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Chapter 1:
Shipwreck

“The heart is an instrument: play it well.”

Nitara closed her lips as the words escaped, her hands sliding a stringed stick across an ornate sarangi with purpose, its pale wooden body reflecting the colorless trees that surrounded their home.

“I will,” Rani had said.

Her mother’s song, filled to the brim with the occasional bittersweet tang of a minor note, perched in Rani’s memories like a pesky little sparrow. She could almost picture her mother, beautifully placed in the light of the window, rainbows dancing across the bridge of her sculpted nose—the very same passed on to Rani.

“If only she’d known what those words would mean…” Rani mused, peering down onto the ground of the cold, sleek black cavern. The cavern’s gaping mouth, forever wrenched open like a shark’s jaws, dripped with water from electric blue stalactites.

The man before her writhed like a worm caught on a hook. He knew what she was, despite the legs Rani was currently bearing. He had watched her drag him through the water with a tail he stared at fearfully, knowing what kind of creatures were gifted with such scales.

“Please,” he rasped. His neck had ribbons of blood sprouting from it, painting the cavern’s iron-colored walls with slick crimson. Rani couldn’t tell if he was begging to be spared or begging to die. It didn’t matter to her. She leaned forward, a loud series of snaps and pops rattling the cave, followed by one sharp scream that fell silent as swiftly as it came.

His body stilled on the cold floor, his eyes as wide and clouded as glass weathered by the sea’s sharp hand. His chest was torn open now, ravaged with bits of torn flesh dangling off his lace-white ribs like a blooming spider lily. Rani reached up and wiped her lips, smearing blood across her cheeks.

Rani leaned forward and tore more flesh free from his corpse with the help of her serrated teeth. When she was done, she sucked her fingers dry of the blood, rose, and picked up one of the corpse’s arms to drag it over to the cavern’s exit—a pool that led to the sea. The body hit the water with a hefty toss, and as it began to sink, Rani dove in after it.

She felt the cold water rush into her gills just moments before the explosion of pain in her legs. Hot white flashes sparked in her vision, and a slithering slice of pain wrapped around her legs as they grew heavier, falling together at last. From then, it was the nostalgic sensation of what felt like needles being woven up the inner sides of her thighs, making way for her tail to form again. Rani shrieked a piercing cry into the dark, and her lungs cracked into place to allow her to breathe underwater.

When her eyes opened, she was met with screaming blue, the colors of the water blending together fiercely. Rani moved through the water with the grace of a nimble-footed dancer, even with the extra weight of the body in her webbed clutches.

It was a short swim down to the depths of the Lapsus Regnum Sea. Rani had taken the path thousands of times before, and this was no different. She swam past towering verdant kelp, blackened urchins, and coral the color of fire. Rani rushed through a school of catla fish and reveled in the way their silver scales flashed as they scurried away from the gilded siren and her hefty catch. The creatures of the sea avoided sirens as best they could; they found the monsters gawky and misplaced in their waters.

When Rani broke through to the other side of the catlas, there it was, in all its glory: the sunken kingdom of Sarasia. Rani hovered before the mass of sand-colored spires and buildings shaped like an angler fish's bulb, watching flickering lights shine through the glass windows. She studied the ancient structure of the kingdom’s shattered castle, split down the middle as if struck by lightning.

Rani rushed past a sunken statue, its placated gold smile peering out from under a heap of sand as she swam into the open doorway of a small, intricately carved home. Despite the damage to the baked brick walls, thick pieces of kelp and seaweed were stuck to the cracks like bandages, an example of just one way their people had learned to adapt after the Great Descension.

“Nisha,” she sang. To mortals, their voices were piercing shrieks underwater; to Rani and Nisha, it was simply their regular tongue. Rani stared at the rocks carved into the shapes of chairs that settled on the floor in place of couches. Nisha’s billowing brown hair whipped around the corner as the woman’s stern expression and pursed lips appeared.

“Rani,” she acknowledged blankly, holding a red bowl of something that she occasionally stirred with her other hand. Rani smiled and shoved the man’s body out on the floor before her.

“Got you dinner,” Rani stated. The room’s lights flooded Nisha’s deep navy scales and silver saree as she set her bowl down on a table with a blank stare. Evidently, the bowl was weighted enough to stay still. Sometimes, Rani would catch Nisha eyeing her warily, her lips pursing. A small part of Nisha feared Rani just like the rest of the sirens. But unlike the others, she never voiced her fear or uncertainty.

Rani was about to speak again when she felt it: a familiar rumble. Rani’s gaze snapped to the window, and she rushed out into the open water, her orange scales flashing. Once Nisha reached her side, she, too, looked toward the surface. And that was when they felt it again.

The waters, heavily disturbed by a powerful storm and darkening by the minute, trembled in fear. Rani sucked in a deep breath as one last discovery was made: a giant ship, its underbelly slicing the water clean in half like a weaponized wooden whale. As its ample form slid into place over the water, the kingdom’s sandy structures were shrouded in darkness.

“Gods,” Nisha gasped through the water. Rani glanced at Nisha.

“Possible shipwreck?” Rani asked calmly, and Nisha finally tore her gaze away from the surface. She met Rani’s piercing yellow eyes with her widened ones. All around, sirens who milled aimlessly through the waters suddenly retreated into their homes. Nisha began to creep back, waiting for Rani to do the same.

“Are you coming?” Nisha asked in a matter-of-fact way.

“I’ll be back, Nisha.” Rani looked up at the surface. With a quick whip of her tail, she shot through the shaking water, dodging rushes of waves for the best path. “Stay down low!” she called back, ignoring Nisha’s next shout.

“Wait! Rani, you shouldn’t go into storms! You know this!” Nisha shouted exasperatedly, but as soon as she tried to swim up, the storm’s waves rolled her over, sweeping her back into place. Rani smoothed her gold choli down, the gentle fabric pressed flat against her body from the force of the waves.

When she burst from the water, Rani wasn’t prepared for the sight she was met with. Dark thunderclouds, the color of dead coral, hung above where the stars were supposed to be, and large claps of lightning illuminated the slick silhouette of a pirate ship. Rani watched giant waves crash into the starboard and port sides, rocking the floating temple-like structure like a strong shove to the back. Pearly seafoam sprayed across the heavily layered red deck, which was soaked in water and drowning with sailors who rushed back and forth to try and keep the ship from capsizing.

The taste of saltwater entered Rani’s mouth as her lungs cracked into place for the air. She trod the water, occasionally ducking under to avoid another sweeping wave. Rani felt her body push away from the ship as another wave slammed her. She stubbornly swam further toward the floating temple, watching the deck as she grew closer.

Five visible sailors, she counted, eyeing one who gripped the ropes that swayed violently through the rainy wind. The sailor, a thin fae with dark plum wings sprouting from its back, was stolen by the wind, whipping through the air over the ocean like a tossed dove, clinging to the rope for dear life in hopes she wouldn’t wet her wings. Fall, Rani silently hoped. But to her dismay, the fae managed to swing back onto the deck, clutching her knees before hurling her appetite into the sea.

Rani reached the side of the boat, careful not to get caught underneath the ship.

“Furl the sails, you damned jesters!” a woman’s deep voice shouted, the shout reaching Rani’s ears from below the deck. She peered up the side to see a woman, swathed in a dark cloak, rushing by the railing. “Grab the wheel, Chen!” she added, and a person Rani assumed was Chen rushed up to the platform where the wheel sat spinning out of control.

The dark-cloaked woman didn’t sound out of breath like the others; in fact, she sounded downright leisurely. Rani watched in fascination as the woman with the cloak nimbly scaled the sails to tie them up. The way she moved was inhuman, too easy—as if the land’s physics didn’t apply to her. When she reached the deck again, sweeping her sleek raven hair out of her eyes, her face caused Rani’s eyes to widen.

She had sharp eyes, red lips, and cheeks that weren’t pinked from the cold. Her skin was pale and shining, nearly translucent in a way Rani couldn’t quite place her finger on. Rani tried to make out more of the woman’s face but failed as a wave swept her under.

“Down!” Rani shouted through the waves as the boat wriggled from her view beneath the waterline. “Down, you incessant storm!”

A raise of Rani’s hand, and she decided to strike. She prepared herself just as her head crested the surface. Then she shut her eyes and began. A sound, soft yet sharp, began to float out of her parted lips. She continued to sing her sweet melody, a beautiful sound that should’ve sent sailors running below deck. The first time Rani had used her siren song, it surprised her. It was like toying with the strings that held someone’s heart, plucking away to bend them to her will. That kind of control was far more intimate than most realized—to toy with something so intricate and delicate and break it so easily was an art. And Rani was an excellent artist.

Sometimes, Rani felt a pang of guilt and remembered momentarily what it was like to be human. Even now, the smallest sliver of her mind called out for her to remember the sensation of a scraped knee and the feeling of fear after nearly slipping off a hanging ledge. But then she remembered what being human had taken from her.

The song came naturally: a piece of her dearly departed kingdom of Sarasia. Their renown was their music, and it never truly left the sirens of the Lapsus Regnum sea. Her gentle serenade began to swell the sea, a wave whirling around her tail, lifting her skyward toward the deck. She watched as the dark-cloaked woman’s attention snapped to the ocean, her gaze locking with Rani’s. Rani watched the woman’s eyes widen in surprise, stuck that way for several moments. Rani was halfway to the deck by now, and the woman’s hand flew to the railing from Rani’s call. She had long, sharp, blackened nails that drew lines in the already splintered wood.

The other sailors were still preoccupied when Rani started singing, but as the storm’s might began to wash away and the skies opened up, their eyes widened, their mouths going slack as she took hold. She watched as they dropped their arms and couldn’t help but grin through her song, a sick satisfaction overcoming her in the power she held.

The woman, her target, lifted one of her knees onto the railing from beneath a long red skirt that stopped above her bust. Rani met the railing, reaching out toward the woman’s waist, preparing to pull her over. The light from the now slightly parted clouds fell down across the woman’s figure. Rani nearly tripped over her notes at the sight.

The woman’s hair was sleek and stiff, shining almost as much as her porcelain skin. Her dark eyes were still widened and didn’t seem glossed over up close. They looked alert, scrutinizing Rani in a way that nearly stole the siren’s confidence. But it wasn’t until Rani’s hand reached the woman’s skirt-clothed waist that she truly realized what stood before her.

Before she even noticed the woman move, the sensation of cold, lifeless fingers against her pulse shot through her like lightning. Rani made a move to gasp, but the motion was revoked when she felt the woman’s claws squeeze her airway. The woman rested there for a moment, and Rani let out breathless squeaks as her cold, highly alert eyes settled on the siren’s face. She seemed to be contemplating whether to snap her hyoid and kill her.

Her sight blurred as it would in the moments before her shift underwater, and suddenly, the ship was a garden of spec-like greys and crimsons. Small red lanterns hung above her head like fuzzy stars. She felt the water around her tail collapse in on itself, retreating to the now-soothed waves. Rani begged the sea to take her back, too, to let her sink into the sea foam and swim far away.

No, she thought desperately. Rani writhed and snapped her sharp teeth at the woman, scraping at the stranger’s skin with her webbed hands. Another hiss of pain emptied her mouth before she opened her eyes wider, feeling a trace of fear for the first time in decades. “Hello, Siren,” the woman said coldly, bringing a chill with her tone. Rani felt lines of bright gold blood seep from her skin where the woman’s nails dug in. Then her body was tossed, as if it weighed nothing, onto the wet deck. Her lungs seized, and she gasped for air as she felt herself slam into the ground. The woman stalked over, a gleam in her eyes. That was when she saw it—two fangs peeking out from the woman’s painted mouth, sharp and poised like the nails on her steady hand, still dripping with Rani’s flashing gold blood.

Ah, Rani thought, her vision fading to black. Vampire.


Chapter 2:
Storm

Ten minutes before the storm

“Captain!” a voice shouted, desperate and sharp, so unlike his typical soft tone. Daiyu sighed, sitting up with a grumble.

“One moment,” Daiyu called back, rising and striding over to her wardrobe. She pulled the ornate black-and-red doors aside, digging through her hooks for a moment before selecting a crisp-looking red ruqun. “You woke me in the middle of the day,” Daiyu remarked coldly, glancing at the grey light streaming in through her porthole. She tugged her skirt up over her undershirt and fastened it above her chest as Chen spoke again.

“I’m sorry, captain,” he answered apologetically. He knew how seriously the captain expected everyone to take her orders. Captain Daiyu was not known to be a patient or merciful woman; if she wanted something done a certain way, she would have it. Right down to the way her tea was made, Daiyu accepted nothing less than perfection. Chen also knew it would be worse for other crew members to wake her, however. He had the advantage of being her first mate and closest trustee—not that Daiyu would admit to trusting someone. That wasn’t part of her carefully sharpened image.

Daiyu headed for the door to her dark, bloodied cabin, stopping a moment before to pick up a dark coat. As she pulled the door open, she was met with the sweet-faced Chen, smiling up at her in an apologetic manner.

“Tell me the reason,” Daiyu finally said, sighing. As Chen readily spoke, they walked side by side out to the deck.

“It’s a storm,” Chen answered. “Rapidly approaching.”

“Alright.” She was about to say show me when a tilt of her head resulted in the dark sky showing it for her. Ah, she thought. And though she didn’t say anything out loud, Chen nodded as if he could read her mind.

“We have about thirty minutes,” he said, checking a small pocket watch dangling from the waist of his blue robe. His deep blue sleeves dragged toward the floor as he dropped the watch back into place, the object swinging momentarily.

Small calls of greeting toward the captain rose through the wind, and the captain nodded stoically in response. She absentmindedly eyed Chen and his flimsy stature; when she’d first met him, he was so small and scrawny she thought he might snap from the wind. But she still remembered the look in his eye when he entered a scuffle. A vampire hunter, just one, was after Daiyu. Nothing Daiyu couldn’t handle. But just as she was about to lunge for the man, a boy had barreled himself directly into the hunter, and he’d followed her since.

A flutter of purple wings shot across the deck. Kali landed feet first into a crouch, her luminescent eyes whipping across the air toward Daiyu like a blade. Her eyes narrowed, and the dark wraps across her arms and legs trembled in the wind as she turned away abruptly.

“Must she always do that?” Chen asked, glaring at the lank fae. Her wings glittered as she dove into the sky, staring ahead at the storm. Her bare feet, dark as maple wood with lighter pads where her melanin lacked, hit the bowsprit as she stood on the end of it like a needle of purple amidst a sea of sky. She was their navigator and the only other non-mortal in the crew. She had joined upon seeing the bounty and the mission of the crew, but that didn’t mean she had to like anybody, and she made that much clear.

“I don’t know why you keep her around,” Chen muttered under his breath. “She’s a dirty trickster.”

Daiyu let out a low hum as she took a step toward the edge of the deck. Indeed, Kali was a trickster, just like the rest of the fae. But something about her unabashed hatred for Daiyu impressed her—a common-born fae standing up to a vampire was unheard of. Plus, they needed a sly trickster for their task.

Daiyu nearly turned away from Kali before the fae rushed back to the deck.

“It’s coming on faster than we thought,” Kali warned, fluttering toward the sails that were still untied.

As the blue expanse above them began to meet the grey thunderclouds of a storm, and the skies opened up to envelop them in a thin sheet of rain, Daiyu secured her position before the wheel, watching the calm waves bleed into violent, thrashing beasts. The sea was a hungry, breathing creature in her eyes. Give it enough blood, and it’ll be satiated. But something about these waters felt different than others—more rageful as they spit across the deck.

She was certain the crew wished she would just change the route, but they knew there was only one way to get to their destination quickly and without encountering imperial hunters: through the Lapsus Regnum Sea.

The clouds trembled, and a thunderclap resounded through the air as Daiyu kept a firm grip on the wheel. Previous claw marks still showed beneath her fingertips on the wood. It was going to be a bumpy ride.

Daiyu hissed in annoyance as she realized no one had yet done up the sails. Kali was struggling in them, tossed around by the wind and desperately clinging onto the ropes. Daiyu felt the ship begin to sway drunkenly from the wind hitting the sails.

“Furl the sails, you damned jesters!” she shouted. When no one made a move to rescue the mast as Kali hit the deck in a flurry of pain, Daiyu leaped into action. “Grab the wheel, Chen!” she yelled, rushing down and across the deck in the blink of an eye. She trusted Chen to listen, which he did, grasping the wheel swiftly.

Rain thundered down on her black coat and red ruqun, making the fabric darker from dampness. In an instant, with the help of her inhuman strength, Daiyu scaled the mast and began to bind the sails. When Daiyu’s boot-covered feet hit the deck again, she looked around at the utter disarray. And just as she prepared to shout instructions, a shriek of song pierced through the storm. There, over the starboard side’s ledge, a flash of orange shone from beneath the waves like liquid gold. Daiyu’s eyes widened as they locked, for the first time ever, with a siren of the Lapsus Regnum Sea.

She had heard stories of these sirens before, many, many years ago, sitting in a tavern, drying herself off from the spring rain. She thought them nothing more than drunkard’s tales; an image of a beautiful woman luring sailors to their deaths through the power of song? It sounded more than a little embellished to Daiyu.

Yet nothing could’ve prepared her for the real thing. The siren who faced Daiyu was the sun in mortal form: sharp yellow eyes that were a little too far apart to be human, a sculpted nose that looked carefully crafted by a carver’s hand, and scales like melted coins made up her otherworldly beauty. The kind of beauty that felt too distant to touch, like you’d burn up upon contact.

Daiyu startled, the siren’s beautiful melody shaking her to the present as she noticed the stillness of her crewmates. Quickly, as the siren made her final call to beckon them overboard, Daiyu had the good sense to lean forward, plant one of her knees on the edge, and pretend to be taken under the spell. As the siren drew closer, Daiyu saw a small, satisfied smile on the monster’s lips, dimples appearing beside it. Her lips lifted, and Daiyu was met with a row of sharp, gleaming shark teeth. Daiyu felt a hand snake onto her waist. Without a second thought, she reached out and gripped the creature by the throat. The look of surprise so suddenly overtaking the siren’s arrogance satisfied Daiyu. It felt good to remind a siren that their pretty words couldn’t always save them.

The siren let out a slight hiss as Daiyu squeezed her neck, finding her hyoid with precision and skill. I should just kill it, Daiyu thought. One less monster to hunt us down.

The siren began to claw at her grip, thrashing violently at her with tail fins that looked like layered orange organza dipped in red at the edges. And the more Daiyu studied the creature, the more use she saw.

“Hello, siren,” Daiyu said, the edges of her mouth quirking up into a cold grin. The haunting melody still lingered in her mind like a fierce kiss, the high octaves and silky sound embedded there.

She tossed the siren onto the deck, watching it momentarily writhe and hiss as its airway opened up suddenly. Bright gold blood danced down her neck in serrated lines like slices of sunlight on the ocean. And before her very eyes, just as the siren began to pass out, she shifted.

A sickening crack. The sound of tearing flesh. The crew watched in horror, mouths dangling open like hatches in a storm, as the orange tail split down the middle in a jagged slice. The skeletal structure inside began to morph, and Daiyu watched intently, folding her bloodied fingers in, as the tail’s orange scales looked as if they were dripping off and turning into watery fabric. A skirt replaced her tail, and instead of red edges on her fins, her feet had symbols drawn in crimson ink.

“Do you think it’s painful?” Chen asked, horror seeping from his gentle voice. “It looks like it.”

“Undoubtedly,” Daiyu replied. “The sea is benevolent and merciful, but she can also be cruel. She wouldn’t dare give a gift without a catch.”

Daiyu glanced down at her gold-coated fingertips, streaks running down her pale palms like jewels in the snow. Blood. An overwhelming lust suddenly consumed her, washing over her body in a pungent, desperate attempt to remind her of what she was. Daiyu felt a lurch in her chest; at first, she tried to ignore it. But it grew, rolling up in crashing waves and bubbling against her lips. She took one last glance at the siren passed out on the deck, her slender legs and serenading face tilted to meet the stars.

“Well, I think we’ve ascertained our newest crewmate,” she said, taking a few gallant steps toward the body. Unlike their fearless captain, her crew was still leaning away, their backs curved like the string of a violin. They had something to lose if the siren opened her mouth; she did not.

“Where are we going to keep her?” Chen was the first to ask.

“In my quarters. She can’t sing if I’m there to silence her.”

The crew watched as Daiyu flashed her fangs in warning, the white enamel gleaming as sharply as a wolf biting a rabbit’s neck. The crew shivered in their wet clothes like trembling leaves. But something kept them rooted in place: an insatiable curiosity, holding possession over each of them as they eyed the monster. To them, she was something strange and foreign.

Daiyu let out a small, concealed hiss as another wave of nausea and desire rippled through her. “Return to your quarters,” Daiyu ordered and watched as most began to slink back swiftly, if a little disappointedly. As the blackened slab of deck gradually emptied out, Daiyu knelt down and scooped the siren’s gilded body up, tossing her over her shoulder like a piece of cloth in the wind.

When she shut the door to her cabin, Daiyu trembled as if freezing from the cold—despite the weather having no effect on her. She tossed the siren onto her bed and fell back into a chair nearby, collapsing into its red cushions as she panted for breath.

No matter how many times she was exposed to blood, the aftermath never mellowed, as much as Daiyu hoped that it would. She peered down at her bloodied hands, and the gold now smeared across them. The smell of it wasn’t metallic, not like regular mortal blood; it was pungently sweet, overwhelming Daiyu’s mind. She leaned forward and rested her forehead against her hands.

The hunger may be high, but Daiyu knew how extra blood worked. If she wasn’t starving, the desire for it became an addiction, not a necessity; giving in would only make the hunger ten times stronger. It was a symbol of greed, that dirty secret shame everyone carried with them.

I wonder if it’s the same for you, Daiyu mused, staring at the siren splayed across the bed. She remembered the snap made as her tail became legs.

“We who survive every storm must then suffer tenfold,” Daiyu muttered under her breath, replaying the moment of the split over and over inside her mind. Daiyu rose, shucking off her coat. She worked ceaselessly to set up restraints befitting a sea monster. When it was done, and the siren sat bound to a chair before her, Daiyu settled back onto her bed, tossing her blade down beside her. She watched as the siren shifted in the chair, eyes remaining shut.

“I think you’re going to be very useful to me…” she mused, watching the siren drift back out of consciousness. The siren’s breathing sounded quicker. Daiyu leaned forward, peering down at the siren’s face.

