know what she’ll say before she says it. 
      “I think we should get divorced.”
    

    
      My shoulders rise and fall. I’ve seen this coming. It hurts, and some dreadful part of me wants to hurt her back for it, even though it doesn’t matter, even though I know she’ll love me the same. I don’t know why she wants to place this mark on me— But, I do know, don’t I?
    

    
      I smile at her, aching. “Sure. Let’s get divorced.” We’re both too old to indulge in being heartbroken over it.
    

    
      We go back to the home we abandoned to hash out the details. There are laws to keep in mind, regulations to follow—we have our pick of them, and cobble together an approximation of what we remember from the Cradle. A bonding counselor provides the scale for us. We place our shards in them; Dola’s Broken Chance, and my Cunning Vow. She wants to add Long Shot as well, but is denied, and nearly argues us into getting banned from the harbour. Given she was the one who suggested this, it’s almost funny. She does end up leveraging her considerable firepower to her benefit, and adds my other shard as well.
    

    
      The counselor is exasperated. I remember watering her plants for her when she was our neighbor. I should apologise, when I have the time.
    

    
      We step out onto the dusty street on a hot summer day, freshly divorced. “Well,” I say, “suppose that’s that.”
    

    
      “Suppose so.” Dola plays with her coin. “We can still take it back. It’s… It won’t be real until we step back aboard our ships.”
    

    
      “Is that how it works?”
    

    
      “It is.”
    

    
      I love her so much. I can’t help but lean down, lifting her chin to tenderly kiss her lips. She kisses back, hands tight around Broken Chance, as if to keep herself from clinging to me. “I better get going. I have alimony to pay now.” It’s a hefty sum, to be constantly re-negotiated, which will tether me to this port like an invisible leash. Something to keep me from straying, from hunting the godtuner who spread word of Aru, and the Uniter, the sole reason for all our pain.
    

    
      “Don’t forget Noa’s birthday. You better not miss it!”
    

    
      “I would never, princess.” I’d rather die. I want to spend every remaining moment with my children. The sooner I finish the hunt, the sooner it can happen.
    

    
      Too late, I see her smile freeze. Ah. Syn gave her that nickname, didn't she.
    

    
      We return together, separating at the Behemoth’s gangplank. I say goodbye to Noa, who pouts, but clings to Awami’s coat. She and I don’t speak, though she tips her hat at me, sympathetic. When I go to the Red Witch, I am surprised to find a familiar figure watching the vessel from the shore.
    

    
      “Captain Mizuno Ouju,” I say colly, tipping my hat. My eye scans the dock. “No attendants this time?”
    

    
      “I wanted to talk to you alone.”
    

    
      “What’s there left to talk about? Isn’t this what you all wanted?”
    

    
      “Shattered stars, Flora, none of us wanted this,” they snap, uncharacteristically rattled. Maybe it’s the sight of how large the Red Witch has grown. How she must hum and pulse, to their being, filled with necromantic power and divine flame beating like a heart. The cosmic corpses only fell once every spark had been swallowed down. “This divorce is for your own good, that doesn’t mean I enjoy seeing it done to you. Just… stop chasing the Uniter! Our children have already lost—”
    

    
      “Finish that sentence, and you’re going to need to get your attendants.” They look hurt by that. I brush my locs back, readjusting my hat. My hair has grown long. I don’t see any stars on my fingers, given they’re on my blind side. This is good. Keeps my head clear to focus on the hunt.
    

    
      Ouju’s hurt gives way to anger. “You’re not the only one who lost her, Captain.”
    

    
      “I seem to be the only one who wants her avenged.”
    

    
      “We want to grieve, you idiot woman! And we want to do it with you, but we can’t, because you refuse to admit that she still haunts you!”
    

    
      “Should I be like Morgan, hoarding the leftover magnetic tapes, crying myself to sleep every night?” My eye burns. I want to rip it from the socket. I want to cut my tongue from my mouth and hurl it into the Infinite. I want to throw Ouju from the docks when they—after only a heartbeat’s hesitation—rush in and hug me tight.
    

    
      I want to throw myself right after them.
    

    
      I don’t hug back, do not allow this to comfort me. I don’t deserve it, not when I killed our children’s mother twice over. Aru doesn’t even remember her properly. They were too young. My absence hasn’t helped, but… Well, Dola took custody of Noa. I took custody of Aru’Adeen.
    

    
      Even their name mirrors hers.
    

    
      “How are you feeling,” Ouju eventually says, having pulled away. “About the alimony? Awami told me.”
    

    
      “I don’t mind. It makes things more complicated, but I get to continue to provide for my family.” My eye wanders up the harbour, to the sleepy town behind us. “Doing that for you all was some of the happiest years of my life.”
    

    
      “Well, you didn’t provide for me.” Ouju stills as I laugh. They smile, fond. “I would love for you to provide for me.”
    

    
      “Someday, Captain.”
    

    
      “I’ll hold you to it, Captain.”
    

    
      “Are you just here to check I’m not moping like a heartbroken puppy?” I ask them. “Though it’s fine if you are. Does good seeing a friendly face. The one, anyway.” I don’t have it in me to wince at their look.
    

    
      “Actually, I called in another old favour. You remember Dr. Oliveira? I’ve asked her to join your crew.” I scowl. “Don’t give me that. Your ship is bigger now, and Aru gets sick easily.”
    

    
      “Do the others also have cleverly concocted plans to keep me from seeking out my vengeance?” I ask, a little sharply as I see one of Ouju’s attendants approach with the doctor by their side.
    

    
      Captain Mizuno Ouju smiles and leans in to kiss me. Their fingers rest gently on my jaw, featherlight. I taste wine and salty amino acids. “They do,” they whisper. “It’s called trusting you. Afraid I’ve never been good enough to try it.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The oceans churn around us. The storm rages. My shouts are lost in the raging winds. We are weeks out from land, alone, surrounded by nothing but sky. The shardstorm batters our hull, sparking necromantic.
    

    
      Lightning flashes, illuminating a form of a dozen, a hundred, a thousand wings, each great enough to span a horizon. Innumerable eyes glow through the clouds, as ancient as our shattered world. The Uniter does not answer me. We are nothing to her. I wonder how much of the wind that threatens to sink us is storm, and how much is simply the beating of her wings.
    

    
      Brekker lies pale against the railing. They remember enough, the Marriages, the horrid forms of bone and flesh and steel, amalgamations of such a nature that to call them blasphemy is too accepting a word.
    

    
      Not the point. The point is that we weren’t looking for the Uniter this time. I had given up, after many months, had found my grief, poured it out in Mira and Inaya’s arms, called tearfully on the radio for my Dola to see me, was on my way—and here she is.
    

    
      And I am not the one facing her.
    

    
      Instead, it’s Mira and Inaya.
    

    
      They stand with their spears ready, mere saplings before the storm, shaking, helpless.
    

    
      I fight against the wind, trying to get to them, Bitter Fang pierced into the Red Witch’s deck.
    

    
      The Uniter ██████ ███ ███ grabs █████ ██ ███ ██ ████ █ ██████
    

    
      “Mira!” ███ ██ ██ ███ █████
    

    
      “Ya-ya!”
    

    
      “Hold on, I’ve got you—”
    

    
      “Run, don’t let them—please!”
    

    
      I █████ ███ ████ ████ █████ ███ can’t ██ ████████ ██ stop ███ █████ ██ █████████ ███████████ ██████ ██ ████ losing ███ ████ ████ █████ █ ██ ███████ what I love.
    

    
      I watch Inaya embed her spear in Mira’s chest. Hear their screams. Shardlightning impacts the tip and runs through a dying body down into the hands of a dead woman, tearing what was from what is, the who from the why, and the where from when. All splitting apart.
    

    
      A single note rings through the storm, dispersing shards and weaving lightning into a thread. The Uniter does not roar, does not shatter us with the back of her hand like a mere toy, does not snuff out the Red Witch that resists the storm, holding herself together with fire of understanding and devastation and delusion. Our silver blade glides off her fur without finding purchase as she tosses us, casually, with an errant curl of her enormous body. The thread remains. It binds the storm, binds what remains of the broken forms of Mira and Inaya, binds the Uniter and makes her roar.
    