Then the siren shot up, the metal restraints clicking open around her wrists, and veered toward Daiyu’s face. Daiyu lurched back, reaching for the sleek guandao lying beside her. In one swift motion, the pole’s blade was flesh against the siren’s throat, and the siren’s claws were enclosed around Daiyu’s jaw.


Chapter 3:
Deal

Rani settled her curious gaze on the vamp. The woman blinked in alarm, her words caught in her mouth, which was currently held shut by Rani’s sharp hand. The vampire’s off hand was poised like the mouth of a snake, hovering above Rani’s knee, which dug into the bed beside the vampire’s thigh.

“How so?” Rani asked, feeling the flesh of her neck jump against the ice-cold iron of the woman’s blade.

“What?” the vamp asked through Rani’s hold, her lips pressed against Rani’s fingers, looking downright flummoxed.

“You said I’d be useful to you. I desire to know why.” Rani eyed her own fingers, still clamping the woman’s jaws closed. She released her hold and sat back in the chair as the woman, frozen with something of surprise, allowed Rani to back away from her blade.

“So, what exactly is it about me that makes you need my presence? Is it my song? Or…” She leaned further back as if to take in all of the captain's appearance, and the captain frowned. She adjusted her red dress around her body cautiously, as if a dark secret were about to be discovered with a single wrinkle out of place. Then she leaned forward, her lengthy hair falling across her back and shoulders in spirals that stopped just shy of her upper thighs.

“Perhaps,” she responded, and Rani’s smile widened. It’s better than killing you.” Behind her eyes, There was a warning; Rani could see it. I’m being merciful, the woman’s flashing eyes said.

“Oh, most decidedly,” Rani answered. She didn’t sound like someone who had narrowly escaped death, and that made the hair on the captain’s neck rise like a string of lilies after a spot of rain. Rani eyed the room around her and noticed it looked like the rest of the ship, dark and layered with slips of crimson that sunk into the shadows. The only light came from a small porthole.

Rani rose, and the captain was swiftly on her feet, blade pointed toward the siren once more. The moonlight nipped at the captain’s features, and Rani saw a slight sunken hunger that clung to the gentle wrinkles on her face.

“You sure are jumpy,” Rani drawled. “I just want to look at the ocean.”

The captain remained silent and lurked cautiously as Rani approached the porthole, pretending to be unaware of the blade still looming across her back.

“It’s been too long since I’ve seen the sea from land,” Rani confessed, gazing out the window at the moon-infested waters.

“You don’t often go up to the port cities to search for your next victims?” the captain replied coldly.

“Hm. No, I find I would rather enjoy eating sailors and pirates than common folk.” She paused with a grin as the captain’s brows furrowed into a more drastic glare. “You know, there is something I’m curious about with you, bloodsucker.” Rani whirled around, gripping the edge of the blade sharply with her hand. The motion startled the captain, and she watched as rivers of gold liquid began to roll down Rani’s fingers and across the blade’s metallic, lake-like surface. She stared unwaveringly at the vampire, patiently awaiting a reaction. But to Rani’s utter dismay, the vampire remained calm and collected in the face of siren blood, pulling her blade back with a painful slice to Rani’s palm. “How did you avoid my song?” Rani asked at last, her webbed ears twitching as the only sign of her pain. “Vampires aren’t immune to siren songs.”

The vampire took a step back as Rani’s blood continued to cascade across her warm brown skin.

“I have a special talent for being heartless,” the vamp replied, straightening as she slid her guandao back into place against her back. “I’ll get straight to the point.”

Rani eyed the captain as she pushed her hair over her shoulder, but the siren took a seat, propping one leg over the other with a pleasant smile.

“Do tell,” she purred, leaning forward on her elbows, “I’m all ears.” At this, Rani wriggled her webbed ears, sending vibrations down her neck at the motion. If the captain was unnerved, she didn’t show it—Rani was beginning to wonder if the captain showed much of anything.

“You will join my crew and steal an artifact. With your power of song, you’ll be useful to our plans.”

“And if I say no?” Rani asked sweetly. The foot that was propped over the other bounced playfully, swinging back and forth. The designs on her feet caught in the candlelight, and the captain’s gaze lingered on her legs as if picturing Rani’s tail returning.

In an instant, the captain’s hand was raised, her sharp nails gleaming in the flickering flames that stemmed from dark candelabras. “I will send you back to the sea in a casket.”

Rani clicked her tongue and sighed, allowing her head to fall back against the chair. When she peered up at the ceiling, she saw visions of gold dragons and flowers embedded in obsidian rock. “Then I suppose there’s no choice, is there?” If it was meant to sound disappointed, it didn’t, which caused the captain to reach forward and seize Rani by the neck, pulling her forward. Rani stumbled onto the bed, inches from the woman’s gleaming fangs.

“Is this a game to you, fish?” the captain muttered angrily. Rani studied her flawless complexion and red lips. She saw a slight smudge near the edge and recalled how she’d gripped the woman’s jaw. She must’ve smeared the woman’s makeup in the process. Rani leaned forward and pressed the pad of her thumb into the woman’s luminescent skin, swiping so that the red smudge vanished. The captain’s eyes widened at first as she watched Rani’s fingers float toward her face, and she opened her jaw slightly like a snake about to hiss. But she didn’t push the siren away.

“Of course not, captain. It’s an adventure!” Rani exclaimed, grinning as the captain’s crimson eyes narrowed. The captain released her, and Rani peered momentarily at the red pigment across her thumb. It looked to be the same shade as the alta carefully scrawled across her feet. “Tell me, captain. What is it you want me to steal?”

She rose, her orange saree swaying as the siren spun across the room. She eyed the oddities across the shelves and the glittering array of foreign weapons kept in glass boxes, their surfaces engraved with symbols of dragons, cranes, and blossoming spring flowers. The captain leaned forward on the edge of her bed, watching the siren through a gaze as sharp as her teeth. Rani could tell she was beginning to unnerve the captain, but she just couldn’t help it. As she dragged her thumb across a spinning golden globe, smearing the captain’s lipstick across it, she mused to herself that the captain looked cute when concerned. The way her brows pinched in the middle, converging the little fang-shaped symbols there, was endearing.

“The artifact remains classified.”

Rani paused and turned, peering over her shoulder at the captain. The woman scoffed and added, “It’s not just a secret to you. None of the crew know what it is.”

Rani’s piuri-yellow eyes glittered as she listened. She let out a long “ah” as she swept herself up onto a short dresser’s dusty surface. She slid one leg into place over the other, staring down at the captain. “Now you’ve piqued my interest,” she said as if death wasn’t convincing enough to make her agree to the deal. “But just who are we stealing it from?” The corners of her heart-shaped lips quirked up as she spoke.

Between the pair, a glass decanter sat, its circular top reminding Rani of Sarasia’s sunken structures. The woman’s red eyes caught in the glass, and for a moment, Rani could see seas of wine—or blood, Rani couldn’t be sure—drowning in the decanter. Then the woman rose.

“My name is Captain Daiyu,” she said stiltedly, reaching for the table the decanter rested upon. She pulled out a drawer with much ease, despite the groan and protest of the mechanisms holding it, and placed a map upon the dark walnut table. Rani’s webbed ears wriggled curiously as she slid off the dresser and before the table, her knees hitting a cushion placed on the floor.

“Rani,” she said in turn as Daiyu slid into place on a cushion opposite hers and, with a quick push, moved the decanter aside.

“I have one goal on this ship,” Daiyu said, carefully spreading out the map. Its edges, the aged color of waxy daffodils, crinkled in protest as Daiyu smoothed them down. “Steal an artifact from the heart of the Shāngxīn Empire.”

Rani’s eyes widened as she watched Daiyu tap a blackened nail against the map right where a blue dot lay. Then she shut her eyes and laughed, the sound rattling her lungs and causing her stomach to tremble. When she opened her eyes, Daiyu was still staring blankly.

“The heart of the Shāngxīn Empire? You mean the Xīn Palace?” Rani asked, letting out another stream of silken laughter. She laughed just as Daiyu expected a siren to laugh—serenely and mouthwateringly sugary, with an undertone of something deeply unsettling. The captain wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear the laugh again or take a knife to her own ears at the sound.

“It’s true,” Daiyu replied smoothly. “We’re going to steal an artifact from Xīn Palace.”

“Right,” Rani replied half-heartedly. “So, how are you getting your crew in?”

Daiyu folded her arms across her chest, her red dress crinkling under her skin. “That’s where you come in, arowana.”

Rani blinked at the name. She’d heard it once or twice before, in small fishing towns on the outskirts of the Shāngxīn Empire. Daiyu was calling her a lucky fish.

“Oh, so I’m your ace? Is that all?” Rani leaned across the table, arms spread wide against the walnut wood. “Come now, leech. You seem smarter than that. The palace is impenetrable. It’s got a mountain, fortified walls, moats, and a dozen secret mechanisms surrounding it.”

Rani could’ve been mistaken, but she thought she saw the smallest hint of a smile ghost the captain’s face for a fleeting second. The corner of her lips had lifted like a rising anchor full of weight; the smile vanished when Rani’s eyes tried to chase it. When she flicked her gaze back up to the vampire’s eyes, they were gleaming dangerously.

“Impenetrable for a mortal? Undoubtedly. Impenetrable for a vampire? Perhaps. But…” she leaned forward, stopping inches from Rani’s face, “…for a guest? Well, impenetrable is merely deduced to a title.”

Rani sat back, pondering her words. Daiyu spun the map to face her, once again tapping the blue dot. But then she dragged her finger lightly across the page, and Rani watched its practiced, methodical movement as it chased down mountain ranges and across moats of fire. When it halted abruptly, Rani was reminded that she needed to look below the nail. Under Daiyu’s pointer finger lay the entrance to the castle.

“You’re going to steal the artifact by waltzing in the front gate? Is that it?” Rani asked, trying to sound bored. But Daiyu watched the siren’s orange-webbed ear twitch again; the motion was growing familiar. She had caught the siren’s curiosity. Daiyu was beginning to learn how the siren functioned: chasing the next adventure. If she played her cards right, Rani would be more than willing to join them.

“Not me,” Daiyu replied. “Is there a way for you to get rid of those webbed ears and hands?” Her gaze lingered across Rani’s fingers as she spoke. Rani’s brows twitched, but she obliged. A small hiss entered the air as her ears and fingers moved, and mere moments later, a sharp tearing sound shot through the air. Daiyu’s eyes widened as she watched the webs snap open like torn paper, studying the way the siren’s brows pinched—the red dot above them shifting—and her lips twitched in subtle hints of pain. The webs shriveled dryly inward, and soon, before Daiyu, sat a regular mortal woman. When she flashed a smile, her teeth were nearly perfectly normal, save more exaggerated points on her canines and premolars.

“Your eyes?” Daiyu asked, trying to hide her fascination with the transformation. Rani grumbled, shooting her a peeved look, but she pressed her bright yellow eyes shut, and her head twitched once. Daiyu studied the siren’s long, inky lashes as they slid open, and she was met with irises the color of dark honey.

“Happy, leech?”

“Never, fish.”

Daiyu could sense the siren's resentment and reluctance. She seemed to wilt at being reduced to looking mortal—as if it were a vile and disgusting act.

“They only let guests in on special occasions,” Rani pointed out. Daiyu’s expression gleamed the way it would if she were smiling, though her lips barely moved. She reached for the decanter on the far end of the table, sliding it toward them. The handle bore an impressive amount of gold, the bottom a plump wine-red from the liquid incarcerated inside, flashing with two small birds creeping up the glass in shallow porcelain inlays.

As she pulled two small glasses made of fine china from below the table, she explained her plan. “The empress’s birthday festival is approaching. The entire empire celebrates. They invite all kinds of people into the palace: caterers, courtesans, and…” she began to pour a glass of wine with practiced skill, “entertainers.” She stopped pouring, glancing up at the siren. Something dark shimmered in the wine’s depths. Rani eyed the glass warily, and the captain let out a low chuckle. “Come now, arowana. If I wanted you comatose, I’d do it myself. No need to hide behind a ruse.” She grabbed the glass and brought it to her lips, her hands cupping the bottom of it as she tilted her head. When she was done, she set the empty cup down and began to pour the second.

“A performer? You’d have a siren go in as a musician?” Rani stared at the waterfall of wine bleeding into her cup as she spoke. “You are clever, bloodsucker.”

This time, when Daiyu slid the cup to Rani, she lifted it to her nose and sniffed. It smelled overwhelmingly fruity but with a slight hint of something else. Rani picked apart the poison instantly. “Very clever.” She enunciated every word heavily while eyeing the vampire. Daiyu’s fingers twitched as she considered the siren’s words and her actions. But what the siren did next was unprecedented: she downed the cup in one swig. She set the glass down and, as her head swayed from the instantaneous effects of the magic in the wine, grinned.

“Fine. I’ll be your lucky fish, captain,” she mumbled woozily, tilting her head toward the captain with a joyous grin.

Her head hit the table with a bang.


Chapter 4: 
Lucky Fish

The skies were clear. Daiyu studied the swaying waves at the ship's helm, occasionally tilting the wheel back in the right direction. It was peaceful at nighttime. She could hear the waves dart up the ship’s sides and watched the bowsprit dip seamlessly under the horizon before rising again like a swan’s brazenly long neck. The bowsprit, Daiyu always reminded herself, was like a hand gesturing toward their destination. Daiyu peered past it to the rocky shores of Lalua, a small territory of fishing towns bordering the Shāngxīn Empire.

The stars peered down at the ship like needles poked in a lantern, their yellow glow flashing in Daiyu’s eyes. As soon as the star’s light tried to touch the deck, the paper lanterns strung about the roofs of the ship immediately caught it, their red glow ravaging the light in seconds. Daiyu momentarily wondered if the siren had awoken to find her mouth clamped shut.

A creaking sound pierced the veil of silence across the ship. Daiyu whirled around, her blade already against the person’s throat. Chen froze as he threw his hands up, eyeing the captain’s blade. Daiyu sighed and pulled her blade from under his chin, and he took a nimble step forward. Chen was quick-footed and stealthy, with the kind of energy Daiyu revered in a mortal—and despised.

“Chen,” Daiyu acknowledged, returning to the bowsprit and watching the rocky shores in the distance. Chen clasped her shoulder, a look of concern dazzling across his charcoal eyes.

“Are you alright?” he asked. Daiyu turned, and her repulsed expression caused him to clear his throat and try again. “I-I mean with the blood,” he explained, sensing the captain’s discontent with the friendliness of his voice. To imply that she was so easily shaken was practically a mutiny in her eyes. The captain shook her head.

“It was nothing I couldn’t handle.”

Chen smiled as the captain’s eyes scanned the waves. Daiyu’s tone was just as jaded as the night he’d first met her.

He studied the bowsprit as it crested the horizon again. Dawn had begun to float into the sky, bringing with it a tinge of bruised yellow that overtook the night’s blue.

“How did it go with the siren?” he asked, watching the captain tilt the wheel again. She kept her gaze straight ahead, eyes glued to the land. She sailed through life like a compass, her north always pointing toward the Shāngxīn Empire. She never strayed from this path.

“It went well,” she responded. She finally turned to him. “We’ve found our lucky fish, Chen. She’s going to solve everything.”

Chen smiled.

“Good,” he said. “I’m glad.”

The captain’s gaze flicked back to the land.

Nine times out of ten, Chen’s habit of throwing himself head-first into danger landed him in trouble. This time had been no different: it had landed him right in a writhing pit of horrors—thieves, assassins, and monsters like vampires and fae (and now, sirens). He should’ve been afraid. But he wasn’t. There was something comforting about knowing dangerous people surrounded him, and perhaps he had become dangerous in his own right, so no one would dare mess with him again.

“How long has it been?” Daiyu asked. Chen blinked, eyeing her questioningly. “Since you joined the crew,” she added when she felt his stare. The way she said it nearly made Chen laugh; it hadn’t been a crew when he joined. Daiyu had been traveling the countryside of one of the Shāngxīn Empire’s poorer territories for months. She had not a single traveling companion, and the idea of putting together a crew had not yet appeared.

“Seven years, captain.”

“Seven years,” Daiyu’s voice parroted.

The sun appeared on the horizon, its blazing glow slamming into the vampire’s features and digging into the gentle crevices of her skin. Chen remembered his surprise upon learning vampires didn’t burn in the sun. It was an old, foolish tale told to keep children from fearing monsters. The poor children had no idea that monsters lurked in both the darkness and the light. His parents never told him such stories; the only way he discovered there were monsters in the empire was from neighboring kids who scared each other with the tales. Sometimes, he wondered why it was that his parents never told stories of monsters or used them to scare him into doing his chores. He brushed the thought off, as there was no use in questioning the dead.

“Seven years, and we’re finally going to steal it.” Daiyu rested a hand atop the stern, the sun’s yellow hue casting a sunset into her red eyes. “Tell the crew they better shape up and sharpen their knives. Tomorrow, we dock in Yin Harbor.”

Chen eyed the captain and her sharp red ruqun. The embroidery that snaked up the sides gleamed in the golden sun, its proper silver hues being swallowed by bronze. “Yes, captain,” he responded.


Chapter 5: 
Yin Harbor

Rani blinked the sleep from her eyes. She felt the cool metal against her chin mere moments before staring down her nose at the strange sensation.

A metal clamp, she thought to herself. How technological.

Her hands writhed from silver restraints. She was about to begin working out of them when the door banged open, and the captain swept inside like a storm.

“Ah, good morning, siren,” the captain said with a curt nod. Rani’s eyes narrowed, and the captain clicked her tongue as she watched the lackluster agitation in the siren’s gaze. “You can’t really blame me, you know. You’re still a siren on a ship full of pirates.”

Rani grumbled from beneath the clamp but shrugged. It was a fair enough reason to her.

She watched dazzling light shoot through the open doorway like an arrow, darting into the room’s dark corners. When the door swung shut, Rani’s eyes saw burning green due to the light vanishing so quickly. Her eyes were still adjusting as the vampire shucked off her coat and pulled open an ornate wardrobe door. She selected a new set of clothes in the same bloodied colors she seemed to stick to and slid them on. The silver accents scrawled along the sides glinted in the morning sun that peeked through the porthole.

“We’re docking in Yin Harbor today, which means you’ll have to behave if I let you out of those restraints.” Daiyu paused, turning to lean against the now-shut wardrobe. You can do that, can’t you?”

Rani said something muffled from under the metal spider-like clamp, and Daiyu turned to a small vanity beside her bed. As she sat down and pulled open a drawer, she said, “Good,” As if Rani had said yes (which she hadn’t).

Finally, after Daiyu pulled a small silver key, smaller than her finger, out and crossed to hunch over the siren, she fiddled with the little key until the clamp snapped open. It fell to the floor in a heap, and Rani rose from the chair, letting the cuffs drop to the floor as well. They were unlocked, and Daiyu had most certainly not opened them herself.

“How do you do that?” Daiyu asked half-heartedly, pulling what looked to be a small paintbrush out of another drawer. She dipped it in a pot of red cream dye, and Rani watched her gently pat it onto her lips in oval-like shapes.

“Slippery hands,” Rani answered, wringing them in the air as the webs moved slightly. “I’m a fish, remember?”

“Right.” Daiyu lifted the brush to her forehead. Rani observed the way she dragged the brush along the edges of her eyes like a blade. “You don’t have to feed, do you?” She set the pigment down, wiped the brush on a small white pad, and reached for yet another drawer. As she pulled out a comb and two silver hair accessories, Rani shook her head.

“I ate a sailor yesterday,” she said with a wicked grin. Daiyu sent her a sharp glare. She noticed the siren’s webbed ears and hands were back, along with her sharp yellow eyes and serrated teeth.

“You’ll have to conceal yourself when we get to the port,” Daiyu warned. “If we’re going to pull this off, there need to be no whispers about a siren in the Shāngxīn Empire.”

“Right, and how exactly are you going to get in? It’s an empire that prides itself on its order of vampire hunters.”

“I won’t be able to get into the palace via the front door. But elsewhere, their vampire hunters are simply toys.” Her claws gleamed as she pulled her hair up, separating it down the middle. Rani watched, transfixed, as the vampire created two loops on either side of her head, which she promptly smoothed down with a tacky substance. When she was done, she rose, sticking two silver accessories onto the base of each loop, which dangled like waterfalls.

“If you think about trying anything, I will tear your heart out,” Daiyu warned. She slid the door open and stared over her shoulder, causing Rani to jump to her feet upon realizing she was meant to follow.

The deck didn’t look as dangerous in direct sunlight. The redness from the paper lanterns was washed away by the warm sun, and Rani could see sailors milling about without looking terrified. This changed, of course, when they took notice of Rani. One boy jumped, dropping a lengthy gathering of rope. He fumbled to get it, his pale, freckled skin wrapping itself hastily around the fallen rope. Rani grinned down at the boy as he scooped what he could of the rope into his arms, backing away until his back hit a figure.

Chen turned, eyeing the boy who’d bumped him. “What’s the matter, Dane?” he asked, seeing sweat on the boy’s blemished complexion and swaying auburn hair. Dane’s bright blue eyes darted across the deck, and Chen followed his gaze to the siren.

“Oh, gods!” he cried out as he jumped. Then, as Rani smiled and waved, he slowly and cautiously approached. “So, we’ve let the monster out of its cage?” he asked, looking at Daiyu.

“We’ll have to sooner or later,” Daiyu answered.

Chen grimaced. Rani took a step forward and ignored Chen as he leaned back, peering into his dark eyes for a moment.

“How old are you?” she asked pointedly. “You barely look fifteen!”

“Twenty-two,” he shot back coldly.

“You look quite soft for a pirate.”

“And you look quite hideous for a siren.” Although Chen knew she was unfairly beautiful, that didn’t stop him from using it as an insult. To his surprise, the siren laughed.

“I like this one!” she exclaimed, turning to the captain, who barely acknowledged her words. She was too busy watching a long-limbed fae girl tie a knot on deck.

“Mind your knots, Kali,” the captain’s voice rolled through the air. The fae girl shot up with a glare.

“What’s it to you, leech?” she asked coldly. Her gaunt features shouldn’t have suited her face as well as they did—and yet, as Rani eyed the girl, she felt there was no other set of features more perfect. The girl had a dark, earthy brown complexion with narrow cheekbones and ever-pursed—nearly blackened—lips. Her eyes were wide and colorless like glistening icicles, and her hair was dark and thick against her scalp, which it never seemed to grow past.