    
      That alone nearly breaks us after all.
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira’s tuning fork rings again, cutting through the sound, silencing it until nothing but her singular note remains. Her eyes are bleeding, either from the necromancy, or the… the other thing threatening to choke us. But she tames the storm. And the Uniter’s claws, bound by thread that swirls and hums, retreat into the storm.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      We get away with our lives, limping to safety. Safety, in this case, is an island barely big enough to support the Red Witch, but we make it there and moor her without the generators failing. The air sacs keep her afloat, and Brekker and I sail us there manually instead of letting my shard handle it. She’s stopped responding to me. I think she may be fading, and the last remnant of our love that I made her kill with her.
    

    
      I am drenched in sweat when I hear the door to the captain’s quarters click shut. I moved Mira and Inaya there, trying not to take notice of how light they were, the blood on each of their fronts, simply because I needed them to be as comfortable as possible, somewhere I could keep an eye on them. I am eager for good news.
    

    
      By the time I turn around, Dr. Oliveira is in my face. “I have had it with the lies.” She is seething, sparking with rage like steel on stone. This is not the doctor I know, whose anger is calm and calculated.
    

    
      “You’ll have to elaborate, doctor.”
    

    
      She leans back, chin raised, arms crossed, foot tapping impatiently. I am taller than her, but in this moment it feels like she’s looking down on me. “Is that how you want to do this? Fine, then let’s start; were you ever going to tell me that Aru isn’t entirely human?” My blood runs cold. “How about that this entire ship is a shard, and that it’s sick?”
    

    
      “The former was none of your business,” Brekker says, evenly, their voice like gravel. “The latter, your doing. She’s reacting badly to having a godtuner in her guts.”
    

    
      “If anything, having a godtuner here is the reason she’s not falling apart.” Dr. Oliveira’s jaw is tense, her expression cutting. “I don’t care that you lied to me about everything else, like hunting the star-shattered Uniter, but when it comes to the health of my patients, your lies obstruct my ability to perform my duties, and I will not suffer it a moment longer!”
    

    
      “Frankly, doctor, I don’t think you’re in any position to preach moral purity. We don’t have a particular fondness for godtuners, here.” My voice is low, dangerous. She scoffs.
    

    
      “Please, threaten me, see how it goes for you. I may be a doctor, but I would not have survived this long if I wasn’t willing to open a few veins to heal the sick.”
    

    
      I stiffen at the implicit threat, growl. “We stopped hunting the Uniter weeks ago.” I can see her mouth weeks in my head. She has the courtesy not to do it in front of me.
    

    
      “And what was your plan? Throw yourself at her, die? Get Married?”
    

    
      “We’ve killed dragons before.”
    

    
      “And look how well that turned out for you.” She lifts a hand when I go to snap at her, and simply rubs her eyes under her glasses. “Look how it turned out for us. For Mira and Inaya.” For the first time, she sounds pained. The tiredness in her voice is bone deep.
    

    
      I am scared to ask, but I do it anyway, because I am the captain, and they are mine. “How are they?”
    

    
      “Bad. I’ve managed to suture what remains of… well, what remains. But they will never be the Mira and Inaya you once knew. Your relationship with them, whatever its nature before, will change.”
    

    
      “Can I see them?”
    

    
      “Go ahead. Just don’t wake them, and for skies’ sake, do not touch or move them. The sutures need to settle.” She rubs her eyes again. “Performing godtuning on living humans. Maybe I really am a monster.”
    

    
      So long as my loves are safe, I don’t care. I step into the captain’s quarters, find my way to the bed. In the dim light that drifts through the curtains, I can make out Mira and Inaya’s forms. They’re clinging to each other, I think. All I really see is the moment the lightning split them apart, hands melting through torsos, separating, skin flaking asunder. Their hair has turned platinum. Their spear… Spears lie between them, half its length, both with melted tips. And Mira and Inaya…
    

    
      I can’t blame Brekker for not wanting to see this.
    