The fae’s eyes shot into Rani’s like a whip. The fae leered in the siren’s direction as Rani’s eyes lingered across Kali’s shimmering wings. They were long and thin, pointing up at the sky like blades. She had only two, like most common-born fae Rani had seen paintings of.

“Never seen a fae before, siren?” she asked, and Rani didn’t smile at her as she did with Chen. Instead, something odd lingered in her eyes.

“Your wings are beautiful,” Rani said earnestly. “Cherish them.”

For a moment, Kali did not know what to say. Then she let out a humph and turned back to the knot. Despite her initial response to the captain’s comment, she undid the knot, watching it more carefully the second time. Rani studied her a moment longer.

“Kali,” Daiyu called out once she was done. At this, Kali turned back. “Lower the anchor.”

The land was rapidly approaching now, and Daiyu watched the rocky port as the docks appeared. Kali made a low sound in annoyance but shot into the air, rushing over to grab the anchor. Rani watched them make quick work of the port, Kali carrying the hefty object to the correct position. On the ship, the boy, Dane, helped crank the anchor lower.

“She’s stronger than she looks,” Rani commented about the fae. Kali dipped the edge of the anchor into the water and finally released it, fluttering back up sharply to avoid wetting her wings. At Rani’s comment, Daiyu glanced over. There was something odd about the way Rani handled the fae—something soft and forlorn.

“Yes,” Daiyu replied, “she is.”

When the gangplank was lowered and the remainder of the crew had appeared on deck, Daiyu gestured for their departure to begin. A moment before the fae tied the ship to the harbor, Daiyu turned to Rani.

Rani sighed. “I know,” she muttered, sounding like a peeved old woman. A ripping sound pierced through the air. The crew jumped and turned just in time to watch the siren’s webbed ears and hands shred and wither like dead roses. Daiyu watched the siren’s face as she let small slips of pain show, and when she opened her now mellowed brown eyes, she glared at the vampire.

The captain watched as the crew shuffled off the ship, casting wary glances at the siren the whole way. Daiyu raised a hat with a mesh veil seemingly out of nowhere, placing it on her head. The hat’s red veil blended against Daiyu’s unnatural eyes; as long as her mouth remained closed, she simply looked like a mysterious traveler. As Rani watched the fae fold her wings in and pull a dark plum cloak onto her shoulders, her eyes narrowed. It was no wonder the empire was so paranoid—the monsters had found ways around their appearances. Rani considered herself lucky that she could transform herself. She supposed it was because it was easier for sirens to lure victims, but often, her guesses about why immortals had certain abilities were shots in the dark. No one truly knew what went on in the god’s minds when crafting their children.

The captain stepped down the gangplank, shoes tapping the wooded harbor. Rani followed, eyeing the waves beneath the planks longingly. The captain’s hand shot out and gripped her arm in response. Rani scoffed, but she didn’t try to retaliate.

They made their way into town, splintering off into little groups when they reached the main street. Daiyu and Chen remained side by side, and Daiyu hauled Rani with them. They ducked into a small shop; a moment before, Chen eyed the shop’s sign and questioned the captain. But Daiyu waved a hand, and he silenced himself, following the pair inside.

The air was dusty and thick, but the colorful webs of glass dangling from the ceiling cast light across the space, making it feel warm and well-lived. Silver flutes, pipas, and a handful of other instruments adorned with arrays of different woods lined the walls.

“Find an instrument,” Daiyu told Rani, looking about with a bored gleam in her eye. “It’ll be your form of entertainment going into the palace.”

Rani’s eyes sparkled as they soared across the shelves. She didn’t want to admit it, but it had been too long since she’d last played any sort of instrument. She remembered singing to her mother’s music, the body of Nitara’s pale-wooded sarangi resurfacing in her memories.

Rani reached the desk and knocked on the wood. A gruff older man popped out from a small door, eyeing Rani.

“Whatcha lookin’ for?” he asked, and Rani smiled. Behind her, Chen eyed Daiyu questioningly.

“She’s going in as an entertainer,” Daiyu explained. Chen’s eyes lit up.

“Ah,” he said. “So you’ll make her sing the castle’s defenses to death.”

“We can’t rely entirely on her magic. The palace is more complex than sneaking in a mere entertainer.”

Daiyu’s words fell off as a musical melody shot through the air, sharp and tangy with a haunting echo. They turned to see the siren seated carefully on a beaded blue carpet, her legs crossed before her. They watched, enraptured by the way she dragged a stringed bow across the strings, pushing and pulling as the tune saw fit. Her slender fingers danced across the top of the strings, wriggling to create shaky gasps of song. The notes seemed to soothe the air around everyone, and Chen felt his pulse slow to a gentle patter.

The body of the instrument shone in the soft overhead lanterns, its cherry wood and painted flowers cutting a sharp figure against Rani’s bright, fiery fabrics.

She looked at peace playing like that. Daiyu watched her inky lashes flutter shut. It impressed her that the siren could play so well from muscle memory. Rani’s round cheeks swelled into spheres as she smiled, human teeth peeking out from her full upper lip. As Rani dipped her head down elegantly, the accessory pressed to her forehead glittered softly.

The sound stopped abruptly. The air thickened again, dust tickling Chen’s nose. Rani rose, picked up the instrument, and crossed the floor to the counter.

“That was beautiful,” the elder said, a smile on his leathery face. A small patch of white hair crowned the top of his head, which was visible as he bowed his head politely. Rani bowed hers in response, thanking him. She scrutinized him, pleased at the flattery but bothered at the way he looked at her without a trace of fear. It was a foreign sensation after so many years.

“How much?” Daiyu asked flatly, pulling out a bag of coins with holes in the center that were all strung through with the same thick, white thread.

When the transaction was done, the trio walked through the little fishing town, occasionally peering into shop windows. Unlike Chen and Rani, who looked into nearly every glass casing, the only shops to catch the captain’s attention were weapon shops. She eyed an array of blades, her gaze picking through every hidden scratch on their surfaces.

The boy from the morning who had held the rope—Dane—suddenly stumbled out the door of a red tavern, his cheeks flushed the same shade as his hair.

“Sore loser!” he shouted into the bar with a whoop, wiping a bit of blood from his busted lip. Daiyu’s eyes narrowed, and when the boy caught sight of her, he straightened suddenly, expression going slack. “Captain!” he exclaimed sharply, bowing to her. Daiyu’s nose wrinkled in disgust as she smelled the alcohol on his person.

“Where are the rest?” she asked coldly. Dane hesitantly pointed into the tavern, and Daiyu let out a long, rumbling sigh. Behind the captain, Chen waved a hand toward Dane, silently instructing him to round up the crew. Dane rushed back inside with stumbling steps, doing his best to sober up.

Daiyu groaned, turning on her heel. The town’s little shops and numerous boats peered back as she started her trek back to the harbor. “Chen, when we get back to the ship, tell the crew if I catch them drunk before the sun has peaked in the sky again, they’ll be locked in darkness and given spoiled rations for a week.” Rani looked at Chen as he nodded.

“She sure runs a tight ship,” Rani said, despite knowing the captain could hear.

“She teaches respect,” Chen corrected. Rani snickered.

“You only say that because she lets you off easy.”

Chen’s ears pinked from the siren’s taunts. “You wouldn’t understand,” he quipped sourly, “because you sirens don’t know the first thing about respect.” He was about to say more when he walked straight into the captain’s back, rearing like a wild buck in surprise. He looked up at the back of the captain’s head, awaiting an explanation when Rani sucked in a sharp breath. Chen moved to the side. In his clear view down the mountain toward the harbor, he could see an army of people dressed in dark ceremonial uniforms, swords gleaming through the afternoon air.

The wind blew billowing, sea-scented gusts across the trio’s faces as they stared at the army blocking the ship. Rani had never been deep enough into the Shāngxīn Empire to ever meet an imperial hunter, but she knew the hunters when she saw them. Paintings of them were everywhere, plastered around towns and villages with written symbols reminding the people who defended them from monsters.

“It would seem we have company,” Daiyu commented. She started down the slope, one hand resting on the guandao strapped across her back. When Chen and Rani didn’t move, she looked back over her shoulder. “Well? Didn’t your parents ever teach you not to let guests wait long?”

Chen swallowed. Rani’s eyes narrowed, but she took a step forward. At this, Chen did as well, as if competing with her somehow. They slowly approached the harbor. Daiyu’s feet hit the harbor planks, slowly approaching the army that awaited. The man at the front with a receding hairline and a thick patch of hair on his chin frowned.

“Demon,” he announced, brandishing his single-edged blade. Daiyu gently lifted the veiled hat from her head and handed it over to Chen, who accepted it without question as if it were a well-practiced motion. Daiyu looked back at the sleeping fishing town. Not a single person sat out and about, which meant no witnesses could bring back information. She turned to the small army again. When she didn’t speak, the man at the front shouted again.

“Kill the vampire,” he ordered, rushing forth. Daiyu raised a sharp hand. Rani looked at Chen incredulously, and when he didn’t offer any explanation, Rani stepped forward.

“Shut your ears, Chen,” she warned. Daiyu was about to tell the siren to back off when she began to sing. It was just as haunting and piercing as the first time Daiyu had heard it, and this time, without a storm to veil the sound, it shot through the harbor like a sharp whistle. Rani lilted her voice, moderating the tune as she saw fit. Her expression glowed, her eyes widening and cracking like eggs, dripping into piercing yellow once more. Daiyu watched as the siren’s ears and hands split into webs once more, and her teeth melted into sharper shapes.

This group had easily swayed hearts. They were soft and unguarded, practically waiting to be ordered around by her song. She’d encountered people with guarded hearts before, and they took much more coaxing, unlike these.

The army writhed and cracked like wooden dolls bent the wrong way. Daiyu moved toward the siren, grabbing her shoulder.

“All but one,” she said quietly. The siren nodded through her song, sharpening the tone of it as a wave of concentration rattled through her. One imperial hunter collapsed to the ground in a heap at the song's tone shift, shooting up immediately. Rani’s head pounded from the strain; it wasn’t easy to control her song in such a way, but she pushed on. Daiyu watched as the released hunter looked about in terror, his fellow hunters still trembling and snapping mindlessly. The army began to stumble back toward the edge of the harbor, feet cusping the edge. With a sharp push, the freed hunter burst from the mass of falling bodies, clamoring pathetically over his comrades for a glimpse of freedom. The army fell into the sea, bodies sinking slowly into the green waves. Bubbles crested the surface where they sank, and Chen watched, peering over the edge. Rani released her song. Chen slowly uncovered his ears, his dark eyes sparkling with amazement.

“Don’t kill me!” the leftover hunter cried, dropping his sword and collapsing to the deck. He fell into a bow at the captain and Rani’s feet. Chen watched as Daiyu stepped forward, lifted him up, and thrust her claws into his gut. Rani’s eyes widened. She watched as the vampire dug her fingers further in, much to the horror of the hunter. His weary eyelids shot open, a scream on the tip of his tongue. As his jaw tumbled open like a falling glass waiting to shatter, he stared at Rani with desperation clinging to his wrinkles. Chen didn’t look surprised—he didn’t even seem disturbed. Rani’s eyes were stuck on the hunter as Daiyu ripped out his heart. It was all so quick that only when the slippery organ hit the harbor did the hunter finally gasp and fade away.

Daiyu turned to face them. Her eyes gleamed, her fangs peeking out from her slightly parted lips. Her hand dripped with oily blood, the little droplets sliding through the crevices of her fingers. The blood eventually pooled at the crease of her fabric-covered elbow before falling to the wooden planks below.

“Chen,” Daiyu said, “go inside. And keep the siren in your sights.”

The vampire started up the hill with a burst of speed, darting across the streets all too quickly in search of what Rani assumed was for hidden messengers. Chen made his way over to the gangplank.

“What was that?” Rani demanded, grabbing Chen’s shoulder to stop him. He met her gaze, and his expression, calm and poised, shocked her. “Why did she do that to his heart? That was—”

“Gruesome?” Chen asked, his lips pressing into a thin line. “You’re on a pirate ship filled with enemies of the empire. Why are you surprised?”

“But why did she leave his heart on the deck?” Rani added, staring at the body. Chen shrugged his shoulders and stepped up the plank.

“She’s not doing it for pure violence,” he said as he scoffed defensively, protecting the captain’s honor. “But all she says when I ask is that it ‘sends a message to the Empress.’”

Rani took a step up the plank behind Chen. The wind pushed through her hair, which, Rani realized with a start, was fully dry. Her brown hair rolled down her scalp and across her saree in soft curls, reminding Rani of how her hair used to look when she lived on land. A sinking feeling invaded her gut at such a distant memory.

“She sure likes her secrets,” Rani commented sourly. Chen stepped fully onto the ship’s deck, turning to face her.

“She keeps them for good reasons, I’m sure.”

By the time the captain returned, the crew had made it onto the ship, clamoring up the gangplank in a sullen, shameful manner. Rani supposed Dane had warned them of the captain’s disapproval. The crew had seemed even more embarrassed when the captain walked up the gangplank, her hands and lips coated in blood.

“Kali, Dane, prepare the ship to set sail. Chen, steer us out of the harbor.” Chen nodded tightly, silently wondering the same thing everyone else was: why was the captain not helping them depart?

Nobody asked. It seemed to be an unspoken rule not to question the captain, so they silently obeyed. And when the captain’s gaze met Rani’s, she paused only for a moment before instructing her, too.

“Stay out of everybody’s way,” she warned coldly. Then she vanished into her quarters.


Chapter 6: 
Blind Faith

Chen took over as soon as the captain vanished. Kali and Dane were already working on raising the anchor, but Chen sent an older, burly man by the name of Samson to remove the gangplank. Dane scaled the mast and prepared the sails in Kali’s stead. When everything was set, and Chen took his place at the helm, he steered them out of the harbor and onto the open sea. It wasn’t until they were steadily veering forward that the siren’s voice touched his ears again.

“Your blind faith is going to get you killed,” the siren remarked coldly. She sat beneath the railing on the wheel’s deck, watching Chen as he ensured their direction was perfect. A muscle worked in his jaw at her words.

“Can’t you go back to trying to eat me?” he snapped. “I prefer a blood-thirsty siren to an annoying pest.”

“No can do,” Rani replied with a smile, leaning her head back and staring at the clouds. “I’m too invested in this deadly mission to kill you now.”

“And why is that? What do you gain from this?” Chen asked. The way he spoke to her so sharply and crudely delighted her. He was a mere mortal, a man who could be so easily crushed beneath her claws, yet he spoke as if nothing could touch him. She wondered what had turned him into such a reckless buffoon. Rani lifted her head to look at him again. The wind whistled through his hair, pushing the messy black strands into his cheeks.

“I hope she’s worth throwing your life away,” Rani warned. Chen’s brow twitched in annoyance. This siren didn’t know the first thing about Captain Daiyu, and it showed. All she saw was a crazed vampire, whereas Chen knew the truth. He knew the truth the day he’d met Daiyu.

The Yan family was not particularly cruel, unlike other families Chen heard about while working alongside other slaves. But they were not kind—and they certainly didn’t see Chen as any living being. The daughters of the Yan family’s eyes passed over him as if he were a decorated vase; their father’s eyes passed over him in fleeting, silent scrutinies, weighing whether he was performing his daily tasks well. But it was the brothers who caused him the most trouble, always finding reason to whack him with their grizzly hands.

It was after a long day of harvesting rice grains. When Chen was on his way home, walking through the forest nearby, he came across a traveler. She was halted on the road, one hand resting underneath her cloak, her gaze darting about the trees. Chen came to a crashing halt as he watched, terror-stricken, as a dark figure leaped from the tree line and onto the road behind the woman. The shadow’s back was to Chen, and as he had been so silent, the figure didn’t notice his presence.

“Demon,” the shadowy figure hissed in a dark, husky voice, slowly extracting a blade from his side. The woman slowly reached up, lifting her hat from her head in one elegant swoop. She tossed it to the side, revealing long black hair pinned up into a sharp bun.

“Hunter,” she replied so coldly it sent tremors down Chen’s back. She turned around, and that was when she caught sight of Chen. Her eyes, the same crimson as the hat’s veil, widened. Suddenly, the shadowy figure tossed himself forward, preparing to strike the woman while she was distracted. Chen could barely think before he was flailing himself head-first into the strange shadow’s back, slamming them both into the ground at the woman’s feet.

“I got him! I got him, miss!” Chen cried, looking up at the traveler. Her brows were furrowed, and her upper lips curled up in shock. Then she sighed, sliding her hand out from underneath her cloak. Her pale hand, long nails pointing outwards, waved in dismissal. Chen recognized the request and rolled off the shadowy man, popping into a standing position like a spring flower.

He blinked, and the woman had the man by the throat. Chen watched the man’s needle-thin mustache twitch with his lips as his throat made desperate hissing sounds whilst he was hoisted into the air. The woman glanced at Chen, eyeing him carefully. She was tall, taller than he, and had an air of poise and confidence that should’ve sent Chen running.

“Turn around if you don’t want to watch,” she warned. Chen didn’t. He watched as her free hand rose, nails glistening in the sun, and thrust directly into the man’s gut with a squelch. He whimpered and screamed as her hand dug momentarily, a blood-curdling scream that would’ve lasted ages if she hadn’t squeezed his throat with her other hand. A snapping sound hit the air. When she ripped her hand from his gut, it dripped steadily with blood. And in her clutches, bending around her sharp nails like jelly, was the man’s beating heart.

She dropped the slippery organ from her clutches, and it writhed on the floor wildly, the serous fluid—which was now mixed with the man’s viscous blood—coating the dirt wetly. Chen stared at it for a long moment, wondering to himself whether he should seek to scream, run, or throw himself at her feet and beg for mercy.

The body hit the floor like a sack of wheat. The man’s legs folded under him loosely, like a puppet dropped by the puppeteer's hand. An opening stared through his chest like a cave, and in it, Chen could see a few ribs visibly snapped in half. Chen’s gaze flicked to the woman who eyed her own bloody hand with lips curled back to reveal two sharp fangs. When her eyes met him, she sighed.

“I told you to turn away,” she muttered, peeved. He was staring at her with that soft look of terror, one she had grown accustomed to. But she had seen none quite like this scraggly boy’s. His dark eyes were wide and round like morning dewdrops on leaves. “I didn’t ask you to throw yourself into him,” she warned. “You’re reckless.”

“You’re a vampire,” he breathed finally. She brought her bloodied hand up to her lips, dragging her tongue along the trails that wept down her fingers.

“Clever boy.” She knelt on the dirt floor, propping the corpse up. The man’s empty eyes bore holes into the sky as the woman sank her fangs into his neck, and Chen watched helplessly as the body shook and convulsed. But he could not look away, nor could he find it in himself to run. Even when the woman rose, wiping her lips on her sleeve, he did not budge. He ignored the way her face glowed, unlike before; every wrinkle had smoothed over. She looked shockingly young but no younger than twenty-five. “What do you want?” the woman finally asked. Chen swallowed hard. Why couldn’t he bring himself to run from the horrors he’d just witnessed?

Daiyu watched as the boy took a small step forward, wiping the fear from his tanned complexion—though it still bled into his tone.

“I want to serve you.”

The woman’s eyes flashed. She had seen the way he’d appeared without a trace, without a sound to alert her. He was quick. Nimble. Silent. She looked him up and down before turning away.

"Do what you want.”

“So?” Rani asked. Chen snapped back to the present.

“What?” he asked in turn, glancing at the siren. Her legs were crossed before her again, the way she’d been sitting with the sarangi.

“Is it worth it? Throwing yourself into death for a vengeful vampire?”

Chen glared at the siren.

“Wholeheartedly,” he said. You may not see it because you attacked the captain, but she’s kinder than you think.”

“Oh, I agree,” Rani crooned. “I think that her tearing those hearts out really embodies her gentleness.”

“We have enemies,” Chen affirmed, “just like you. I don’t think you’re in a position to insult our violent ways.”

Rani didn’t speak for a moment. She studied the boy with a keen gaze. Chen ignored her staring.

“Immortals don’t have soft endings,” Rani commented. Her voice had been emptied of all amusement. She leaned back again, watching the clouds. Rani searched for shapes in them. “We die violently—roughly. A harpoon to the back. A hook to the tail. A stake to the heart.”

Chen’s fingers twitched against the wheel.

“You mortals get soft, earthly endings. You pass in your sleep. Your heart seizes. You lose your memories and waste away.”

“Those aren’t soft,” Chen remarked. Rani’s eyes narrowed.

“I’m not saying they’re not painful; I’m saying they’re natural. I’m saying that you don’t die because you finally stopped running from death. You die because it’s time.”

Chen paused. He turned to the siren, whose eyes scanned the clouds. Her lips were downturned into a frown, unlike her usual complacent smirk. She spoke again.

“And yet, you choose to toss yourself in with an immortal who has nothing left to live for besides stealing.” Her voice grew cold as she spoke. Chen’s eyes dropped into the sea, scanning the waves crashing into the boat.

“Daiyu rescued me from a lifetime of abuse. Those soft endings you speak of? They don’t befall an orphan like me.”

Rani sat up, staring at Chen.

“I’m sorry,” Rani admitted. “I’ve heard of what happens to orphans in the Shāngxīn Empire.”

Chen scoffed.

“Enslaved orphans either die with their masters or get sold to new ones, siren. Our only options are to get killed or die working. Does that sound soft to you?”

Rani stood, leaning back against the railing while watching him. Chen tilted the wheel back in the right direction, pulling out a small compass to study as he corrected their path.

“No. But you said Daiyu rescued you from it. So, why are you still here?” Rani asked, taking a step away from the railing. Chen turned to her, his eyes sharp. Rani’s expression was soft and gentle, her arched brows raised.

“Because I owe her that much.”

Rani’s expression hardened.

“Then you’re even dumber than I thought,” she sneered.

A bang shook the ship abruptly. Chen and Rani’s gaze whipped across the deck to the source of the sound, the crew following suit. Everyone’s eyes fell to the captain’s quarters. Kali and a few others turned back to look at Chen, each with a confused look of concern. Chen stared at the door to the captain’s quarters.

He turned to Rani.

“Just… um…” he tried, “don’t do anything stupid!” Without another word, he took off across the deck. Rani tried to utter something, but Chen was already slipping inside the captain’s quarters, shutting the door behind him.