    
      They are so pale. Their facepaint is burned into their skin, dark, small blocks and sharp triangles adorning the eyes. They… they’re younger, now. Mira and Inaya were both around… thirty-six, I believe? Hard to think about what was.
    

    
      Safe to say what’s left is in their teens now. Half that age, I'd wager.
    

    
      A gentle shift. Their eyes open slowly, pure white, reflecting the light. I hold my breath.
    

    
      “Captain?” Two young voices, speaking in unison.
    

    
      “I’m here.” I reach out, but pull away, even though they lift their hands to me and pout when I don’t take theirs. The doctor’s words resound in my mind. Let the sutures settle. “I’m here, you’re okay. You’re safe.”
    

    
      “Oh. Is… Mira safe too?”
    

    
      My throat tightens. “Yeah. She’s safe.”
    

    
      “And Inaya?”
    

    
      “Right here with you, safe and sound.” The lie tastes like ozone in my mouth. It feels like a body torn asunder. A soul ruptured, and taken away into the storm.
    

    
      Mira and Inaya smile. “That’s good. I… We?” They frown. “We’re tired. We’re gonna sleep now.”
    

    
      “Of course. Rest well, Mira, Inaya.” My tears have run dry, I think. My steps are soft as I go to leave.
    

    
      “Captain?” Their dual voice stops me at the door. “Don’t blame yourself. Wasn’t your fault.”
    

    
      I do not look back.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Time does not heal all wounds. At some point, time only makes things worse. But, some of the wounds I bear do scab over. They remain as scars on my heart, but they do mend. Mira and Inaya, whatever they are now, are alive. Dyeing their hair does not work, the colour fades in minutes. Any haircut only takes hours to grow back out.
    

    
      They do not age anymore. I… don’t know what to do about that. Our resident godtuner refuses to acknowledge it, shame over what she has done to keep her family close burning in her eyes like a first kill in the mind of a murderer—and we are family, this she promises when she unravels and I hold her, in the same breath that she swears death to the Uniter, should their paths ever cross again.
    

    
      What I have with the other captians… it is mended. It’s not without friction. It takes four years, and hard work. The loss of Mira and Inaya… The change hits them deep. But not deep enough to not notice, early on, that Aru does not call me mom. They are wounded by my request that nobody tell them of the family that is right within their reach. It’s selfish, but I can’t help it. I can’t be their mother, not after all I’ve done. And yet, if I were to see them call someone else mom instead of me, I know it would kill me.
    

    
      But time heals all wounds. And I am made to promise I will tell them by the time they’re fourteen and choose which gender and sex to inhabit for the first time. I know, by then they will hate me. But time heals all wounds, doesn’t it? Surely, by then, mine will be fading.
    

    
      If I survive that long.
    

    
      It sounds gloomier than it is. Aru still has their doting older sibling, who claims them as hers like a little dragon herself, mothers be damned. They have all their parents, who love them dearly, and who I am keeping them from.
    

    
      And I… have my loves. Dola tries to refuse the alimony payments, in the wake of me abandoning the hunt, embarrassed by them. I won’t hear anything of it, she is my wife, divorced or not, I will provide for her. We would get bonded again, perhaps, would it not feel like betraying the memory of what we’ve lost.
    

    
      We grieve. It hurts. Then it feels better. Then it hurts some more, worse. But time heals all wounds, except the ones it doesn’t, and I am not alone, this time. I find freedom on the open seas, when the pain of a home without my heart grows too deep. I find traders and steal their water to provide for others. I kill whalers.
    

    
      It’s during one such event that I am harried by… some fucking bird?? A magpie, I think, keeping me from simply shooting the damn whaler ship out of the sky. So we go down, slaughter them all, and it feels good to take some of the evil out of the world. The whale pods recognise us by now, swimming with us through the skies, guiding fish into our nets. Syn would be proud to see us coexisting like we did in the cradle.
    

    
      Anyway, the bird… It doesn’t let up once I’ve kicked most of the corpses overboard, won’t let me go near the last of the bodies. Dr. Oliveira gives it a sharp look, adjusting her glasses, which is my sign that whatever I’m looking at is not what it seems. So we leave the corpse and follow the bird.
    

    
      It leads us to a barred door. I don’t have the key, so I tear it open with my bare hands, bending the metal.
    

    
      “Shattered skies,” the doctor says. “Now they’re stealing children?”
    

    
      Three kids are crammed in a small storage closet, practically a cell with how fortified it is. I smell rotting food, and I don’t have to strain to see how thin they are. One of them is shielding the other two. Their eyes fall to the blood on my saber.
    

    
      I take a knee, meeting them at eye level where they hunch. “It’s okay. We’re not with the whalers. What’s your name, kid?”
    

    
      “… Khostas,” they say, eyes narrowed.
    

    
      “Khostas. Wanna tell me what you and your friends are doing on this ship?”
    

    
      They go still, eyes darting from me to the doctor, to Brekker. I know they are hiding something sharp in their hand behind their back, can see their blood dripping.
    

    
      “It’s okay,” one of the girls says, tugging Khostas’s sleeve. “She’s the one who killed Anya.” Their eyes find mine. I see only hate in them. “She deserved it. She took Hornet from me.”
    

    
      The doctor clicks her tongue. “The shardplate on the body. It’s theirs.” I make a mental note to cave the body’s head in on the way back.
    

    
      “I’m Ruyi,” the last kid says. “I climbed on board to sabotage the harpoon lines. Didn’t have a shard that could cut them, though, so they caught me. That’s when I met Faye.” They’re holding on to the other kid. So young. So scared. So full of hate. I wonder what Khostas’s damage is.
    

    
      “What about you?” I look at them.
    

    
      They lift their chin, their eyes like steel. “Came to steal from them. So what? You gonna throw me overboard now?” Ah, never mind, I see it now.
    

    
      I turn to my crew. “Get some harnesses. I’m not having kids jump to my ship without a line attached. If you want to join my crew, that is,” I say over my shoulder at the three. The magpie has landed on my hat. I allow it, despite the doctor’s glare. 
    

    
      “Do we get to kill whalers?” Faye asks, sharp.
    

    
      “It’s a frequent occurence. You’ll work hard in the meantime, get ample food, rest time, your own bunk beds…” There are so many. It’s like Syn expects us to house a large family. The thought aches in my chest like a fishhook, worse when I remember it is only her fire, not her soul, that lives in the heart of the Red Witch.
    

    
      But I don’t follow its pull into the Infinite. I have three more children to take care of now, barely older than Mira and Inaya. I want them to have a better life than they’ve been given so far.
    

    
      I think I’ve accepted that I will not be the one to kill the Uniter, ever. That thought, too, aches.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Faye learns to smile. She gets so good at it, I sometimes forget all the hate she harbours—well, it’s not like it lives well in her. She is too kind to be ruthless, though she manages to kill whalers just fine. She makes an excellent, if reckless, line guard.
    

    
      Ruyi’s curiosity means she doesn’t find her place on the ship like Faye does, which in turn means all the ship is her home. So she gets to pine over Ruyi at the sails and Khostas in the engine hold and the cockpit at the same time. Good for her.
    

    
      Khostas loses their suspicion. I don’t know who hurt this kid, but I love them like they’re my own. They… make it easier to be around Aru. It also makes me feel worse for still hiding who I am.
    

    
      “I didn’t know you had any kids,” Khostas remarks when I tell the crew we’ll be heading to Morgan’s safe haven for my daughter’s birthday. I frown.
    

    
      “Why did you think I kept going to see the different captains over the past three years?”
    

    
      “Oh, you know.” They gesture. “Thought they were passing you around between them.” They grin when I assign them barnacle duty with a stony expression. 
    

    
      The shardstorm hits unexpected. Our sails are filled, threatening to tear the Red Witch apart. I stumble from the captain’s quarters, Mira and Inaya failing to hold me back, Khostas already ahead of me, trying to get to the sails and pull them down.
    

    
      “Khostas! Khostas, come back!” My voice booms over the storm. I’ve grown good at making myself heard over chaos.
    

    
      “I’m already here!” they shout back.
    

    
      “It’s too dangerous! Get back inside!” I have their shoulder. I should throw them, but they slip my grasp.
    