Four minutes before

The pain had come abruptly, without warning or mercy. Daiyu felt her legs give way beneath her, a storm of pain flooding from her core down her arms and legs. It pulsated through her veins, rocking back and forth like violent, thrashing waves.

Daiyu’s breathing grew labored, and she let out quiet hisses and grunts, attempting to push herself to her feet. Her vision blurred, the room becoming streaks of red and black darkness. With a shove, Daiyu stumbled to her feet, legs quaking.

Stop, Daiyu demanded in her thoughts, as if it would help at all. She felt her balance sway like a drunken sailor. Suddenly, the floor was pulled from under her, tossing the vampire down. She slammed into the table, knocking the decanter off its surface. It hit the ground with a loud crash, one that shook Daiyu’s head.

Soon after, the door swung open and shut swiftly. Chen stood in the dark frame, staring down at the shaking vampire. She planted her arms, palms down, against the floor.

“Daiyu!” Chen cried, dropping their formalities in an instant. The darkness offered a cover for them to drop their roles as captain and first mate. Chen rushed over, his boots crunching against the shattered glass, and slung her arm around his shoulders. As he lifted them up with a heavy push, he spoke, albeit with much difficulty. “Easy,” Chen instructed.

At this, the vampire collapsed, her full weight slamming into Chen’s side. He worked hard to keep them upright, bringing the captain back to her bed. He was careful to lean her torso up against the wall as she shook and slid into place, sitting on the sheets.

The vampire’s head rolled forward, obscuring her expression. But Chen had seen it before—the bitter tightness of her eyes, the pressing shut of her lips, the furrow of her brows. The only thing he knew to do was climb next to her and allow her to drape her lithe body over his shoulder until her heavy breathing slowed.

It felt like ages. In the time it took for the pain to subside, Chen had reached over and carefully undone her hair, pulling the accessories out and smoothing the dark hair down her shoulders.

Daiyu slowly rose, lifting her torso up as if pulled by a string. Eventually, she propped her elbows on her knees before rolling forward. Her hair slid off her back and across her shoulders, dripping down to the floor like wisps of smoke. Chen was careful when he spoke.

“Daiyu,” he said gently, shifting forward, “it’s getting worse.”

Daiyu lifted her head. She never dared look him in the eyes, not like this. Instead, she rose, shucking off her coat, silk jacket, waist sash, and her blade. Everything hit the floor like dead bodies, slamming into the shattered glass and causing it to rattle like wind chimes. When she spoke, her voice was whittled and thin.

“We are going to Xīn Palace,” she uttered. “We will steal what we need. Then this will be over.”

Chen paused. He tried to bite back the questions on his tongue, wrestling with his concerns. But he couldn’t stop himself.

“What is ‘this’? Why is this happening to you?”

She turned back to him. Her expression was cold, but he could see the pain hidden in every stretch of luminescent skin. Try as she might, Daiyu could not erase all of her humanity.

“That’s not your concern.” She turned away again, stooping to collect her clothes. Chen sighed heavily.

“Captain,” he tried, rising. “Please. There is something wrong—”

“There is nothing wrong,” Daiyu uttered sharply. “You will not speak of this to anyone. Do you hear me, Chen?” She rounded on him. She glared down at him, her pale features cutting sharply against the darkness. “We are going to Xīn Palace. Do you want to help me? Fine. Then help me steal.”

Chen swallowed, staring up at her. For a moment, he held her gaze, but then he dropped it.

“Yes, captain,” he mumbled. The captain shot a pointed look toward the door. Chen slowly made his way toward it, watching the captain for any sign of a change in her directions. She turned away, and Chen’s eyes narrowed as he slipped out as quickly as he’d come.


Chapter 7: 
Xīn Palace

A man scurried up and across the palace grounds, his expression pulled taut. Every time a new hunter asked him to halt and list his business, he did so, his voice hushed and skittish. This pair of hunters was no different. They stood at attention beside the doors, the gold inlays gleaming with the sun’s might. The hunters wore dark, flat expressions, weapons at the ready at all times.

“State your business,” one of the hunters warned. The nervous man gave a trembling sigh. His heart pumped wildly as he leaned forward, whispering in one’s ear. And, as if by a miracle, the stoic hunter’s face fell. He let an expression of shock and worry plague his creased face, turning to the other hunter. He stepped back, grabbing and pulling one of the door’s ornate handles. The man slipped inside, leaving the other hunter confused and shifting nervously to the other foot.

Inside, the structural cave stared back in an overwhelmingly luxurious manner. Hand-sewn rugs and expensively decorated vases worth more than most peasant's lives lay carefully placed, not a touch of dust hugging their sharp surfaces. The building was broad, muscular, and solid. The man shuffled forward carefully, watching the floor and praying he wouldn’t slam into a large pillar by accident. The room was bathed in a bright, fiery red, contrasted only by the gold steps that shot toward him from their position at the forefront of the room.

“And what might your business be?” a sharp, elegant, feminine voice called out. The man flinched, dropping to a bow so swiftly it appeared he’d tossed himself like a shattered vase, splaying himself in pieces along the floor. He slowly looked up the grand stairs, carving their way through the air. On the platform at the top of these steps, sitting on floors made of crushed shells and seeds sanded a thousand times over, was a vast throne. Beside the platform, at the base of the steps, pairs of hunters stood at attention. They remained rigid as statues, their weapons gleaming with a slight blue shimmer—charmed steel forged to kill immortals. Legends said the fifth empress invented it by grinding up fae bones. The people sometimes called the steel the god killer, but few had ever laid their hands on charmed steel, as it was incredibly rare and controlled by the empress herself.

“Empress Chuang,” the man declared, a desperate lilt in his voice. “I come bearing news from Yin Harbor.”

The woman who sat atop the throne, with blackened eyes and hair heavily laden with decorations, lifted a finger. The motion dragged her heavy, intricately embroidered green sleeves with it, the silky fabric spilling across the throne’s arm.

“Speak freely,” Empress Chuang said dismissively. The man bowed again, his head rising. He had a stout face, his forehead bearing many creases from old age.

“It’s the Yin army,” he said. “They’re all…gone.”

The empress’s mouth pressed tightly shut, two parallel dots beside the corners of her lips moving with it. Her carved brows knitted together like soft-folding fabric.

“Gone?” she asked coldly. The man flinched. “I will not be surprised if all their hearts have been torn out, but what do you mean, gone?” She sighed and rubbed her temple as if to soothe a headache.

“All we found was one hunter and three messenger’s bodies, and beside them all lay their hearts. But the rest vanished into thin air! We searched every corner of the town, even the forests surrounding it!”

The empress scoffed at his desperation to prove their efforts. She had no doubt they’d searched, just as she had no doubt the hunter’s disappearances were not the work of the monster of the Shāngxīn Empire. No, this was something different. The monster whose work she’d seen would never give up the opportunity to leave a trail of bloody hearts.

“Leave,” Empress Chuang demanded. The man shot up, taking a small step back. The throne glittered before him, a marvelous feat of the empire. He paused momentarily, studying the woman so far away from the ground.

“Your Imperial Majesty,” he addressed, his voice echoing across the cavernous red room, “what of the hunter’s families? What do we say when we deliver the news?”

The empress twisted her head like a hawk.

“Tell them their sons and daughters are dead,” she stated. The man’s eyes widened.

“But they will have questions! How will they react when we tell them there are no bodies for them to bury?” His voice turned pleading, pitchy in a way that caused the empress to glance out across the room past him.

“The hunters knew the risks when they signed up for the imperial guard. Now leave; my hunters will escort you out.” She rose at these words, waving a hand toward the hunters beside the stairs. They nodded, and one marched forward, herding the man out the door. He reluctantly walked, watching the flurry of red and gold vanish as the doors shut behind him.

The empress slowly descended the steps, her eyes narrowing. “hunters,” she ordered, watching as they each snapped to attention while her robes dragged across the steps. They fanned out behind her like trails of grass devouring the red steps. “Tighten security for the festival. I am most certain we will have ill-motivated guests.”


Chapter 8: 
The Great Descension

The crew was terrified of the siren. She could feel it—though it didn’t take a genius to assume pirates and sirens didn’t mix. Still, even as they sat around the middle of the deck, talking and laughing over barrels of cheap ale, they stole such frequent glances at Rani that she could practically count the time between stares on one webbed hand.

Rani stared out at the moonlit rushing water, observing the way the boat’s bottom cut through the waves like butter. She never knew it could be so satisfying to watch ships move.

A tune started up. Rani turned to watch the player, the burly man named Samson, breathe air through the body of a small wooden flute. He fiddled with the tune with his fingers flying up and down. He wasn’t bad, but his notes were too breathy as if he hadn’t learned to control his respiration. To Samson’s right, Chen sat, staring at the ground. He had been out of it since he’d left the captain’s quarters, a dazed look splayed across his face.

Another crew member caught Rani staring. Dane startled, his eyes darting away. Rani shoved a sigh from her lips and rose, striding over.

“Alright, stop acting like scared children,” Rani said, cutting off the flute. They all stared at her with mouths and eyes agape, as if stunned she’d go out of her way to interact with them. “You’re pirates!” She lifted her arms dramatically. “You’re fearsome sea-faring criminals! Have some confidence.”

Kali folded her arms from her position cross-legged on the floor.

“You tried to kill us,” the fae remarked coldly.

“You act as though you haven’t done the same,” Rani said pointedly. “Tell me, how many mortal’s names have you stolen this year?”

The fae scoffed, her dark, pointed ears wriggling for a moment. Then she shrugged. She scooted back to clear a space, though she refused to offer the spot verbally, instead picking absentmindedly at her nails as if she didn’t notice the space next to her. Rani grinned. She plopped down beside Kali, staring at the dark faces of the crew.

It hadn’t been long since she’d begun to size up their characters, but it wasn’t all too difficult. There was Samson, the brawn of the group, with his tall figure covered in muscles and small scars. He had dark hair and warm eyes that fit well against the tan that coated him from head to toe. During the occasional moments when Rani got close to him, she could see small moles along his neck and face. But then the man would startle at her presence; when he did, it wasn’t a jumpy startle, but instead, a quiet awareness. He seemed better at masking his fear than the others, which only urged Rani to dig for more ways to push his buttons. But when she wasn’t frightening him, he was busy lifting heavy crates and sitting quietly on the floor, murmuring what Rani suspected were prayers.

The short, auburn-haired boy sat next to Samson. She never saw one without the other, and she found that it was quite the odd pairing. Next to Samson, Dane looked so thin it was as if his muscles cowered at Samson’s presence. He still had the stature of a pirate, but his pallid skin and freckled face gave him the appearance instead of a troubled schoolboy.

Dane gulped at the siren’s pointed stare, and Rani snapped back to reality. Her lips curled up as Dane shrank away from her gaze.

“Oh, come now,” Rani cooed. “None of you want to interact with me? This is your one chance to ask a real siren questions. I suggest you don’t squander it.”

It only took a few moments before the first person spoke.

“How old are you?” Samson asked, his scruffy stubble and scarred, muscular biceps starkly opposing his curious tone. He set his flute down, seemingly accepting of being cut off from his song. Rani laughed.

“You should never ask a woman her age,” she teased. To her surprise, the big man flinched, shifting back in fear. Rani rolled her eyes. “Centuries,” she stated simply. “I was around twenty during the Great Descension, and that was…oh, six hundred years ago? My, how time flies.” The crew’s eyes widened. Rani chuckled. “You all act so surprised to find out that immortals truly live forever. Though I suppose I would’ve been, too, if I met an immortal as a mortal.”

“How did it feel?” Dane asked. “To become immortal?”

Rani hummed. “Alright,” she said. “If you’re going to ask those questions, you’ll get all of it. Do you want to hear what truly happened during the Great Descension?” 

Based on their faces, they would die for the truth. And though their eyes remained narrowed for any signs of danger, Kali spoke up to quell their fears.

“I’m certainly curious.”

The crew didn’t budge. Rani supposed Kali had been quick to warm up to her because of their introduction, which surprised her. She repositioned herself to sit atop her lower legs. Then she leaned forward, staring at each and every crew member with a wicked grin. They visibly leaned back, scooting a few inches away.

“It all began in the early morning…” she said in a dramatic tone, weaving the story carefully before their very eyes. “It was cold. Nights in Sarasia were often cold, but when I awoke to help my mother start the chores in the early morning, we both noticed something strange hung in the air. It wasn’t until the afternoon that the earthquakes began. They were so frequent we had no choice but to take notice.

“Around midday, when the sun finally hit its highest point in the sky, a small gathering appeared at the center of the kingdom to discuss the quakes. By the next hour, everybody, including the king and his daughters, were gathered outside. Someone claimed they had seen the sand sinking on the outskirts of the rivers, where the waters met the banks. The people thought this messenger to be crazy—until the ground shook again. It thrashed violently, a deep crack appearing in the ground. The crack then began to spread.”

Rani watched the crew’s faces stretch in terror as they imagined the deep cracks running through the kingdom like slithering snakes. She remembered little of her mortal life in regard to her greater years, but the Great Descension was wedged into her memories as stubbornly as the visions of her mother.

“The cracks hit the palace. We all watched in terror as it split violently, giving way for a mysterious flood of water to come crashing in. This was because, in the rumblings of the earth, we had failed to notice the sinking of the land, deeper and deeper, until the rivers surrounding our kingdom came pouring in. Beneath our feet, the baked earth crumbled, sliding down into the sea like dust.”

Rani thought of how she’d grabbed her mother, holding on tightly while the ground caved and hissed beneath them. She didn’t dare speak of this to the crew, but as she recounted the story, every piece of her memories surfaced like rising bubbles.

“The people trapped inside their homes watched in terror as the buildings began to fill. The entire kingdom became a basin. Soon, the entire expanse of Sarasia, the sweeping dunes of our territories, vanished. There was no land in sight, not for miles. Only water. Many drowned soon after.”

“But the gods saved you!” someone cried through her story. Dane, the freckled, auburn-haired boy, stared with his eyes painfully wide. When her piercing yellow eyes met his face, he shrunk away, looking at his feet in silent terror. He seemed as though he thought Rani would leap at him for interrupting her tale.

Instead, Rani grimaced. “Is that what they tell you? Gods, no. More than half the kingdom died.”

Rani could see that the tone had shifted. Their expressions reflected something deeply disturbed. But it was the truth; they were learning that the god’s mercies came at a price.

“Only a small part of the kingdom’s people were saved.” she paused, staring down at her legs, thinking about how it felt. “I remember bitter saltwater filling my lungs. I shut my mouth and held my breath for ages.”

She didn’t say it; she didn’t need to. They could see, in her face, as she reached up to graze her fingertips against her throat, that the siren had thought she was going to die. The silence suddenly grew as heavy as a mountain. Rani quickly broke it. “The skies opened up suddenly. The gods reached out, stringing needles across our legs and stitching them into tails.”

“Did it hurt?” Samson asked. All Rani offered was a harsh, sudden laugh before she continued her story, brushing past her question. They supposed they could answer for themselves, recalling how her skeleton had shifted and snapped into legs before their very eyes.

“The kingdom hit the seafloor. Because of the movement of the sinking buildings, many of the structures were covered in sand by the time we newborn sirens traveled to the depths.”

“What happened to the royals?” Kali asked, her withered voice sweeping into Rani’s ear. Rani knew a small percentage of fae were born as monarchs of the royal bloodline—gods, as the world called them. Fae had powers beyond any immortal's comprehension, and they were the reason mortal-born immortals existed. They were the mothers and fathers of vampires, sirens, and common fae. Because of their copious power, the common-born fae took their royalty quite seriously, serving their monarchs with everything they had to offer—often until they had to offer their lives.

“Dead. The royal bloodline ended abruptly that day,” Rani answered.

“Great heavens,” Samson breathed quietly to himself.

“Great heavens, indeed,” Rani replied. “The heavens ripped our mortal bodies apart, shaping and snapping our bones into place so that we could have a chance at living again. But they gave us all a price for immortality.” She leaned forward, staring at each pirate again, the way she did when she wanted to see their nervousness show. “The consumption of mortal flesh and blood.”

The crew glanced at each other nervously, but when someone finally asked the most intriguing question, it was Chen.

“And was it easy?” he asked coldly. “To immediately let your humanity slip away, to start killing people just to survive?”

The crew around them shifted uncomfortably at the sharpness of Chen’s words. Rani’s eyes narrowed. She breathed in slowly before speaking again, almost the same as before. But there was an odd stillness in her voice as if she were working impossibly hard to keep her tone pleasant.

“For some, they refused to lay hands on humans. But do you know what happened to those who clung desperately to their humanity?”

Chen crossed his arms as Rani stared expectantly at him. Rani’s heart sped up, waves of anger washing over her as she spoke again, her fingers curling in. Rani’s flat tone began to waver as his eyes hardened.

“They died. They died slowly and painfully, wasting away until their bodies rotted and their lungs withered.” Rani slowly rose as she told her story, taking a step toward the narrow-eyed Chen. He peered up at her as she approached. “Because of their morals, they allowed themselves to starve.” Rani leaned down, planting her hands on either side of Chen. Her face stopped inches from his, her dark words smothering his face. Chen noticed the tremble deepen in her voice.  “They died stupidly. Irrationally. And when they died, they left everything behind. Including—”

Rani stopped abruptly. She straightened and stepped back cautiously as her eyes narrowed in scrutiny and concentration. Rani returned to her spot beside Kali, brows furrowed. Calmly, she continued speaking. “I bet you all want to know about the song.”

Everyone’s faces lit up. A select few crew members leaned forward, momentarily abandoning their fear to satiate their curiosities. They allowed the night to waste away by asking questions, some with no true logic. Rani answered them all equally, and at one point, Kali snorted and asked, “Are any of these answers true?”

Rani grinned. She’d just claimed she could escape any set of restraints, no matter what kind.

“There’s always a little truth to my words,” Rani warned. “I’ll leave it up to others to discover what.”


Chapter 9: 
Trust

Daiyu sat on the floor for hours, her knees tucked under her, her eyes scouring the waxy, aged map of the Xīn Palace. It was as if she were trying to tattoo the map into her mind.

The door slid open as smoothly as water, and Daiyu turned abruptly, staring at the door.

“Chen—” she began, but her words fell off as she stared at the siren’s expression, her brows raised and her lips pursed.

“I can get him if you want,” the siren offered. Daiyu paused, then waved her hand, turning back to the map.

“Don’t bother. I just had to give him orders for the mission.”

“Right,” the siren replied, an amused pitch in her voice that annoyed the captain. But she ignored it, staring at the symbols of ink dissecting the Xīn Palace defenses. Rani’s eyes slid down from the captain to the map, eyeing the way the captain handled the aged print. She approached the table, sinking to her knees on a cushion and staring across for a long moment.

“How many times have you done this, vampire?” Rani asked, causing the vamp to snap her head up. The captain’s eyes narrowed.

“Done what?”

The siren stared at the map again.

“Attempted this heist,” she responded. “How many crews have you led to death?”

The captain’s brows furrowed, her hair sliding down her arms as she leaned back. She answered, “You’d do well to keep your nose out of my business, fish.”

Rani’s eyes widened. “So you have,” she marveled, and the captain realized far too late that the siren had been speculating. The captain scowled.

“I can’t see why you’re surprised. They know it’s dangerous, and they know what I am.”

“Do they know how many groups like them you’ve tossed?” Rani’s eyes set coldly as she spoke. “Tell me, do you have any trust in them?”

“Trust is for fools. It’s flimsy and breakable. I find what truly drives someone, whether it be greed, thirst for power, or anger, and they easily fall into line.”

At this, Rani blinked. Then she grinned.

“Really? Then tell me how you got this crew.”

Daiyu began to roll up the map before her. “No.”

Rani laughed. “Exactly,” she said. “Do you even know their names? Their full names, I mean.”

Daiyu’s eyes narrowed.

“I know what I need to know; nothing more, nothing less.”

The siren planted her hands on the table, placing her chin atop them.

“Will you truly hide why my magic didn’t work? It’s no fun if you keep the secret forever.”

“I’ll keep as many secrets as I have to. Now leave.”

“And where would I go? Would you rather leave a siren in a cabin full of mortal pirates or a cabin with you?”

The captain folded her arms, watching Rani’s eyes. The siren found pleasure in this banter—the captain could see it in the yellow glow of her irises. But unlike the siren, Daiyu had real matters to attend to. Daiyu slid the map off the table and into a drawer, rising to her feet.

“That depends,” she replied. “I’m not much in the way of a defense if you keep escaping the irons.” She gestured to the open restraints on the floor. Rani followed the gesture, letting out a somewhat concealed chuckle.

“Don’t tell me you’re scared I’ll drive a knife into your back while you sleep?”

The vampire paused. Rani didn’t notice anything off until the captain yanked her bladed staff free, swinging the blade toward her. Rani was startled, leaning back as the blade froze near her neck.

“As a matter of fact,” the captain said under her breath, staring down her staff at the siren, “that’s exactly what you’d do.”

The siren studied the weapon like it was a vase, eyeing the shape and observing the small engravings across the staff’s wood with an analytical eye. She slowly pushed the blade down. The captain’s disheveled hair danced slightly, swaying around her hips. Her makeup seemed nearly gone; most of it was rubbed clean off. Rani observed the creases near the vampire’s cheeks and the mistrust dancing behind her eyes as she narrowed them.

“Fine. Hand me the restraints,” Rani ordered, holding out her hand expectantly.

“So you can escape them again?”

“So I can show you how I do it.”

The captain slowly and cautiously pulled her blade back. She picked up the restraints, tossing them at the siren. Rani fumbled to catch the flying restraints. When she had her hands on them, she ran her fingers along the metal, smoothing them across the cold surface as if to erase all imperfections. Daiyu watched carefully. She was studying the iron, expecting the siren to perform something marvelous. But, to her surprise, nothing happened to the iron. It was her hands. Rani’s hands suddenly grew clammy, small droplets of moisture appearing all across the surface of her rich brown skin. The droplets drew themselves into a clump at the peak of her knuckles. When it became a sizable, plump drop of liquid, Rani’s hand danced, the water rolling in an unnaturally smooth arc down her knuckles toward the restraints. When the water slipped into a small space of iron that dipped in for a key, everything clicked—quite literally.

“You’ve been picking the lock with your skin’s moisture,” Daiyu muttered. Rani nodded as the restraints clicked open.