    
      “Too dangerous for me, but not for you?” There is an accusation in zher voice, one I don’t have time for. “So you get to put yourself in danger, and I can’t?”
    

    
      “I don’t want to lose another kid!” Not the way I lost Aru, by killing their mother.
    

    
      Khostas’s eyes are dark, full of sorrow and understanding. “You take the left mast,” zhe signs over the howling wind. I run after them when they take off.
    

    
      Khostas has always been so damn fast, able to slip any trap, able to outrun any hunter. They make it to the mast before I do, reel in the sails by twisting the winch mechanism, the Red Witch herself assisting. I can see what’s about to happen before it does. Lightning strikes. Khostas is flung from the mast. I catch them, smoking, their shards twitching and writhing, slowly melting together.
    

    
      “Khostas! Khostas, stars—” Not again. Lightning. Splitting in two. I feel necromancy leaking, bleeding from the shards, slicking the ground in the colour of Khostas’s soul, formerly a rich brown, textured like the rings of a tree, now burnt grey like their eyes.
    

    
      I see the hunger in them a moment too late. They latch onto my neck, bite deep with inhuman strength. I pry their jaws open with the same, restrain them, drag them back to my quarters, where I’d allowed them to stay, as they often do when plagued by nightmares they don’t want to discuss. The couch we sit on is pushed aside when Dr. Oliveira reaches us, called through the speaking tubes by the twins; space for another impromptu surgery.
    

    
      She performs her godtuning on Khostas’s shards… shard, now, fused, violently and against their will. When she is done, they have stopped thrashing, and she looks thirty years older when she drops down next to me, which would make her older than myself.
    

    
      “They’ll live. For how long, I can’t say.”
    

    
      Most who brave the shattered skies of our world die young. That doesn’t make it any less my fault. I sit on the couch, trusting Mira and Inaya to sprint across the room and hold Khostas down in the bed, if necessary. Either one is more than fast enough.
    

    
      All my failures within sight. My face is in my hands. “I wasn’t fast enough to stop them.”
    

    
      In a rare moment of compassion, Dr. Oliveira brushes her shoulder against mine. “If it hadn’t been for you, for the Red Witch, that lightning would have torn them apart. Her ambient necromancy shielded you both.” She still won’t forgive me for not telling her how I grew a shard this large. I think it’s time I come clean. Had I been painfully honest with her from the start, Mira and Inaya might not be… the way they are now, curled against my knees, clinging on to me with the vestiges of emotions they can’t possibly understand because the individualities they belonged to are gone.
    

    
      They might be dead. Maybe that would have been kinder.
    

    
      “Similarly,” Dr. Oliveira continues, resting her head back and running a hand through her hair, “if it wasn’t for that ridiculous strength of yours, I don’t doubt their shard would have… consumed everyone aboard the vessel.”
    

    
      “Will they be a danger to…” Aru. Faye. Ruyi. People they love. “… to the crew?”
    

    
      “Not when I’m done. I hope you’re looking forward to adding harbouring an unsanctioned necro-shrine to your list of crimes. I’ll need to suppress this shard before it gains… coherence. Eventually, I might be able to stabilise them enough that they won’t be an active danger to themselves anymore.” if they live that long, she doesn't say.
    

    
      I nod, numb. The masts are splintered. There is no way we’re making it to Morgan’s in time. Maybe, if the storm passes soon enough, I’ll be able to radio her, tell her why we’re late, so she won’t assume we were sunk. The thought of Ivy and Ash mourning me too breaks something in my chest.
    

    
      The thought occurs of giving her one of my shards. I should have already, long ago. But I waited too long, and now there’s always another death or tragedy in the way.
    

    
      Suppose that just means my time is coming.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It’s months after Khostas’s fatal accident when we spot the Hand of Fortune. Continuing on with pirate work while Khostas is dying is at once balm and curse. It feels like we’re just waiting for it to happen. It is the only thing we can do to stop thinking about it.
    

    
      The debate is, understandably, heated and divided. We’re running out of water, and not because we’re guzzling it like Morgan’s cloak does. I wonder if Ash is still angry with me. She has every right to be. Even Ivy looked disappointed.
    