“It’s quite easy,” she said, then pursed her lips. She frowned as she rubbed her fingers over the backs of her hands. “Though, it leaves my skin a little dry,” she whined, continuing to brush her skin in disappointment. “The only type of restraint I can’t wriggle my way out of is rope. Awfully ironic, considering how technological everything is now. Nobody bothers with a simple knot when it could easily save their life.”

The captain slowly folded her arms again, taking a step back until her legs hit the edge of her bed. She sat down on its edge, studying Rani. The captain’s expression was flat, but her eyes shot from the dropped restraints to the siren with curiosity.

“I’ve tried to infiltrate the Xīn Palace four times,” Daiyu finally said, her voice sharpening. “This will be the fifth. Do you know how long ago I began this mission?”

Rani shrugged. She didn’t bother guessing, to which the captain answered for her.

“Five hundred and thirty-eight years.”

Rani splayed her upper body across the table, lazily melting into the wood like a puddle.

“I’m older than you,” she commented. “But, if I had to guess, I’d say you were turned at an age older than I was.”

Daiyu flipped one of her legs over the other, her bare feet peeking out from under her dark skirts, silver crawling up the fabric’s edges.

“I was twenty-three.”

“Yes,” Rani said with a small nod, the action limited because her cheek was pressed against the table. “I was twenty.”

Rani froze. She felt the captain’s words circle her mind, the number glaringly obvious. Five hundred and thirty-eight. She lifted her head, staring up at the vampire with wide eyes.

“You were there when the Shāngxīn Empire rose from dust.”

The captain said nothing. She slid to the floor, carefully extracting a small tea set from under the table. Rani watched. The set was blue and gold, with little leaves and florals decorating the sides, making it so pretty that Rani felt like pocketing it.

“Four times. Unsuccessful every time?”

“They know I’m coming,” Daiyu replied. “They’ve known since the start. Their palace is designed against my very nature—that is why I need a crew. But,” she sighed through the words, “yes. I have still been unsuccessful.”

“Ah,” Rani said. “I can’t believe I didn’t question it before. You don’t have a crew because you want it; you have a crew because you need it. Of course,” she muttered to herself. The captain had made it abundantly clear who she was—lone rebel, the kind who avoided attachment at all costs. It didn’t make sense for her to rely on a group of people—unless it was a necessity.

Rani watched the captain pull a small pot of cold water out of the space below the table. She began to rise, brushing over to a small stove in the corner. Rani only had more questions than before she’d spoken to the captain. What, she wondered, happened during the founding of the empire?

“I’m not poisoning this brew,” Daiyu commented as she set the pot on the stove and flicked the fire on beneath it. “That was idiotic, by the way. Drinking it even knowing it contained poison.” She looked back at the siren. Rani smiled, her dimpled cheeks lifting her webbed ears consequentially.

“Are you expressing concern, captain?”

“Not even a little,” Daiyu responded sourly. “I don’t want you to behave recklessly like that in a fight.”

“Say, what kind of defenses has the palace set up against you?” Rani asked, though she knew the question would bother the captain: that was why she said it.

“Plotting your attack on me?” the captain asked coldly, putting her hands on her hips as she hovered over the water. “You seem to have forgotten what I just said about trust.”

“Oh, come now, captain,” Rani replied sadly. She rose from the floor, sauntering over to the stove. She took joy in the little ways the captain reacted to her, a hand edging toward her weapon, her crimson irises sliding into the corner of her eyes to watch the siren. “I told you my weakness. You should tell me yours.”

“I don’t have a weakness,” Daiyu answered. Rani laughed that whimsical, disturbing laugh again.

“Right. And you don’t care for Chen.”

The vampire stiffened. This time, she didn’t reach for her blade, only shut her eyes and pinched her brows.

“You’d do well to know your place, siren.”

Rani frowned. She said nothing more, only sat silently back down as Daiyu made the tea. Daiyu returned to the table and knelt, pouring a steady stream of boiling water into the pot. As she let the tea inside the pot brew, she looked over at the siren. A pleasant smile crowned the lower half of her face, her familiar dimples appearing. Daiyu frowned. The siren had an easygoing, personable exterior, so soft that Daiyu had to remind herself of what she was capable of. She was quick to laugh in a way that felt genuine enough to shake the captain.

Daiyu scoffed and shifted, chasing the memory of another person’s laugh away. She turned to the teapot, lifting the supple base to tilt its neck into two cups. Rani watched the tea flow into each cup, but her eyes still caught the vampire’s hands.

“I’m guessing I can't ask about the shaking, either?”

Daiyu startled, setting the teapot down swiftly. She stared across the table, the whites of her eyes flashing as her brows drew lower and together like two converging rivers of black. Clearly, she thought she’d been concealing the tremors well. Her jaw tensed before she heaved in a breath and spoke.

“If you speak of it to anyone, I will find another way into the palace and dispense of you before you can touch the sea.”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” Rani replied. “I do wonder, however, what happened for an immortal to be in such a state.” Rani’s head was already reeling with questions. It had to be something serious; immortals did not often experience persistent pain.

Daiyu could see the curiosity in Rani’s eyes as clear as water. She would’ve killed Rani in an instant after she revealed she had noticed—if it were not for the fact that the siren was indispensable. Daiyu feared Rani had sensed this, too. The harsh truth was that she could not afford another plan; it was the siren or death. Nevertheless, Daiyu kept up the facade of being in charge of the siren’s fate. She would cling to her false power as long as she possibly could, lest this mission be her last.

“I’m going to retire for the night,” Daiyu commented, finishing her tea in several large swallows. She rose from the floor and crossed the room, digging around in a small trunk for a few long beats of silence. When she straightened, a length of rope grated against her pale skin. Rani wordlessly held her wrists out, watching the vampire’s expression. Daiyu approached and looped the rope around her wrists, the material dragging against her already dry skin.

“And here I was hoping you’d let me off easy tonight,” Rani said with a sigh. Daiyu should’ve known she’d protest.

“You’re a hostage, not a crew member,” the captain responded coldly. Rani could see Daiyu’s stature relax as soon as she tied the last bit of rope off, and Rani’s eyes sharpened like a blade against stone. Rani acknowledged that the vampire was quite good at hiding her fears, especially in the face of another immortal. But not even the greatest of actors could hide forever.


Chapter 10: 
Battle of Qiáo Canal

The Qiáo Canal was beautiful but far too narrow. Chen watched the water from the starboard side of the boat, warily eyeing how close the ship grew to other ships as they passed by, transporting grains by the barrel full. In the distance, there seemed to be a massive ship—it was even bigger than their floating temple, which already seemed to tower over everything in sight—rolling steadily toward them. Chen squinted as he tried to make out more details on it.

“Should we be expecting imperial hunters?” a pitchy voice asked, Dane’s bright face appearing with it. Chen studied the young boy and his writhing red hair. Chen turned his body toward the deck, leaning back on the railing.

“I believe not. The empire doesn’t own this canal; it belongs to one of the larger territories within it.” He paused. “There’s no need to worry,” he added, reaching forward and patting the boy’s head. Dane frowned and pursed his lips as he stepped back. Dane had a habit of avoiding affection, for at his age, as the youngest, he was the most prone to appearing soft. Chen folded his arms, ignoring Dane’s behavior and sparing him more embarrassment.

“Chen?” Dane asked hesitantly, shrinking back. “Do you think having a siren here is the best idea?”

Chen sucked in a breath. Of course he didn’t think it was a good idea, but saying such would go against Daiyu’s orders. He sighed, rolled his head to the side, and stared out at the grass framing the canal. The ship rocked forward steadily, rolling across the sections of bright blue water as it went.

“If the captain trusts her, then…” Chen emotionally steeled himself for his next words, squeezing his eyes shut, “I suppose we should, too.”

Dane nodded, his bright brown eyes widening. Chen frowned as he watched the boy turn, his billowing white sleeves blowing like sails in the wind.

“Hey,” Chen called out in a low tone. Dane turned. “Send your sister a letter. She’s been waiting.”

Dane’s eyes widened, the whites peeking through. He had strange bulging eyes, unlike most residents of the Shāngxīn Empire. He was a foreigner from a faraway land, with bright hair and an eye color like trees struck by sunlight. But if there was one thing so very familiar to Chen about the boy, it was his avoidance of his family.

“I-I,” stuttered Dane for a moment. Chen’s jaw set.

“You’ll regret it if you don’t,” he warned. He turned back to the canal, watching the artificial banks and the gardenias blooming there. The white petals gleamed in the sunlight.

The door to the captain’s cabin swung open. Daiyu stepped up on deck, long ruby fabrics gently grazing the ground below her. She adorned her veiled hat once again, and behind her, Rani’s beaming face appeared. Rani separated from the captain’s shadow, rushing toward the edge of the boat. Her eyes widened, chasing the banks as they flashed by while the ship pushed on. Chen did his best to ignore her. He watched the captain walk up to the helm, staring down the bowsprit and along the horizon as she always did.

“Chen,” the captain called out, and Chen hesitantly made his way toward the helm. As he hit the steps, he swallowed and returned to a normal pace, straightening his back.

“You called?” he asked flatly, his hands folded behind his back. The blue of his robe created a striking contrast between him and the red-bathed Daiyu. She didn’t turn her head, only stared silently out at the water ahead. Chen grew confused and concerned the longer the silence stretched out.

”Is something wrong, captain?” Chen asked. His tone wavered. He watched Daiyu’s jaw tighten, searching for something to say. Chen’s heart jumped as he wondered if, perhaps, the captain was trying to apologize for their last interaction.

“Tell the crew not to wake up late tomorrow,” Daiyu finally said, and Chen’s heart sank.

“Yes, Captain Daiyu,” he muttered, turning away and walking down the deck. As he left, Daiyu turned, watching the golden stitching on his back as it danced. It depicted a vast crane soaring across the blue expanse of Chen’s robes. Her gaze lingered for a moment, her lips parting as if to speak.

She sighed and turned away, eyes narrowing bitterly.

The day passed slowly. Chen wasted time talking with the crew, scowling at Kali, and avoiding the siren like the plague. At last, at noon, a game of mahjong broke out on the deck, beckoning Chen into their newest round despite Kali's unwelcoming glare. He had a great amount of luck, which the crew knew, and they often tried to hide their games from him. Chen, of course, always found it anyway.

“Ha!” he cried, revealing his tiles abruptly by flipping his rack down to display his winning hand. The group looked livid. Kali was thirsty for blood.

“How have you won four rounds?” she shouted, sweeping her tiles away and lunging for him. Chen saw this coming and pulled his sword, still sheathed, out from his waist. Kali’s glowing hands slammed into the hilt just as he brought it up. Chen grinned between the sheathed blade.

“Beginner’s luck,” he replied haughtily. He knew he was riling her up; he wanted it. He was practically begging for a good fight. And what better way to fight than messing with a fae?

“You’re not a beginner!” Kali shouted, her stout arms drawing back. A long spear made of hanging vines appeared in her hands, and they both rose to their feet in unison. Samson and Dane stopped what they were doing to look at each other, gazes alight with joy at the entertainment.

“Kali! Chen!” a low voice bellowed. The whole deck froze, looking up to the captain, who stood on the upper deck with a foot planted on the ledge. “Put your weapons down!” she warned. Mere moments after she spoke, a purple-tipped arrow whistled through the air, singing into the skin of its nearest target. Kali howled in pain, stumbling back as her spearless hand shot up and grasped the end of the arrow sprouting from her shoulder. Everyone’s gaze whipped to the green banks and the meadows just beyond to see something terrible: an entire army of hunters. The first row remained crouched in the bank’s reeds, arrows drawn. Before Kali could even speak, another string of arrows was released.

Chen grabbed a nearby barrel and held it in front of the group behind him. Arrows shot into the barrel, the mead inside spilling out on the deck. A few arrowheads peeked through the barrel’s backside and reached mere inches from Chen’s nose like lapping flames.

The deck was chaotic. The captain abandoned the helm, rushing to the side of the boat to catch the flying arrows. Chen held onto the barrel for as long as it remained in one piece, tossing the chunks to the side when it splintered. Rani rose, watching the captain and her first mate defend the ship.

Kali yanked the bloodied arrow, soaked in her purple blood, from her shoulder with a snarl and tossed it aside. She shot into the air, plum wings glinting like razors. Rani watched, transfixed, as a small thorny vine curled out of Kali’s palm, joined swiftly by others. They twisted sharply together like writhing snakes, coming to a sharp and abrupt point. She hurled the spear toward the first line of guards, striking one directly in the heart. He fell into the tall grass and vanished beneath the shrubbery. The other hunters saw this and ducked lower, vanishing as well. Kali hissed in annoyance and flew away from the boat, soaring over the top of the hunters as she rained down more vine-made spears.

The rest of the crew jumped, reaching for weapons at their belts, shins, backs, and arms. Samson withdrew a large pair of gauntlets from a hidden hatch, slipping them on like mittens.

Rani grinned. Never a dull moment here, she thought happily. She would’ve been perfectly content to sit there and watch, but an arrow veered toward her, causing the siren to lurch toward the side angrily. She glared at the hunters, stepping forward to take action, when a hand squeezed around her shoulder so tightly she turned. The captain’s red eyes appeared under her veil.

“Don’t,” Daiyu muttered sharply. “You might lure my crew with your song, and if any of those hunters survive, the empire will know what you are.”

Rani considered the captain’s words. Her yellow eyes narrowed, locking with the captain’s. Behind them, the crew continued to block and swing at arrows. Rani wanted nothing more than to strip the hunter’s skin from their bones. What did the siren care if her identity was revealed? She didn’t owe these people anything.

Rani relented her gaze, snapping her jaw and twitching as her siren features vanished, leaving her in a mortal form. The captain released her and stepped back just as Kali landed on the deck with a heavy thunk. The sounds of battle had stopped, causing Daiyu to turn around in surprise. Kali spat a bit of blood onto the deck, reaching up to grasp her dripping purple shoulder with a sick grin.

“No more hunters,” she huffed, the last magic spear vanishing from her palm. The crew whooped in joy, and the boat continued rolling over the lowered canal walls. Rani figured they would’ve been plenty happy with a battle ending like that—if it had.

The vast ship that had been rolling toward them suddenly filled with hunters that had been hiding below deck. Rani watched as the enemy ship’s shadow swallowed their boat like a vice, the waters trembling.

“These hunters,” the captain uttered darkly. The shadows danced across her face in cruel arcs. “They just don’t know when to quit.”

“We’re getting boxed in!” Chen shouted. He was looking out the back of the ship, causing everyone to turn to see what he meant. The canal wall they’d just passed began to rise slowly but strongly, its muscular walls closing around the water like a gaping-mouthed fish. Rani turned back to the canal, watching the dark battleship loom closer. Its serrated bottom cut through the water toward them, trails of waves rolling as they went. Captain Daiyu’s eyes narrowed.

“Prepare the cannons,” she finally ordered. Everyone tensed at her tone. “I’ll turn the ship to the side.”

She rushed up to the helm, spinning the wheel with vigor. The battleship grew closer, so close the crew could hear the shouts of the hunters. At the helm of the grand ship, a man with a deep-set scowl and hollow cheeks glared down at Daiyu. He had blackened eyes and loose hair that swayed about his lips—which were split by a single slash of pale scar tissue—with every gust of wind. When he spoke, it felt as though thunder had rolled through the open blue sky.

“Demon!” he bellowed, the sound zipping through the air. Daiyu continued spinning the wheel, their ship turning slowly. As it turned, the rocking water trails rolled toward the enemy ship, only to be enveloped by the bigger waves they crashed into.

Rani watched the crew hastily slide themselves into place along the ship, some hurrying by with gunpowder, some lifting the heavy cannons to tilt them toward the hunters.

“General Sǐwáng!” Daiyu shot back. This man, the general, kept his gaze locked on the captain; it never wavered, trapped on the vampire’s face like a leech. He had broad shoulders and old legs, but they held him steady. Rani’s gut twisted at the way his expression lit up while he eyed her; he desperately wanted to bring back a dead vampire—she could see it. Perhaps he wanted to collect her fangs, her nails, or her hair and sell them.

Rani’s hands tightened on the railing. Her nails dug in, and she didn’t notice until it grew painful.

The first cannon fired. It slammed into the enemy ship, creating a sizable dent in its charcoal outer panels. The captain watched as the enemy prepared their own defenses, their movements quick and sharp, just as soldiers were meant to be. More arrows were fired at them, and the captain ripped the objects out of the air with her bare hands. The rest hit the deck, narrowly missing everyone’s feet.

A rumbling shook their ship. Daiyu gasped as she felt the boat tilt toward the water from the enemy cannon’s blast; the enemy’s cannons were far more powerful than normal. She gritted her teeth and abandoned the wheel. The enemy ship swept further forward, close enough for the first hunter to swing from one ship to the next.

Rani watched as the hunter rolled onto their deck, blade in hand. He swung at the nearest adversary, striking Samson nearly in the side, had it not been for his swift twist. Samson’s arm caught the blade instead, blood drooling from his skin as the metal sunk its teeth in. The hunters began to flood their ship, the deck becoming overweight with black, steel-clad hunters and clanging weapons.

Rani took a step toward the back of the boat and observed passively. She studied Chen and his smooth, decisive movements. He was able-bodied and fluid like water, finding his strength in his motions rather than his muscles. He’d always fought in such a way—quiet so as not to draw attention. But there was a deadliness in his silence, Rani noticed, which made her wonder how no one else had seen it before. Then she realized someone had—the captain.

The general hit the upper deck with a thud. The ship rocked toward the water again, sliding the weight beneath everyone’s feet like a tipping scale. Rani watched the general take a step toward Daiyu.

“Demon,” he began again. “This ends today.”

Daiyu glared. Her fangs gleamed as the captain tossed her hat aside.

“You cannot end me. You, of all people, should know that.” She tapped her lip. The general’s gaunt expression hardened as his lips curled into a snarl. She still remembered the look on his face years ago, barely an adult. He had been a nameless, fresh hunter in the imperial army and nothing more than a sack of grain in her way. Daiyu remembered how he’d looked at her as her blade dragged through his mouth. She’d never seen him look afraid again, not after he’d faced her. She had always wondered if she’d dragged the fear out of him with her cut.

“We know you’re running out of time.”

She froze. She studied the general’s face—his frail brows and thin bones, the steel cut of his eyes like smoldering mines of coal. She searched for the slightest hint of a bluff, but his expression was just as solid as the curved black armor on his arms and torso. Daiyu’s eyes narrowed. He knows. The realization slowly sunk in, her arms tightening. He knows.

“You may have been undefeatable once, vampire. Perhaps, for now, you still are. But do you know who isn’t?” the general asked, his beady eyes wandering up her face with a sick grin on his warped mouth. A gesture of his head caused Daiyu to turn. She wondered what he was trying to say when, as the boat tilted again so sharply people had to hold on, it hit her. She gripped the wheel as the boat lurched, the ground sliding from beneath her. She turned back to the general as she dangled, who, to her dismay, held onto the boat with a curved knife lodged in its deck. He laughed.

“Try and steal your way out of this one, demon!” he cried. A scream shot through the air, a scream from a voice so familiar it caused Daiyu’s lifeless blood to run cold. Chen. When Daiyu looked across the tilted deck, Chen was falling, a knife lodged in his gut, toward the canal’s watery depths. As he slid through the air, blood dragged weightlessly from his wound like floating red beads. When he hit the water, he hit the surface violently, his eyes wide open just as his back slammed into the depths. It wasn’t smooth nor gentle; it created waves that swayed through the canal’s subsection.

Daiyu couldn’t say a word. She didn’t think to do anything other than let go of the steering wheel. For a moment, she was weightless, staring up at the blue sky overcast by the enemy boat’s wide berth. When she hit the water, it was soundless and smooth, sliding into a reflection of herself she hadn’t seen in ages.

Daiyu woke slowly, blinking the sleep from her eyes. The first thing she saw when her lashes parted was a flimsy wooden ceiling so lean that not even a tassel could dangle from its peak. It was a sad sight, but there was always something endearing to Daiyu regarding its simple form. She enjoyed the flat wood compared to her family’s gaudy, over-embellished ceilings covered in gold and sigils.

Daiyu roused further from her sleep. She remembered she was dreaming of something terrible. A curved blade had been thrust into someone’s soft skin; the image glared back at Daiyu from her mind.

“Min, I’ve had the most horrid of nightmares,” Daiyu muttered croakingly, reaching out to lay her hand across the left side of the bed. Its white linens were thin and breezy, just like their ceiling, but Daiyu didn’t mind, even if her body longed for the familiarity of her family’s thick, firm beds. Her fingers grazed the sheets at last. The touch was empty of human life, momentarily causing Daiyu to wonder where Min had gone.

A sensation reached Daiyu’s fingers, soaking them with something wet and viscous. Daiyu’s consciousness was startled at such a foreign feeling, causing her to sit up abruptly. The covers were tossed off her as she lifted her hand to the light. Her fingers were bruised red. As she stared achingly at the blood-soaked sheets, her eyes widened, a strike of pain ripping from her violently.

Daiyu screamed.

The captain gasped as the water hit her body. Chen was still sinking. Daiyu tried to move and swim toward him, but a striking flash of orange beat her to it. Daiyu’s vision began to blur. The last thing she saw was an orange tail, long and thin, dancing through the water toward Chen. A trail of blood hung above him, chasing the knife still trapped in his gut. Her vision vanished.

Rani grabbed hold of Chen. After Chen had fallen into the canal and the captain dove after him, the crew could do little more than panic. Rani had watched Samson release himself from the deck and slide toward the water, but his feet hit the tilted railing. Rani gave a hefty sigh and called his name. He stared at her, watching the siren hold her hand up as a sign to stop. The last thing she said before dropping from the railing into the canal was, “You all owe me.”

She wrapped Chen’s unconscious body under one arm, swishing her tail toward the captain to grab her, too. Rani ignored the hunger she felt from the blood seeping from Chen’s gut, pushing away her urge to rip his limbs off.

Once her head broke through, the water slid off her face while she peered at the tilted deck. The hunters above watched the water, and Rani ducked further into the canal to hide her appearance.

“This is your fault,” Rani hissed toward Chen and Daiyu as if their unconscious bodies could hear. Rani swam toward the real cause of the ship’s tilting—a hook lodged in the ship’s outer panels, dragging it down. Rani sang. A gaping chunk was torn from the ashy planks as she strained her song. The hook sunk into the water slowly, retracting from wherever it came from.

The boat bobbed back up. The crew and the hunters suddenly fell back onto the flat deck, startled thoroughly. Rani could see the general’s face had changed, but instead of defeat, his expression was smug and victorious. A sudden and loud crack shot through the air.

Kali hovered above the deck near the crow’s nest, her eyes and hands aglow. Large vines writhed across the ship, grabbing hold of hunters left and right. The general’s face lit up as he eyed her wings, and Rani shuddered involuntarily at the possessive smile on his face. She slowly lifted herself to the back deck. With Chen and Daiyu in hand, they rolled onto the firm ground. She let them go and propped her body up on her arms. The water she’d used to lift them rolled back toward the railing, leaving the trio in their soaked clothes.

Rani’s tail remained. Her past few days were the first time in decades that she’d stayed in mortal form for so long, and now that her tail was back, she realized how much she didn’t want to change it.

Daiyu coughed. She rolled over onto her side, propping her forearms against the deck as water spilled from her lips. Rani, directly beside her, lifted the captain’s slick hair. Daiyu tilted her head and looked at the siren with a glare.

“I thought I told you not to reveal yourself,” she muttered.

“That’s a funny way of thanking me for saving you,” Rani replied in a chipper tone. At Daiyu’s harsh glare, she rolled her eyes and added, “Relax. None of them saw. I snuck through the back.” She wrung the water from her own hair, staring at her tail. With a quick intake of breath, her tail split in the familiar, sickening way it had the first time Daiyu saw it. Instead of watching, Daiyu pulled Chen’s form toward her, studying the boy’s wound. The knife was still lodged in his side, blood oozing from the edges. Daiyu placed his head in her lap. He looked so young, just as he had at fifteen. The only thing that had seemed to change was his clothes. And now he was bleeding. Bleeding from a stab that never would’ve come his way had he not blindly followed a vampire through the woods.

The boat shook again. Rani feared it was another hook, but as she rose and saw an entire group of hunters fall into the water, she realized this wasn’t the case. Kali was tossing the enemies off the ship with her writhing vines. Rani rushed around to the main deck, watching the fae toy with the hunters. She arrived just in time for the general to sink his sword into one of the curling vines. Kali screamed, shaking midair as if fighting to stay in flight. Rani’s heart pulsed, her feet thudding across the deck. One hand was bunched in her skirts, lifting them to make her travel faster. She whirled around fighting crew members and ducked between swinging weapons, tearing toward the general. Just before she reached him, however, Samson’s gauntlets swung into the general’s chest. He fell onto the deck with a cough, attempting to shoot back up. Rani stared at his face from around Samson’s large form. He looked all too familiar to someone she’d seen before, with his hungry eyes and serrated grin.

Kali hit the deck. By now, the hunters’ numbers had dwindled. Kali swayed, both from the energy consumption and the slice done to her vines. Rani did not envy the fae for their connection to their magic; if Rani’s water were hit, she wouldn’t feel the pain tenfold like they did. For that, she was grateful.

The fae began to slip toward the deck, and Rani rushed forward, catching the creature by the shoulders. Kali muttered something spiteful about not needing help, and Rani ignored it. The fae could be spiteful later.

The battle folded into a close. The remaining hunters retreated when the general lifted his hand into the air, grabbing onto ropes tossed by his crew. He spared one final glance at Kali’s glittering wings as he swung through the air. Rani’s hands tightened around Kali’s sharp, bony shoulders and deep skin to hide her.

“Tell your captain we’ll be back,” General Sǐwáng ordered. His gaze shot to Rani, lingering for reasons she didn’t want to ponder. “And tell her,” he enunciated every word while his dark eyes bored into Rani, “that the heart of the empire is ours to keep, no one else’s.”

He was hefted the rest of the way up. He seemed to recognize that their blockade had failed as he steered the ship into one of the canal’s side paths. It was strange watching such a vast ship retreat from a smaller pirate vessel. The moment it vanished, Daiyu appeared, Chen’s form folded in her arms. He looked calm and neat, his limbs curved at all the right moments and pointing toward the deck. His head was rolled back in a similar fashion, just as neat as the rest of his body.

“Dane,” the captain ordered, and she had barely said his name when Dane shot forward, pulling a medical bag from his side. Daiyu set Chen down in Dane’s arms, carefully situating him as she would handle a porcelain teapot—as if he could break at any moment.

When Daiyu’s hands were free, she made use of them, lunging for Rani. Kali stumbled back as she was violently released from Rani’s arms. Rani fell back; the wind knocked out of her as she hit the deck. The captain’s blade hovered inches above Rani’s neck, her teeth clenched as a muscle worked in her jaw. Rani’s head was still reeling when she felt the captain’s breath on her face.

“You,” she hissed. “It has to be you! Do you work for the empress?”

Rani blinked, her eyes widening in shock. She felt pain radiate from her right arm, which was shoved against the deck by Daiyu’s clawed grip, and her nails dug in.

“Tell me!” Daiyu demanded. The crew watched in shock and stunned silence. They’d never seen their captain behave in such a way, and there was something foreign in the way her voice was shaking. Rani assumed she was deeply shaken by Chen’s current condition.

“No,” Rani answered in a voice far too calm for her position. “I just saved your life. Why would I do that if I was a spy?”

“To earn my trust!” Daiyu spat instantly. “To trick me! What else would you have done all this for?” Daiyu paused, taking a breath. Her tone flattened, though an anger still seeped through. “I’m not stupid, siren. You could’ve easily escaped. You could’ve killed my entire crew and abandoned us to return to your home. So, what does this offer you? Why are you doing this?”

The deck was wet by now from all the splashing of the battle. The captain and Rani’s clothes were soaked from their dives, and as Rani studied the captain’s heavy shoulders, she realized Daiyu was shaking. Her mind went back to the storm when she’d seen the captain scaling the mast easily without a tremor from the wet wind in sight. Her cheeks didn’t even pink from the cold; her lips remained red instead of purple. Rani came to a simple conclusion: Daiyu wasn’t shaking from the cold.

Rani shut her eyes and let out a slow breath. The air was quiet, a silent rustle in the hollow, empty canal.

“Because what else is there?” Rani asked. The captain paused. Her staff’s blade still hugged Rani’s throat, a familiar sensation by that point in Rani’s interactions with her. “You know what I mean, captain. Immortality is a curse. We dance the line between life and death. We dig for reasons to live so that we don’t go mad and thrust ourselves into our enemy’s blades. You have but one purpose to be here; I have none left.” Rani bit her bottom lip. She released it a moment later, turning her head to the side. “I’m bored, captain. I’ve watched cities rise and turn to dust, empires fly and fall.” Except this one, she thought. Never this one. The empire that stood around them had appeared a hundred years into Rani’s immortality, and it had been there ever since. “I have seen the sun set, the stars shift, and the flowers bloom hundreds of times over. It’s all worthless.” She reached up with her spare hand, tapping Daiyu’s forehead. The pads of her fingers grazed Daiyu’s red fang symbol. “You fascinated me. I’ve never met a person, nor immortal, whose heart I couldn’t easily twist and manipulate.”

“That’s it?” Daiyu asked. “You’ve lived hundreds of years only to follow a stranger because you couldn’t kill them?”

Rani shrugged from beneath her clutches. Her long hair fanned out across the deck in dark, wet spirals that rustled when she spoke. “When there’s nothing else, the smallest things become enough.”

They didn’t move. Daiyu’s eyes narrowed, searching for a lie in Rani’s eyes. They were still golden brown, unlike their true tone. Daiyu could picture her real eyes. They were the color everything was soaked in just before the sun vanished under the horizon. Daiyu wondered why she even knew this and why the image was so clear in her mind. She could even see the sharp, long pupil cutting through the yellow, unlike the facade of a round pupil in Rani’s mortal eyes.

The captain slid her staff into place against her back. She rose slowly, releasing Rani’s arm. Left on the siren’s smooth skin were small nail marks. Daiyu looked away as she stood.

“Retire for the day, all of you,” the captain ordered. She looked at Dane, nodding toward Chen. “Bring him into my quarters,” she said.

Daiyu slipped into the darkness of her room, followed closely by Dane. Rani sat up, placing one hand on the deck in preparation to lift herself. Kali’s palm came into view instead. The fae wore thin rings made of tree bark and small stones, and Rani eyed the way they danced in the now uncovered sunlight. She slid her hand into Kali’s, allowing the fae to hoist her up.

The crew seemed to stare for a moment, their thoughts hanging in the air. They all exchanged the same odd, knowing look. Kali turned and walked toward the stairs, her exhaustion finally surfacing again. She dragged herself down the steps, the rest of the crew preparing to follow. Samson paused and looked back.

“You best not disturb the captain tonight,” he warned. “Come down and borrow a cot.” He gestured to the door below deck. Rani’s eyes crinkled with a grin as her brows shot up.

“Oh? A siren near a sleeping crew?”

Samson tilted his head with a shrug. “You’ve saved our captain and our first mate, Rani. We’d be fools not to offer a little trust.”

Rani blinked, her aloof farce wavering for a moment. He’d called her Rani, not siren. It sounded sweet.

“I’m going to consume your flesh last because you said that,” Rani offered as she made her way over to the stairs. Samson gave a bit of a shaky grin before recognizing she was joking and began to laugh, his dark hair rustling at the motion.


Chapter 11: 
Lotus

Chen was expected to make a full recovery. Dane thought the captain would look relieved to hear this and finally relent her incessant pacing and hovering near Chen, as well as her snaps whenever she didn’t understand what Dane was doing.

“What is that?” she asked continuously, grabbing Dane’s wrist before he administered a tonic. Dane’s breaking point came when he was about to begin pulling out the foreign object and stuffing the bleeding wound.

“Are you sure you can do this?” Daiyu asked coldly.

“Enough!” shouted Dane, so sharply Daiyu’s expression hardened. Dane flinched. “I-I mean,” he tried more gently, “I need you to stop. I know what I’m doing, and the longer we leave him like this, the worse it gets. He will make a full recovery, captain, if you let me do my job.”

Captain Daiyu studied him for a moment. It was the first time the boy had dared to raise his voice at the captain—this made her both angry and impressed.

“He’d better,” Daiyu warned, “because you’ll follow soon after if he doesn’t.”

Dane resisted the urge to roll his eyes. For all her threats, she never laid a hand on her crew. That wasn’t to say she wasn’t cold and distant with them, but at the very least, she wasn’t a danger. Dane was thankful to her for this. Of all the thugs and gangs he’d run with, she was the cleanest monster he had served yet.

The captain left him alone after that. She stood in another part of the room, trying not to look over and speak as Dane worked. When she began to break the silence again, Dane prepared to kick her out of her own quarters, but her words had nothing to do with Chen.

“I intercepted a letter from your sister. She claims you haven’t been writing her back.”

Dane’s shoulders tensed. He was stitching up Chen’s side with a small silver needle.

“You sound just like Chen,” he grumbled. He cut a small bit of red thread. Daiyu’s arms tightened in their folded position at Chen’s name.

“I don’t care what you do,” Daiyu replied. “I just don’t want any of our information leaked because your sister keeps trying to reach you.”

“I'm not an idiot.” Dane scoffed. “I just don’t want her to know what I’m doing. She wouldn’t approve.”

Daiyu knew little of Dane’s story, only that she’d picked him up after a bar brawl because he had debts to pay and needed some cash, which she offered because Samson had sustained an injury that called for professional help. For such a small boy, he had a reckless streak like Chen’s. But unlike Chen, Dane didn’t stumble into trouble—he started it. He was the explosion of shrapnel that caused a battle, the boy who would strike a burly man in the face for looking at him funny. As someone with the appearance of a foreigner in the Shāngxīn Empire, Dane had to become someone nobody would dare to slight. Foreigners weren’t treated well. They were seen as having higher possibilities of being immortals and often became another number in the empire’s constant slaughters.

Daiyu studied him, considering the day’s events. There was something they both had yet to admit out loud. There was no way the empire had managed to track their movements so well. Daiyu had instantly considered the siren to be a spy for obvious reasons. But the evidence, along with the siren’s confession, seemed far too strong.

“It’s not me,” Dane said carefully. He wondered if the captain suspected that his letters to his sister weren’t to her at all. "You know I hate the empire.”

“I do,” Daiyu responded. “But I also know a betrayal can come from whom we least expect.”

Dane let a small smile form. Her words, we, told him he was no longer a suspect. But that meant he now had to share this burden with the captain.

“Kali?” he asked. He gently rubbed a clean washcloth over Chen’s stitches, ensuring there was no dirt before he began wrapping his stomach with gauze. Kali was one of the most abrasive crew members, and her loyalties were completely unknown. But Daiyu shook her head.

“She’s smarter than that.”

“She’d betray us,” Dane replied. Daiyu scoffed.

“Of course she would. But do you know why I keep her around?”

“No. It’s a mystery to all of us. Kali hates everyone here, especially you.”

“Precisely,” Daiyu replied. Dane shot her a quizzical look. “If she truly wanted to take me down, she would spend all her time gaining my trust. Instead, she stomps around, itching to plant her fist in my jaw.”

“That’s what you look for in an ally? Hatred?” Dane asked. Daiyu nodded. Rani’s words surfaced in her mind, clear as water. Do they know how many crews like them you’ve tossed? Daiyu shook her head, her wet hair slamming against her skin. Do you have any trust in them?

“Trust. It’s always trust,” Daiyu muttered. “That sickening word.” Dane let out a questioning hum, but the captain didn’t bother to repeat what she’d said. “When will he wake up?” she asked instead, staring at Chen’s folded eyes. Soft and smooth, his skin still retained a youthful glow.

She couldn’t pursue the mission without him; he was a key figure. Daiyu approached the table, watching his shaky breaths as his chest rose and fell. Perhaps he was more than a key figure—he was Daiyu’s first mate. No, he was more still. Daiyu startled at the realization.

“Shouldn’t be too long. He’ll have to recover for at least a week or so, though,” Dane answered.

They sat in silence the rest of the night before Daiyu left to steer out of the canal. Daiyu’s head was pulled in two different directions—one held Chen’s passed-out expression, and the other held the possibility of a spy in the crew. Trust. It echoed in her mind.

She looked up from her fingers. Her ship was entirely drawn in darkness and red, not a peek of white in sight. When she’d first stolen it, she had gutted every bit of lotus white.

Lotuses were always a symbol of purity. Her mother used to recite the meanings of flowers like a yayue, her sing-song voice carrying the words as one would carry the moon. When she truly sang, it sounded no different than her usual tongue.

“Music,” she would recite, “is that which moves man from the internal.” Daiyu would scoff at this. What came next was an ever-flowing reminder of the fate she could not escape: marrying a man of higher status. Her family was wealthy; Daiyu tried to avoid asking, in simple, disrespectful terms, why they needed more money. They didn’t, of course. Their house was erected in the midst of a town, appearing as a modest palace: ponds of shining carp, beautiful china, and heavenly gazebos were placed around it like a halo. Despite their wealth, however, shunning the desire for more money would be a criminal act on Daiyu’s part.

Daiyu ignored her mother’s recitations of flowers, especially lotuses, until Min. Min was a flash of white in a crowd, a sparkle of light on the water. She had strong hair and gentle eyes and a stature so loud and bright it could replace the sun. Her only shortcoming was her naivete; she was foolish when it came to the world around her.

“She’ll make it,” Min said with a smile. She watched a red panda baby crawl around the forest floor. The town had been aglow with rumors of a snow leopard, which descended from the mountain nearby and was causing the red panda numbers to dwindle. Daiyu and Min, perched in the shrubbery nearby, watched carefully.

“Don’t get your hopes up, Min,” Daiyu warned. “It’ll hurt you later on.”

Min turned to Daiyu. She grinned, a sparkle in her dark eyes. “Then so be it,” she said.

Daiyu understood. She understood instantly, encapsulated in that moment, her mother’s ramblings about flowers.


Chapter 12: 
Liar

“Thank you,” Daiyu admitted. Rani stood, frozen by the door, her expression twisting instantly in confusion as she stared up the stairs at the captain.

“What?”

“I’ve been poor in my treatment of you, siren. But you saved Chen’s life. Thank you.”

Daiyu shifted, folding her arms. A new day had appeared, and Rani had begun to make her way up to the deck only to be met with the captain’s red figure standing in the light of the sun. Her hair was loose and careless, her skin more sunken than usual—though Rani had no room to judge. Her expression was just as hollow. They were both growing more hungry by the day.

Rani laughed. The captain wondered if there was ever a serious layer to this siren’s scales; Rani seemed to take everything as entertainment, from a blade pressed to her throat to hunting sailors for sport.

“I didn’t do it for free,” she replied, ever so cavalier. “I’ll cash in a favor when you least expect it.”

Daiyu nodded. “Of course,” she responded. Rani noticed the captain sounded relieved at the idea that Rani’s mercy was not a favor; it was a transaction.

“Vampire, you don’t look so well.” Rani eyed the captain’s face and reached forward, tilting the captain’s jaw down to look. Daiyu pushed her hand away briskly. “Is the boy going to recover?” Rani asked. Daiyu’s blood-red lips parted.

“Indeed. For now, we are heading to a port. We should be there in a few days.”

Rani raised a brow. “And risk another ambush?”

Daiyu’s jaw tightened. She took a step back, pulling the siren up on deck by her wrist. She dropped her voice and spoke.

“I’ve taken the liberty of choosing another route. This will offer us some spare time.”

“For what?”

“Follow me quietly,” Daiyu muttered. Instead of heading into the captain’s quarters, she curved around the ship to the back, watching the crew mill about the whole way. When no one saw them move, Daiyu slipped behind her cabin’s building. A hidden latch on the dark floor was revealed as she pulled a trapdoor open. Rani peered down into pure darkness. The captain jumped in, and Rani slid down swiftly after.

The other side wasn’t what Rani expected. It was a room which, at first, she couldn’t see at all. But when Daiyu pulled out a small match, struck it against the wall, and lit several lanterns, the room came to life. It was a series of drapings fashioned into a map on the opposite wall. On the floor, a few sparse blue cushions sat. It looked similar to the forts Rani would craft with her mother, small bulbed lights in hand as they strung them along chairs and blankets. The sound of her mother’s laughter would fill the curve of her ear just before a kiss was pressed to her cheek, which would swell from rosy laughter.

Rani ignored the memory, instead staring at the map. It was a large, intricately detailed skeleton of the Xīn Palace.

“How did you get your hands on this?” Rani asked, stepping up to the map and studying its markings. Every mechanism known to man was defined and drawn into the ancient paper.

“I told you this isn’t my first heist, siren. I’ve collected every bit of information I could scrap together on this map.”

“Why is it in here and not in your cabins?” Rani asked. She paused, the answer reaching her mind before Daiyu could even answer. “Gods,” Rani breathed, turning to stare at the captain. “You’ve always known there would be a spy. Since the very first mission you’ve known.”

“I thought it was you,” Daiyu reiterated. “When you dove in and took both Chen and me back to the boat, all I could think was how easy it would’ve been for you to kill us.”

She wasn’t wrong. Rani knew Daiyu couldn’t die by drowning or her luring song, but tearing the vampire to shreds would work just fine. And Chen, a mere mortal, would have drowned regardless. She could have swum through the canal and returned to her home.

Home. Rani felt a pang. She’d considered killing them; she couldn’t deny that much. But when she thought of what she was returning to—Nisha’s wary glances and the other siren’s leers—it caused her to swim further down and grab the captain.

Rani slid onto a cushion, her legs propped up in front of her. She folded her arms over her knees, and as she did so, Daiyu’s eyes dragged across the nail marks she’d caused.

“So, what’s it got to do with me?” Rani asked. Daiyu studied the map, her eyes dancing past fire moats and secret spikes and poisonous flowers. Her eyes snapped to the center. From the top, the Xīn Palace was shaped like a real heart. Not a fake one with two curves and a point, no. Organs and arteries. Valves and everything that kept mortals alive. The empire claimed it was a symbol of humanity.

We are the heart of man, their blood and bones. This was the saying inscribed on the grand steps leading up to the palace. Daiyu had only seen them once.

“I don’t believe it’s a mole anymore,” Daiyu admitted. “The empire would know we have a siren. They’d have been prepared with harpoons and spiked fishing nets for their canal ambush.”

Rani felt a piercing fear rip through her at the thought of such weapons. She’d seen other sirens get killed a handful of times. They died beautifully, their scales glittering as pearly red beads appeared along their ripped flesh.

“Then what are you saying?” Rani shifted as she spoke, staring at the captain through the corner of her eyes. She had a curiosity in her expression that disturbed the captain.

“They’re tracking us through something else.”

The captain watched Rani’s expression change. Her lips parted as she smiled like a thief with a jewel. She looked gleeful as she spoke.

“You just keep making this more interesting,” Rani mused. Daiyu should’ve felt disturbed by such odd behavior. She should’ve taken the siren’s smile as another sign to keep better secrets in the future. Rani was nothing like a lotus, she thought. Rani was a razor-petaled field of roses, a field you could wade through and leave with your legs as red as the flowers themselves.

Daiyu sat down beside Rani and abruptly pulled her arm toward her. She studied the nail marks with a vicious gaze, and Rani waited patiently for the captain to say something.

“Find Dane. He can clean up your arm.”

Rani bit back a smile. She leaned forward, staring into the captain’s eyes. Her pupils seemed to bleed into the red irises, a fascinating combination that caused Rani to wonder what Daiyu looked like as a mortal. Did she still have serious eyes? Lips that pursed in anger every waking moment? Or was she softer, her eyes falling like raindrops on gardenias?

“Why don’t you make up for it yourself?” Rani replied tauntingly. Instead, the captain sighed and turned away, her expression agitated.

“I have an empire to take down, siren.”

“That’s no way to talk to your arowana.”

“That’s the way to talk to my hostage.”

“Hostage!” Rani cried with a crack of vicious, bubbling laughter. “Right, as if your gratitude didn’t erase such a title.”

When the captain didn’t respond, Rani leaned closer, studying the captain’s cheeks instead of her eyes this time. It was hard not to see the way the captain’s face had harshened in the last few days.

“When will you tell me your secret?” Rani asked, poking the captain’s cheek with her nail. The skin felt cold and lifeless beneath her touch. “Why didn’t my song work?”

Daiyu looked at the siren’s webbed hand prodding her face. She grabbed the hand, pushing it away. She held on for a moment longer as she spoke, her nose inches from Rani’s.