    
      No, the reason we’re out of water is simply because I’ve been avoiding every storm I even vaguely sensed coming. Part of getting old is feeling the weather in your joints. I’ve learned to listen to them.
    

    
      “We should do it,” Faye say. “Could be fun! Besides, they sail for the Bladesong!”
    

    
      “Do we really want to piss off a dragon?” Ruyi looks to me for help.
    

    
      Dr. Oliveira shrugs. “She’s scared to leave her lakes, we can do whatever we want out here.”
    

    
      “Let’s do it,” Khostas says. “While I’m still here.” That silences all discussion. They smile, despite the tremors wracking their hands and the grey creeping into their hair and eyes. “I want to live free, while I’m still here.”
    

    
      Later, I catch them and Faye in the cockpit, while she helps Khostas strap themself in.
    

    
      “Don’t be angry with Ruyi.”
    

    
      “I don’t understand why ta acts like that! So overly cautious… I love them, but you have to live sometimes, otherwise you’re just surviving!”
    

    
      “Doesn’t mean ta doesn’t have a point.” Khostas huffs, settling in slowly. I remember how they used to jump into the seat, excited and eager to learn how to fly the Red Witch. “She just… wants to make sure you both still have a life to enjoy. You two could balance each other well.”
    

    
      Faye scoffs. “Why would we? We have you for that.”
    

    
      There is a pronounced silence from inside the cockpit. I hear a belt being tightened, a chin being caught, a soft exhale following a kiss. “Promise me something,” Khostas says.
    

    
      “Anything,” Faye replies, easily, breathless.
    

    
      “When I’m gone… keep living life to the fullest. Forget about me. Love again. Keep loving for as long as you can. It’s all we have. And I am so blessed to be loved by you. Anyone would be.”
    

    
      Faye smiles. I hear it in her voice, the voice of her Rose, Thorn hidden, just as I hear the lie that slips so easily from her tongue she doesn’t even notice it bury deep in Khostas’s heart. “Of course. I promise.”
    

    
      The Red Witch nears her target. I leave the two for a moment longer, wait for Faye to make her way to the boarding line on her own. There is a sharp tugging behind my sternum.
    

    
      I am alive. The shattered sun shines down on us, obscuring us from our prey with her glow. I have my family close, surviving for as long as we can. Out here, on these shattered skies, it’s all I can ask for.
    

    
      And still, I long for more.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      THE END
    
   
    

    
      
    

    

      Character Reference 
    

    
      Flora Sagar (she/ey): 
      A butch Black woman of mountainous stature. Eir hands are calloused and strong, one of them tattooed with lines and stars that match those of her soulmate.
    

    
      Red Witch: 
      A shard in the form of a glistening red harpoon of wood and bone, born from the hunger and drive of Flora Sagar. Found in blood, and always strikes true.
    

    
      Bitter Fang:
       A shard in the form of a hefty saber, born from the animosity of Flora Sagar. Cuts ruthlessly and without hesitation.
    

    
      Cunning Vow:
       A shard in the form of a thick chain, born from the lies and promises of Flory Sagar. Extends to fit its purpose and binds wielder and prey alike.
    

    
      Long Shot:
       A shard in the form of a double-barrelled flintlock pistol, born from the trickery and desperation of Flora Sagar. Aims itself to maximise damage.
    

    
      Honour Shroud:
       A shard in the form of a heavy leather coat, born from the delusions and deflections of Flora Sagar. Guards its wielder against blades both physical and mental alike.
    

    
      Tether Mark:
       A shard in the form of a carabiner, born from the bonds and greed of Flora Sagar. Loyally thethers the user to safety, so she may return home.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dola Ogunwe (she/her):
       A fat Black woman with a smile like the sun, clad in patterned yellow cloth. She is the wife of Flora Sagar, and daughter of the the town speakers and administrators of their village. Unlike her wife, she has no desire to leave the safety of her home, bearing only a single shard that she shares with her beloved as their bonding mark.
    