“I’ll tell you,” Daiyu said slightly under her breath, watching the siren’s yellow eyes light up inches from her face, “when fish fly.”

She rose as Rani groaned and rolled her head back in complaint.

“Leech,” Rani shot toward the captain. Daiyu leaped out from the hideout onto the deck with ease, leaving wisps of dusty air behind like swirling nebulas. For a long time after, Daiyu asked herself why she’d chosen to tease Rani. It was rather unlike her, the way she’d leaned forward and pretended to confess her secret.

Rani remained in the hidden room for far too long, studying the map. The Xīn Palace was an incredible feat, and Rani found herself slipping into its lines.

The palace began at the base of a great mountain. We who touch the gods, Rani heard common folk say. Anyone who reached the inside of the palace was considered to have brushed the gods’ feet. Each ascension of the steps was a measure of how great one’s outer strength was.

When they reached the top, they would find the second round of palace gates. Rani studied the map’s gates, inked in by a thin, carved brush. The small traditional symbols beside them read Xīnzáng Bànmó Gates. Four gates are dedicated to each building in the palace. The biggest and grandest gate, however, was to the Zuǒ Xīnshì Palace. The empress’s residence.

Rani finished studying the map’s painted defenses. When her eyes snapped to the center point of the map, there was a small symbol of an ornate box placed in the heart of the palace. Rani frowned at such an obscure symbol. She had grown no closer to unveiling all the captain’s hidden secrets; as it would seem to her, she’d only grown more distant. The captain was a series of locked doors bolted with heavy metal.

When she was done studying the map, Rani didn’t want to leave. She felt like a critter in a trap of honey, the ones her mother used to set in the kitchen. The smell of honey, along with the jackfruit, jujube, and wood apple that commonly resided in their kitchen, mixed to create a cacophony of aromas. Rani sometimes tried to pick apart her favorite scent, automatically drawn to the fruit sitting in a basket on the slender, tan counter. While her mother slaved over the stove with an earthen pot, Rani would take vicious bites out of ripe jujubes, squeezing the waxy skin with her stubby fingers.

“Wait until they’ve dried,” Nitara said with a chuckle. Rani turned her little chin, filled with dribbling fruit juices, to her mother. Nitara grinned at her with a wink. “They’re better that way.”

“But it takes forever!” Rani complained. She began to wipe her mouth on her sleeve when Nitara flipped her wooden spoon around and smacked Rani on the elbow. Rani jumped and put her sleeve down with a pout, reaching for a rag to clean her face instead. Nitara returned to stirring her pot, waiting for the soup to thicken.

“Patience is a virtue the gods teach. And besides,” Nitara added as she leaned forward and smelled the floating steam, “I’m making dinner. You’ll spoil it with all that fruit.”

Rani wasn’t a patient child. Nitara knew this and tried her best to smooth her daughter out like straightening a bird’s feathers. As soon as she smoothed one, however, two more would pop up. Rani could barely sit through a prayer without twitching and looking about carelessly. When Nitara would ask, however, Rani denied being a heretic. She simply couldn’t stop herself from staring at anything that caught her eye.

When Rani got older, she began to smooth herself down. She’d roll her arms and legs out like supple dough, sitting still and staring straight ahead during prayers and lessons. She knew her impatience hurt her mother, perhaps many times before, and did her best to keep her hands folded and her legs stiff. But she couldn’t keep herself from every ruffle she had. Their words angered her, the village’s quiet whispers. “Doing a man’s job,” they whispered to one another, watching Rani’s mother walk to work. Rani tried hard to ignore it as her mother had told her.

Leave be that which does not know, Rani remembered her mother saying. So when Rani came home with shredded knuckles and a nose dripping blood across her chin, Rani tried not to worry her mother. But no matter what she did or said, Nitara put her head in her hands and mumbled prayers. No longer was her child’s face stained in jujube juices; it was stained with anger and violence.

“Maa, you must understand. They were insulting your name!”

Nitara heard none of it over her desperate prayers.

“Expel this anger from her soul,” Nitara pleaded with the gods through desperate, choking cries. “Let my baby rest.”

She had never rested. Not when the gods had ripped their humanity from their bodies, not when Nitara began to wither away. Rani refused to let her mother die. She’d seen too many men and women her own age starve themselves to let her mother suffer the same fate. But Nitara was as pure as snow. She refused to lay a hand on mortals, even if it meant her skin began to wither like flowers into the ground, her scalp thinned, and her fingers became chillingly bony.

“Maa, please,” Rani whispered. Her mother lay in a heap at the base of the cavern, trembling. Her bones could be seen peeking through her thin flesh, now a sickly grey. “You have to eat.”

“Those are people,” Nitara whispered shakily. She couldn’t bear to look at the corpse Rani had placed before her. “Those are people.”

“He was a bad man.” Rani could hear the desperation in her own voice.

“He could’ve had a family,” Nitara uttered back.

Nitara wouldn’t touch the carcasses until she grew far too close to death. Rani would watch her mother’s breathing grow shallow and her eyes begin to dim before they would suddenly dilate. She would lurch forward monstrously, her hunger controlling her, sinking her teeth into the rotting flesh of Rani’s latest catch. Rani watched, wincing, as her mother tore the corpse apart, tears streaming down her mother’s cheeks the entire time. It was a tiresome battle.

When Nitara had regained enough strength to control her own mind and body, she’d lurch back and occasionally vomit. Rani would turn away and go off to find a new target.

“Do you hate me?” Rani asked her mother all too often. Her mother would pause, sigh with that brittle voice that pained Rani’s ears, and shake her head.

“No, my darling. I don’t hate you.” And Rani would convince herself that maybe, just maybe, her mother wasn’t lying.

“Are you afraid of me?” Rani once added. The other people of Sarasia had watched her swim into the depths with another slew of corpses that day, and she had felt their disgusted glares. Their whispers plagued the waters. Why would someone need to kill that much? She should only take what she needs to survive. If her mother doesn’t want to eat, she should stop trying. It’s a lost cause.

Her mother’s arms tightened around her shoulders. Her eyes fell on Rani, and Rani pictured the day that her mother’s face would return to its former glory, bursting with color and warmth.

“You are my daughter, and I love you,” Nitara said instead. Rani felt tears roll down her cheeks.


Chapter 13: 
Cold

Chen was cold.

Cold and angry. The hunters had targeted him. Why did they target him?

When he had awoken the night before, Chen had shot up so quickly his head spun. He’d tried getting up but was subsequently forced back down by Dane. Dane insisted he shouldn’t leave the captain’s cabins for a while, requiring Chen be put on bed rest. Chen grumpily laid down. He didn’t speak aloud, not to Dane, but his mind was restless.

They were targeting him. He still remembered the heat of the battle, watching hunters infiltrate their deck in dark cuts of fabric. The crew jumped into action immediately, but Chen noticed something was off at the exact moment. Their eyes were following him wherever he went; it was disturbing.

It only got worse as more hunters arrived. Crewmates blocked the armored hunters, but all of them had an evident mission to get to Chen. It was overwhelming; every time Chen engaged in a fight with one of them, two more would appear. He was fighting a losing battle.

Thus, the inevitable stab. He was sword-to-spear with one of the hunters, keeping his feet moving away from the rest of the deck. The only safe space was near the railing, which was dangerous due to the tilting ship. Chen took the bait anyway. When someone’s dagger shot through the air into his side, Chen should’ve seen it coming. The ship tilted again, and his feet slid, stumbling over the wood of the railing as his opponent shoved him back.

However, he did not know why they targeted him. He toyed with this problem until daybreak while on bedrest, then until the afternoon of the new day, until he was so sick of replaying the moment that he sat up again. He had expected Daiyu to come to check on him—that was a foolish hope.

“Chen—” Dane began in a warning tone as he rose, but Chen held up a hand.

“If she’s not coming to me, I’m going to her,” Chen cut him off, walking toward the door with one hand clamped on his side. He thrust the door open and left the cabin in naught but his bandages and pants. The crew was bustling about, fiddling with knots and pulling lengths of rope. When they saw him emerge, they began to ask questions. But as soon as their eyes met his expression, they fell silent and returned to their posts. Even Kali ignored him, straightening as he walked by.

The captain stood at the steering wheel, watching the horizon from the bowsprit as always. She saw Chen approach from the corner of her eye but didn’t react until he spoke.

“Daiyu,” Chen began, dropping her title along with his tone. “I believe we need to talk."

Daiyu kept her head straight, poised like a snake about to strike the clean horizon.

“I believe it can wait,” Daiyu replied, “until you’ve recovered.”

“I don’t believe it can.”

“And you’d go against your captain’s word?” she asked coldly. Chen paused, letting out a scoff under his breath. He studied Daiyu’s lifeless eyes and sharp red lips. The wind pushed her dark hair around. Chen felt a tug of pain in his chest; perhaps the siren had been right about his blind trust. He had questioned the captain a few times after his introduction, of course. Being surrounded by the thieves and scum of the empire could make any man with morals go mad.

Daiyu refused to give in. She knew by the general’s words that Chen’s injury was no battle casualty, especially knowing Chen. Very few had left their marks on him, but now, a stretch of pale scarring would forever haunt him as a reminder of Daiyu’s failure.

“I would go against your word,” Chen muttered under his breath. “I would go against it if I knew it was foolish.”

“Are you calling me a fool, Chen?”

“Does a vampire bite?” he asked mockingly. He didn’t know where he’d found this anger. Perhaps it had still been the leftovers of their fight last week, or perhaps Rani’s words had gotten to him at last. Perhaps both.

Daiyu’s hands tightened on her wheel at his jab. More nail marks formed, adding to the previous accumulations like a pattern of crescent moons.

“Go lie down. Your mind isn’t as clear as it should be,” Daiyu commanded sharply. “You have a duty to this crew.”

“My duty is to you,” Chen warned, “and that is dwindling as we speak.”

Daiyu’s shoulders tensed. Still, she had not looked at him once during the entire conversation. She’d kept her gaze locked on the horizon, on where she needed to go to reach her goal. Chen stood to her right, wishing she’d look. He wished she’d see there was more to her mission than simply the end.

“Let us talk in private,” Chen requested again. Daiyu shook her head, pressing her eyes shut.

“No.”

“Daiyu. You can trust me.”

The captain released the wheel, rounding on Chen.

“Do not address me in such a way!” she shouted. Her voice shook the boat, and the crew pretended to lean further into their own tasks, burying their faces in thick coils of rope and such. Daiyu continued loudly bellowing, “I am your captain, not your friend! If your duty was to me and me alone, then so be it! Leave my ship.” she gestured to the direction of land. “But just remember,” she said, dropping her voice at the very last moment, her red eyes boring into Chen’s, “I can find another first mate to replace you. But you cannot find another person to give you a purpose. To them, you’ll just be another servant.”

Chen’s eyes went wide. Daiyu’s tense face smoothed out for a moment, the whites of her eyes flashing. For a moment, due to her expression, Chen thought she might apologize. But Daiyu turned back to the wheel, watching the horizon. Chen kept his eyes on her face for a long moment after, studying her for any trace of remorse. Her expression was cold.

“Fine,” he finally said. “At the next port, you should start searching for a new first mate.”

He wanted her to react. What he didn’t expect was complete and utter silence. It hung over the ship like the glow of the red lanterns, soft yet present. Chen retreated to the cabins below deck, stepping into the darkness. Daiyu kept her gaze on the horizon.


Chapter 14: 
Family

Daiyu never was too fond of her family. They gave her everything a woman in her time could hope for—a wealthy household and a secure future. The rest of the town envied her household for being wealthy and ensuring everyone knew; their opulence slid from their home’s shining lattices and dyed silk windows. The servants of the house spread the news that every family member had a porcelain pillow to lay their heads on and enough money to send their workers out to fetch an item regardless of the price. The servants took advantage of this, haggling the price with the merchants that came into town and pocketing the leftover funds.

Daiyu knew this by watching them come and go. She liked to observe everything around her from top to bottom with an eye so sharp it may as well have been an arrow. The habit bothered quite a few people in her house, particularly her yéyé. He had the most secrets to hide, and ever since Daiyu had begun keeping track of everything she saw, yéye was careful around her.

"The child's a nosy brat,” he’d rant to his wife every night before bed. He’d watch the servants bustle about, lighting the room’s candles so that a sweet aroma filled the air to soothe their minds.

Daiyu learned, at an age she could barely remember, that she could easily protect herself as long as her exterior was as hard as a stone statue. This discipline had defended her in crucial moments when people, like her yéye, had tried to rattle her. When all she offered was a cold blink, they’d leave her be. So Daiyu kept herself happy by forcing everyone who bothered her away. The other children of the town, however, didn’t bother Daiyu for the most part, so she wasn’t certain why they began to avoid her as well.

Daiyu slid into the silent lifestyle gently. She whittled down the days by dancing through the shadows as a quiet observer of the town. By fifteen, she knew the entire town’s favorite hobbies and secrets.

Then came the lotus. Daiyu remembered the day she met Fei Min.

“Look out!” someone shouted with a ripple of boisterous, whimsical laughter. Daiyu whipped her head to the side to see a girl stumbling toward her from midair, crashing into Daiyu’s side with a shrieking slam. They fell into the padded snow of the road, the girl clutching Daiyu’s collar by accident. Daiyu stared up at the stranger and her smiling, parted lips. She had a shy yet mischievous look, with a round face and downturned eyes that looked like drooping flowers.

She looked behind her to hear the shouts of a large man with a cane. He was on the overhang above the road now, the same overhang that this strange girl had come flying off of.

“Filthy thief!” the man shouted with a rumbling slam of his cane into the snow. It made a large dent that crunched in indignation.

Daiyu glared at the girl, still latched to her collar, shoving the girl off to the side. She tumbled into the snow, shooting up like a firework toward the stars. The girl didn’t waste a second to dust herself off.

“How dare you!” Daiyu shouted, staring at the girl as she rose. "Don’t you know who I am?” she yelped as the strange girl grabbed her wrist and tugged them off the road. They broke into a run as they ducked into the tree line. They wove deeper into the forest as the man’s shouts faded, the girl still clutching her stolen item in her thin coat, which seemed to be bursting at the weak seams.

“Come on, he still might catch up!” the girl cried with a laugh, tossing her face over her purple-clad shoulder. She was still smiling, her dark eyes crinkled in joy at the action. Her cheeks and nose were red from the cold, a slight contrast to her tan skin—no doubt a result of being a fisherman’s daughter—and her short hair danced through the air like falling snow. Stray strands hit the areas under the trees where light peeked through, and Daiyu caught a glimpse of the strands’ lighter brown color. It seemed bleached from the sun.

When they were deep enough into the forest, the girl released her. Daiyu yanked her hand to her chest protectively, glaring daggers at the thief.

“Fei Min,” Daiyu said coldly. “What in your right mind makes you believe that stealing is okay?”

Fei Min blinked, tilting her head like a curious bunny. “You know who I am?” she asked, and Daiyu scoffed.

“Of course I do,” Daiyu replied, folding her arms. Her skin was damp and cold from the snow now, and the wetness of her dark cloak contributed to this. “Don’t you know who I am?”

“No,” Fei Min replied calmly. “Should I?” She blinked her dark eyes, the pupils big and round like two twin moons. She still had the ghost of a smile on her lips, a blissful ignorance seeping from the look. Daiyu felt taken aback. She straightened, smoothing out her clothes before folding her arms formally before her body.

“Liú Daiyu,” she responded proudly, “of the Liú family.” She awaited Fei Min’s response, for her eyes to light up and for her to fall into a bow. When Min stood there, scratching her hair and nodding in acknowledgment, Daiyu felt her cheeks heat up. “We’re greatly powerful!” she shouted, as if raising her tone would make Min recognize her. “With lots of money!”

“That’s good for you,” Min replied with a smile. “I want to have lots of money someday.”

Daiyu’s eyes widened as Min turned around. She stared out at the endless forest with a frown, spinning in a circle. After a few moments, Daiyu sighed.

“You’re lost, aren’t you?” she asked, her tone low and grumbling as she watched the girl spin around with her brows furrowed in confusion. Min nodded silently and exaggeratedly like a character in the dramatic plays her parents sent her to. Daiyu studied Min’s flat expression for a hint of mockery; the girl didn’t seem to have bad intentions, simply a very ill-mannered disposition. Daiyu rolled her eyes. “Follow me,” she instructed Min, and Min did so. She followed obediently like a baby duck, waddling through the forest with her skirts hiked up in her arms and her legs separated to keep her balance in the snow. Daiyu walked elegantly, her head poised and lifted to the heavens, her feet solid and firm.

After a few minutes of walking, Daiyu led them out of the forest and onto a road. A few feet before them sat a small bridge that led into town a back way, which Daiyu had discovered on one of her daily wanderings. Still, every time she wandered, she was sure to leave marks behind, such as shoving her hair sticks into a tree trunk or placing her sash on a bush. She’d never be as stupid as Min was and run blindly through the wilderness in the midst of winter.

“You should return what you stole,” Daiyu said to Min. “It isn’t right to steal.”

“I didn’t steal,” Min replied. She didn’t sound offended or accused. Instead, she spoke plainly. “He told someone right before me that a loaf of bread cost four coins, but when I reached the booth, he told me six!”

“It doesn’t mean you should take his wares for nothing,” Daiyu responded. Min shook her head behind Daiyu.

“I didn’t take it for nothing. I left four coins, just like he asked for from the man before.”

Daiyu stopped walking. Min bumped into her back, staring up at Daiyu’s tall frame.

“You’re an idiot,” Daiyu muttered. She turned to look at Fei Min. “All this effort over two coins? I know you’re poor, but that doesn’t mean you should cheat money away from the rest of us.”

“It’s not for me. It’s for the fawn near the river bank. She lost her mother, so I thought I might bring some food so she can make it through winter.”

The air in front of Min’s heart-shaped lips swirled like a dancing white flame. Daiyu shook her head.

“You’re even dumber than I thought,” she added, annoyed. "If the fawn loses its mother in the middle of winter, she’s going to die; it’s as simple as that. Don’t mess with the natural order of things.” Daiyu paused, then added, “I’ve brought you into town; now leave me be.”

She turned and began to trudge off the bridge, staring out at the town. Min paused, staring down at Daiyu from the peak of the bridge.

“Why?”

Daiyu halted. She turned and glared at Min. “Why leave me be?” she asked. Min shook her head.

“Why not mess with the natural order?”

“Because it’s how things have always been,” Daiyu countered.

“But what if it isn’t right?” Min asked. Daiyu’s teeth met in an angry clench, her jaw showcasing a muscle that strained as she ground her lips together. Daiyu said nothing more and simply returned to her home in a dazed walk. She thought the strange thief would leave her mind as soon as she was out of sight, but Daiyu was wrong. For some reason, for days on end, all that occupied her mind in her free time was Fei Min.

Daiyu heard the door click open and shut and turned to see the siren’s piercing yellow eyes.

“I heard about Chen,” Rani said. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t pity me, siren,” Daiyu shot back darkly. The siren laughed, rattling her chest.

“Pity you?” Rani asked. “You’re mistaken, captain. I was apologizing for you.”

Daiyu’s eyes narrowed. She was sitting on the edge of her bed, chin in her hands. She pulled her spine up, resting her back against the wall. Rani stood there, staring down at the vampire. She tilted her head when Daiyu didn’t speak.

“What’s the matter with you, vampire?” Rani mused, stepping closer to Daiyu. She stared at the captain’s exhausted expression. “That idiot is the only person on this ship that actually cares about you.” Rani folded her arms, her orange skirts dazzling in the candlelight as she moved toward the captain. She was inches from the captain’s face, pressing her fingers below Daiyu’s chin. The captain’s cold stare didn’t falter. “Chen told me he owes you for helping him escape his fate.”

“He doesn’t owe me anything,” Daiyu responded dryly.

“He thinks he does. And if you take that away, what else does he have?”

“Get out.”

Rani’s eyes narrowed.

“You know I’m right,” Rani hissed. There was no other reason for the captain’s desperation to silence her. She stared down at the captain and at her poise on the red sheets.

“I order you to get out, so get out,” Daiyu commanded coldly.

“You may order me around all you like, captain, but I am the one with the upper hand.”

Daiyu’s blood began to boil. She stared up at the siren through her lashes, rising at last. Her eye level overtook Rani’s as she stood, a result of her being nearly a head taller. Rani’s fingers left her chin. Daiyu spoke harshly, her voice dropping.

“You wouldn’t have the upper hand if I cut your tail off and sold it to a collector, would you—”

A slap—loud, abrupt, startling like an explosion had gone off. Daiyu, her head turned to the side, her eyes wide and crazed like a deer in headlights, stared at the siren from her peripheral. Rani, hand still poised in the air, heaved harsh, sparse breaths. Her lips were parted for her shaky gasps, her chest rising and falling as swiftly as a wild heartbeat.

The captain had never seen her so fearful—or fearsome. She thought the siren might rip her limb from limb right then and there.

“I am not your first mate, captain. I will not buckle under the weight of your anger because of my blind affection.” She leaned forward. The fear was gone from her expression now, replaced simply by visceral rage that boiled in her gaze. Her voice dropped. “Do not make that mistake with me again.”

Daiyu stared at the siren’s brazen face, the whites of her eyes flashing. She reached up and brushed her hand against her own cheek. The sting of it still felt human. When someone is slapped, there is an uncontrollable urge to stumble back and cry, no matter what. Daiyu couldn’t avoid this now. She hadn’t felt such a weak emotion since she was human, standing before her mother and father as they watched her carefully, observing her brand-new fangs and blood-red eyes. They were terrified of her. Daiyu couldn’t find it in herself to blame them—for their fear or for the slap her mother had delivered to defend themselves against the monster in their home.

Rani turned and left in a huff. Daiyu sat down, staring at the wall. She would’ve been content with sitting there in a well of thoughts had it not been for the storm of pain that ripped through her. Daiyu clamped a hand over her mouth and collapsed forward, unable to hold her own weight.


Chapter 15: 
Immortal Fatality

Rani stumbled below deck in a flurry of anger, heading toward Chen. He sat in a room separate from the crew’s cabins, scooping his things into borrowed bags. When Rani slammed the door open, he nearly jumped out of his skin.

“Great heavens, siren, would it kill you to knock?” he asked, glaring at her. Rani’s breath caught in her throat for a moment before she spoke.

“Go see Daiyu,” she ordered. Chen accidentally dropped a bag onto an uneven crate, causing a series of crashes as the boxes and barrels surrounding the small room fell into a loud heap.