    
      Chance: 
      A shard in the form of a simple silver coin, outdated currency, born from the roused curiosity and uncertainty of Dola Ogunwe. Provides its owner the confidence to take a leap of faith.
    

    
      
    

    
      Anu/Anushka Siavi (she/they):
       A butch nonbinary person with raven black hair, painted onyx eyes, and a softness and strength of otherworldly quality. Her hands are tattooed with stars, interlocking with her soulmate’s, their shards are hammer, wrench, sewing kit, razor, all the things needed for maintenance. They serve as shardsinger and smith of Flora’s village under the tutelage of their parents.
    

    
      
    

    
      Al’Synnoa the Wise (she/her):
       A dragon of black fur with a purple sheen, curled horns and emerald flame like salt in fire. Creator of the Cradle and its steward and guardian, among the first of the fallen-star beasts. She often takes the form of a seven foot tall butch woman with wavy black hair, brown skin, and top surgery scars beneath small breasts and a powerfully muscled chest. Her upper arms, shoulders and neck are tattooed with clouds, waves, lightning and unbroken celestial bodies.
    

    
      
    

    
      Captain Pindrect (she/they): 
      An old Black woman with a grating laugh and a fleet of whaling ships under her banner, harbouring necro-shrines and shardforges.
    

    
      Sever-the-chain:
       Shard of Captain Pindrect, consisting of a heavy cleaver that severs chains and bonds as easily as it cuts flesh and bone. One of the shards comprising the entity of Pindrect, at her command.
    

    
      
    

    
      Inaya (she/her):
       A woman with brown skin and black hair, wearing blocky kajal makeup. Her smiles are as bright as her teeth are sharp, her dark eyes sparkle playfully. She seems unconventionally close to her twin sister’s shards, handling them as if they were her own.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mira (she/her): 
      A woman with brown skin and black hair, wearing patterned kajal makeup styled in similar fashion to her twin sister Inaya’s. She acts more reserved, counterbalancing her sister’s excitement despite their unconventional closeness. Her shards mirror her twin’s, and permit few others to touch them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Captain Awami Ngwenya (they/she): 
      A Black woman with sharp golden eyes behind round glasses, wearing a sweeping coat, thigh-high leather boots and a wide-brimmed, feathered hat. Her demeanour is sharp and alert, befitting her occupation. Captain of the pirate ship Compass Needle.
    

    
      
    

    
      Captain Tihani (she/her):
       A well-muscled Maori woman with long, black hair and a demeanour like the sky itself, boisterous, bright and open. Her tattoos glow with lightning. Captain of the travelling and occasional pirate ship Aranui.
    

    
      
    

    
      Captain Mizuno Ouju (they/them):
       A stern Japanese person commanding a masked crew of identical sailors. From their belt hangs a mask made of black wood and gold. Captain of the pirate and entertainer ship Foxlight Theater.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Captain” Morgan (she/they):
       A short woman with dark skin and black hair, sharp as the knives she carries, and evasive as her optical camouflage devices. She commands a gunship that she pilots along with her girlfriend and soulmate Deepti.
    

    
      Ivory (she/her):
       A shard in the form of an intricate pocket watch able to change the way the user perceives time. Curiosity of the Constellation Morgan.
    

    
      Ash (she/her):
       A shard in the form of a sharpened knife, blackened to not catch the light. Edge of the Constellation Morgan.
    

    
      
    

    
      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. Surgeon, midwife, and godtuner.
    

    
      
    

    
      Noa (they/them): 
      Child of Flora Sagar and Dola Ogunwe, born from a miraculous natural conception. They take after their mother Dola in stature and brightness.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aru’adeen (they/them):
       Child of Flora Sagar and Al’Synnoa the Wise, born from an impossible union between mortal and divine. They take after their mother Syn in the warm brown of their skin and the texture of their hair, black and wavy, slightly curled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Faye (they/she):
       A Black girl captured by whalers, used for their shardplate.
    

    
      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 young Black Chinese woman with tight cornrows and a nervous demeanour. Captured by whalers when she tried to sabotage their harpoon lines.
    

    
      
    

    
      Khostas (they/zhe):
       A young 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. Captured by whalers when they snuck aboard to steal from them.
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