“Excuse me?” Chen asked, rising so abruptly he gasped and grasped his wounded side. Straightening again, he reiterated his indignant glare. “I don’t like you, Rani. Don’t be doing me any favors.”

Rani scoffed. “I don’t like you, either!” she shot back. “And I hate your captain more than I hate you.” She paused, tilting her head to the side of the doorway. She turned back and marched forward, pressing a finger to Chen’s bare chest. It jabbed his skin as she managed to speak, through great strain, saying, “She may be incredibly horrific at showing it, but she cares for you.”

Chen laughed. “I’m sure somewhere under all that armor, she does. But it’s not enough if I’m always the mortal servant to the oh-so-glorious immortal. You were right, siren. She isn’t worth throwing my life away.”

Rani sucked in a tight breath. She took a step back, smoothing her skirts as if to be able to control something, anything, within her reach.

“What’s it to you, anyway?” Chen asked, eyeing her. “Why do you care about all this?”

“I don’t!” Rani replied angrily. She bunched her hands into fists from atop her orange fabric, gripping the material in a way that would probably leave a crinkling mark. “You’re just a stupid mortal who will die someday!” She threw her arms up in defeat. What did her mother see in these people? What made them worth more than being Rani’s mother?

Chen watched as Rani turned back around. “You should go,” she told him. “One last time.” She gestured out the door. “Because you at least deserve an explanation,” she uttered softly. Chen hesitated. Rani sighed and rolled her eyes. “Just think about it,” she mumbled, walking out the door.

It took some time. The sun fell below the horizon, chasing the last bit of daylight by the time Chen even decided to go, then three hours more out of pure spite. By midnight, he left the underbelly of the ship in a cloud of indignation.

Chen opened the door to find the captain’s back pressed against the wall, her breathing labored. She looked over and, lifting her head further, sighed. They remained cloaked in silence so tight it suffocated; Chen was the first to break it like a knife to stone. For once, he felt a slight pang of satisfaction at her physical pain. It was a terrible thought, and he swiftly squashed it.

“Why is it that I’m always stepping forward when you take two steps back? Not once have you seceded your pride and reached out to me.” He folded his arms. Daiyu shut her eyes. “Why do you always push me away? I’m trying to help, captain.”

“Get out.”

“No.”

“Chen, get out.”

“Not until I know you’re okay,” he shot back. ”I don’t think you really want to find a new first mate.”

The captain’s gaze lifted to him. She was wincing as her shoulders jumped, another spark of pain darting through her.

“They were targeting you,” she breathed, her words turning to rasps. Chen blinked, and he nodded.

“I noticed. That’s what I was trying to tell you. I just have no idea what they had to gain from stabbing me. They can’t truly think I’m that big a threat.” Chen knew he was good, but he wasn’t that good.

Daiyu sighed.

“They did it to get to me, Chen.”

“What?”

Daiyu’s eyes narrowed. She tilted her head as she waited for the realization to hit. When it did, she could see his expression fall.

“They know I matter to you.”

Daiyu looked away at the statement as if the words were too sharp. She coughed into her elbow for a moment, pain following.

“It’s my fault they harmed you.”

“So you pushed me away instead.”

Daiyu felt her tongue go numb. There it was, all laid out. But Chen wasn’t convinced. Was she really pushing him away because of the empire?

Instead of continuing their conversation, she sucked in a sharp breath and confessed, “I’m dying.”

Chen’s eyes shot open through the dark. His legs felt like loosened cogs, threatening to slip from beneath him. He stumbled forward numbly. Daiyu kept her head down; Chen could see her heavy, slow breaths.

“What?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper. “But—what? You’re immortal! That’s impossible!”

Daiyu’s brows furrowed. She pinched the bridge of her nose and rose carefully from the floor, her hair obscuring her face.

Chen paced about, holding his head in his hands. “That can’t happen. How are you dying?”

Daiyu grew quiet. They stood in silence for an undetermined amount of time, neither moving.

Chen desperately wanted to speak but found he was too stunned to do so. An immortal dying slowly? It was unheard of. Just as Rani had said, immortals didn’t get soft endings.

“How long do you have?” he asked instead. Daiyu lifted her head for the first time. She was tired, her eyes sliding half shut, her lips parted. She seemed to have circles under her eyes.

“I don’t know,” she rasped.

“How do we fix it?” Daiyu’s expression hardened; the pain that filled her expression mere moments before pulled away smoothly like waves returning to the sea.

“By getting to the heart of the empire,” she answered.

Chen hesitated. His dark eyes flicked up through the dark, paving their way toward the porthole and the restless waters beyond.

“What do you need?” he asked softly. Daiyu didn’t speak. Chen shook his head. “Never mind,” he muttered. He leaned back, his head hitting the wall. He slid to the floor beside her.

“There was…a woman,” Daiyu said, cringing as she spoke. “Fei Min. I loved her,” she inhaled slowly between words, “and I lost her.”

Chen didn’t speak. He nodded and let his head hit her shoulder. The captain’s hard exterior seemed to melt away, her armor dripping onto the floor until she seemed exhaustingly human. Daiyu didn’t shift or dare to move Chen’s head. Chen still felt a whirlwind of confusion and anger at all the secrets Daiyu held, but he was one secret closer to understanding. 


Chapter 16: 
Dance

Rani thoroughly enjoyed accepting the crew’s offer to join them on their port day. Daiyu and Chen had long since vanished together, which seemed like a regular occurrence. So, together, Rani and the crew made their way through the port and around the window shops, staring through the glass at things they neither needed nor wanted, occasionally snagging things discreetly.

When they ducked into a brightly colored red tavern, Rani felt her first hint of hunger. Her hidden teeth tugged like they needed to close around something, and Rani stepped back from the group for a moment, holding her hand over her mouth. A blooming of desire appeared within her chest.

The tavern was loud and rowdy, cramped, unassuming, and cheap, with broken chairs and barely functioning door hinges. Rani loved it. The little lanterns strung about seemed to be calling her name, and the sounds of music pulled her further in. Still, Rani couldn’t ignore the pains in her stomach. She tapped Kali on the shoulder.

“Won’t be back until later,” Rani yelled, for that was the only way Kali could hear her over the crowd. Kali blinked, stared at Rani’s face for a moment, then seemed to realize what was going on. Rani ignored her annoyance that Kali could tell (if you could tell a siren was hungry, they didn’t look very pretty) and slipped out the back door.

This town was bigger than the last, with plenty of upscale areas to balance out its poorer locations. Rani walked between the overhangs and arches. She pried her eyes from the thatched roofs and patterned silk windows, instead focusing on the people around her. What she didn’t expect, of all things, was for a victim to find her. They came in the form of a tight-uniformed hunter, his helmet shining under the sun. He was resting beside a curved alleyway, its path leading out to a small pond on the outskirts of town. Rani watched him from the corner of her eye as she began to pass. When he reached out and yanked her by the arm, she let him. He was no doubt leading her to a secluded area, and the siren wanted nothing more than to do the same with him; by all means, at the time, they had the same motivation.

The man harshly yanked her through a small gazebo at the entrance of the pond. When they were out of sight of everyone, Rani dropped her facade. Her webbed hands cracked out, and her teeth filed down in an instant. The hunter barely had time to react before she shoved him over the railing and into the water. As he hit the pond’s surface with a splash, he drew his sword; Rani dove into the water beside him, her legs zipping together painfully.

He raised his blade. The man was soaked from his bald head to his toes, and as he writhed in the water to aim for the slithering Rani, she flicked her tail and swam around him. The water was shallow, and she looked out of place with her long, thin lower body. The poor carp rushed back in fear of the unnatural creature invading their waters.

“Shh,” she whispered as she pressed a webbed hand into his neck, cradling his skin delicately. He tried to scream as she sunk her weight in, squeezing his throat’s walls together as he sputtered out a few sparse gasps.

She moved her other hand to the top of his head. By the time she was in position, the man had stopped writhing as if he knew and understood it was useless. She snapped his neck with a quick jerk. The water splashed for a moment as his body bobbed back and forth before it calmed to a standstill, rippling around Rani. It was over.

She leaned forward and lifted one of his arms to her lips, tearing the tawny skin off with her teeth. His blood slid down his arms and into the water, further warding off the carp. The fish watched in stark fear as the siren fed, their eyes permanently frozen. Rani ignored them and continued to feed. She could feel herself growing stronger with every bite, and when she reached up to wipe her bloodied lips, her fingers found softer, smoother skin than she’d had the last few days.

Human flesh tasted sweet. The first time she’d had it, Rani was terrified of the desire to eat skin and meat. But when it touched her tongue, she found that the taste was like kulfi on a hot summer day.

A sound rang from the entrance of the pond. Rani’s head snapped up as she slid further into the water to see hunters marching by, turning their heads in investigation. Rani dragged the corpse and herself below a small red bridge, hiding from sight. A hunter’s eyes passed over the bridge, and Rani feared he’d spotted her.

Their footsteps receded. Rani sighed and abandoned the body, climbing out of the pond. Her tail hit the dry ground and shattered in two, leaving her with legs once again. Rani resisted the urge to jump back in the water, instead sucking in a tight breath as she rose and ducked toward the open arch.

Something was wrong. Rani watched as more groups of hunters marched by, their stringent forms dense. She jumped behind a nearby wall, peaking out precariously. There were far too many hunters for just a normal patrol force.

Rani awaited a gap and ducked away from the wall, darting through dark alleys. She felt the breath leave her lungs as her feet pounded across the slanted ground, under lanterns and alleys.

The tavern came into view at the same time a group of guards did. One of their gazes snapped to the running Rani, and her brows furrowed as she watched the hunter’s eyes widen in recognition. She cursed herself and ducked into a nearby building’s beaded curtain, folding into the darkness. She heard the hunter’s footsteps approach. Rani sucked in a breath and dove further into the stretch of darkness, endlessly fumbling about.

When she eventually spotted a light, slim, and stretched like a blade of tall grass, she aimed for it. She didn’t expect such a galaxy of illumination on the other side as her body fit through the sliver like a lock and key. A grand ballroom glittered before her, overflowing with raucous laughter and dancing strangers. She’d stumbled foolishly amidst a ball, and atop it all, rising above the people on a raised dais, was Rani. She felt the stranger’s eyes inevitably pull toward her. She heard the shouts of guards behind her.

The chatter grew quiet. The musicians kept going, but small mistakes between the lines made it evident they were just as confused. The people below were dressed in fine silks embroidered with symbols, and Rani studied them with a look mirroring their own confusion.

Heavy-laden footsteps approached the sliver of light. Rani looked back to see the hunters, perplexed about what to do to get their hands on her. Rani grinned from ear to ear like a sly fox. She sent the dark-cloaked hunters a wink.

She picked up her skirts and began to dance. Her feet moved smoothly, flowing from one place to the next like curling smoke, never grounded, always swirling around itself. She could feel the crowd’s confusion dissipate, and the music picked back up.

Rani couldn’t help but laugh as the hunters struggled with whether to reveal themselves; her time would run out soon, but not yet. Not when the crowd was so enthralled in her fluid movements and ebbing feet. She lifted her arms as she spun, then spun back, curving her fingers toward the crowd, to their pleasant surprise. She was tempted to sing, to recall what little tune she could remember of Sarasia’s traditional song and dance, but remembered the effects of her siren song. The weight of it sat in her throat frustratingly, willing her to sing along. But she kept her lips sealed shut.

A dark figure appeared to the left of the stage, just out of Rani’s line of sight. She feared it was another hunter and moved back, but when a hand met her outstretched palm, and the other met her waist, Rani’s eyes found the captain’s expression.

“I see you’ve spotted the hunters,” the captain’s voice murmured. With every one of Rani’s turns, the captain supported her, her hands dragging along the orange fabric of the siren’s waist. Rani changed her dance to allow them their whispers.

“Let me ask you something, captain,” Rani whispered back, turning to face the captain for a moment, “is there a corner of this earth you can go to without trouble following?”

“Of course not. Where I go, misfortune makes her mark.”

Rani’s eyes narrowed. She leaned forward, holding onto one of the captain’s black-clad shoulders. “I never knew you were a dancer, captain,” Rani muttered with a smile that hid her blatant anger. It was true; the captain was light on her feet and well-balanced. It surprised Rani for such an imposing figure of revenge and danger to be graceful on the dance floor.

The captain’s crimson eyes narrowed. The skin around them crinkled tiredly, and Rani noticed the exhaustion filling her movements.

“There is much you don’t know about me, arowana,” Daiyu said, her red lips moving to showcase her fangs. Rani turned back to the audience. To their right, the hunters whispered amongst themselves, and the first one took a bold step forward.

“I may yet want to learn,” Rani whispered. The captain caught her shoulder and leaned down toward the siren. “I’m still not hearing an apology for the last time we spoke, leech,” Rani warned. Daiyu studied the hunters’ shadowy forms as she spoke, her lips entangled within the siren’s wet curls.

“Duck,” she urged Rani. Rani sighed and rolled her torso back by the hips, the captain’s hand resting on her lower back to ensure she didn’t fall. She dragged her arms smoothly above her head like writhing vines.

An arrow burst across the air above her nose and flew toward the captain’s chest. Daiyu caught it with her left hand. She looked down, staring at the arrow momentarily. Then she lifted her head toward the dark theatre’s wings in which the arrow-equipped hunter stood.

“I apologize, Rani. You did not deserve to hear such vile things, not from anyone.”

“And I suppose I’m sorry for slapping you.”

The crowd burst into a fit of madness. They must’ve realized by then that this was no play nor dance, and resorted to panic as their newest course of action.

The hunters rushed on stage. Rani separated from the captain and watched as the arrow was tossed to the ground.

She could see the captain’s dark look as she drew her guandao blade. It whooshed through the air like a dancer. The glittering of the ballroom clashed with the blood that dripped out along the stage. With every drop of exposed crimson blood, Rani could see the captain lose her patience. The captain was hungry, more so than Rani had ever seen a vampire before. “Where’s Chen?” Rani asked as Daiyu sliced the Achilles tendon of a hunter.

“Warning the others and getting them back on the ship.” Her voice was strained as she twisted the staff part of her weapon against the throat of a hunter. She pulled her staff above her head, flinging the hunter with it. The girl hit the ground with a crash into the floorboards as a stage trapdoor revealed itself. The girl screamed as she fell into the darkness, and Rani leaned over the side to look down at her. Her silver eyes were stretched and shivering, and she twitched in agony from the blood running down her flayed leg.

Rani turned around as the vampire finished off the last of the hunters. Daiyu marched over to the side, stared down at the writhing girl, and flung her staff into the darkness. It pierced the girl’s chest abruptly. A crunch echoed through the dark chamber, and Rani winced at the sound. She straightened and stared at the body silently.

“You never spare a single one?” Rani asked for a moment. She turned to see Daiyu leap into the dark space, the dust moving around her. Daiyu peered up at the siren as she sat on the edge of the opening. Rani slid to the ground quietly.

“There’s no room for hesitation,” Daiyu replied. “I only made that mistake once with the general.”

“General Sǐwáng?” Rani asked. Daiyu leaned down and yanked her blade free, nodding as she did so.

“Mercy cultivates anger. Anger cultivates more problems for me.”

“Let me guess,” Rani mused as the stage lights shone down on them, “you spared his life; instead of taking it as a sign to stop, he vowed revenge for his fallen comrades.”

Rani could hear Daiyu sigh.

“You have the beginning. But his revenge path fell away soon after he realized my death could offer him more. He wants to harvest my body for immortal parts.”

The words sent a cold tingling up Rani’s spine. She knew what the general wanted; she had seen it in his gaze. But hearing the captain confirm his desires caused distress to surface within Rani’s heart.

Daiyu tucked her weapon away. She peered up at the ledge, crouching to jump out. But she stumbled at the last second, losing her footing in a way so unlike her. Rani startled and caught the stumbling captain suddenly by feeling the vampire’s body crash into hers.

“You’re starving, aren’t you?” Rani asked redundantly. She had a hint of annoyance in her tone, as if to call the captain an idiot for letting it get to such a point. The captain straightened, pulling herself off Rani’s arms and reaching up to cradle her own head. It was riddled with headaches and pulsating feelings of need through her fangs.

“We’ve been running from hunters all day, and Chen is injured,” she said flatly in response. “I didn’t have the ability to pick an unsuspecting victim simply.”

“So?” Rani asked, holding out her arm. Daiyu’s eyes widened, and her expression twisted in disgust.

“I would never,” she hissed toward the siren.

“Excuse me? I don’t know if you have room to be picky, leech,” Rani replied, partially offended by the captain’s disgust. Daiyu’s eyes narrowed.

“Do you really think giving a vampire siren blood is a smart move? Especially,” Daiyu warned as she took a step forward, pushing Rani’s arm down, “a starving vampire.”

“Come on, you’re really going to take mortal blood?” Rani asked, gesturing to the girl. “That won’t fill you.”

It was true; even if she drank the blood of the whole group of hunters, it wouldn’t be as sufficient as siren blood.

“I’ll make it work,” Daiyu responded gruffly. Rani scoffed as she watched the vampire stumble away and prop up the girl’s corpse. “If I consume siren blood like this, it’s possible I won’t stop.”

“I can stop you.”

Daiyu’s glinting eyes shot through the dark. Rani shook her head and mumbled something under her breath. Just when Daiyu turned her gaze away, Rani allowed her teeth to file down into sharp points. When she leaned down and dragged her canines along her forearm, lightning strikes of gold blood dribbled out. Daiyu’s gaze whipped to her, her eyes widening, her pupils dilating into slivers like a predator. Her nose twitched at the smell of the blood.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Daiyu said. Her words echoed around the hollow space as Rani nodded, pulled her teeth from her arm, and held the dripping skin out. Rani felt a cold hand wrap around her wrist as the captain guided it to her lips. When Daiyu’s tongue scraped the edge of the blood, she found that the golden blood tasted just as sweet as she expected—and nothing like human blood. Rani watched as Daiyu lifted her head and pulled her arm with it, her grip tightening to a vice.

When Daiyu sank her fangs into the collection of veins atop Rani’s wrist, Rani sucked in a pained breath and withheld a shout. She pressed her eyes shut as the vampire fed; the process was painful and slow, but it was necessary. She took a peek at the captain’s face as her pale, translucent skin seemed to unravel its rough edges. As Rani suspected, her blood was strong; the vampire would be fine in a matter of minutes.

Daiyu’s thoughts were a muddled mess. All she could see and smell was blood, sweet blood, and she felt her immortality possess her. The blood kept pouring into her mouth. Daiyu continued to feed. Somewhere in her mind, alarm bells were ringing, and she had the distinct feeling that this was wrong. But the thought was crushed under the blood’s velvety taste.

The siren was an opulent dancer; she had the grace of a swan and the strength of an ox. Daiyu could hear her mother’s words when she watched from the wings as Rani danced: “Music is that which moves man from the internal.” She never understood her mother’s driveling prose, but those words lingered as she watched the siren dance between spotlights.

The minutes passed, and the captain’s sharp, tense expression did not change. She kept on pulling at Rani’s blood with her fangs. Rani began to tug her arm away, but the captain’s grip tightened harshly.

“Captain,” Rani said sharply. When the captain’s eyes slid open, her pupils had dilated monstrously like those of a wolf. Rani reached out and shoved the vampire back, causing Daiyu to stumble momentarily. She stared at Rani, her red eyes wide. Rani did not look frightened; she tilted her head at the captain calmly.

Daiyu stepped further back. She reached up and wiped the golden liquid from her lips hastily, staring at her thumb and then swiping at the rest with her sleeve. Rani clasped her forearm to her chest, eyeing the puncture points.

“I apologize,” Daiyu uttered. Rani could see traces of great shame on her face. The captain turned and leaped out of the space. Rani watched her go, wondering whether the vampire would lament forgetting to leave her signature behind; the hearts of the hunters remained dead inside their chests for once. Rani pulled herself up from the hole fumblingly, ignoring the sting of her cut against the cold, dirt-ridden ground above the trapdoor. As she hit the stage, she saw the captain’s receding skirts in the distance.


Chapter 17: 
Gui

The empress watched the moon from her balcony. A cold wind swept by, bringing the scent of autumn as the gust pushed through her hair. When a knock resounded from inside like a mountainous bang, she turned and shut the balcony door. The cold wind vanished, pushing her hair down her back in one spiraling river.

“Your Majesty,” a hesitant guard’s voice called out. “It’s General Sǐwáng. He says he has a message for you.”

The room dripped with wealth and beauty. The empress’s eyes passed over its gleaming, gilded walls and dazzling portraits. She sighed and pressed a finger to her temple.

“Send him in,” she demanded, turning to the nearest mirror. She eyed her appearance in her vanity, reaching for a coat to cover her nightgown. It seemed to be stitched from stardust and emeralds, soft fur lining the cuffs. Just as she tied the front with a velvet sash, the door swung open with a heavy scrape, and in strode the general. His gleaming helmet was tucked safely under his arm.

“Tell me you have good news, else I’ll send you away,” the empress warned, pulling her coat closer. The general fell to a bow at her feet, but he lifted his head with a grin.

“Everything went according to plan,” he answered. The empress’s face eased, her worry pulling away instantly. She took a step back, sinking into a wooden chair nearby.

“Thank the heavens,” she said with a sigh. “And the knife?”

The general rose, setting his helmet down on the floor. He pressed a fist to his chest.

“It was well-coated in the magic beforehand,” he explained, “and the hunter responsible confirmed that it went deep enough in the first mate’s skin.”

The empress’s lips curled into a smile, wrinkles tugging along with it. “Very good,” she said. “Very good.” She rose, striding over to a large, ornate incense burner. It was crafted like a miniature palace from real gold and laden with creeping enameled vines. As the empress lifted her leathery fingers, she lit the end of the powdery substance inside.

“Everything is going according to plan, Your Majesty,” the general reassured the empress. The empress nodded as she watched smoke lift carefully into the air above them.

“But we must remain vigilant, general,” Empress Chuang warned. “Fate is not kind to those who are too lax.”

“Surely you can ease a bit, Your Majesty,” the general replied warmly, “and spare some time to celebrate. Your festival is only a few weeks from now.”

The empress shut the incense lid with an angered clack, turning to face the general. She looked vastly different without her ceremonial robes or expensive hairpieces, but her dark gaze remained firm and dark, the same expression that had commanded armies and squashed rebellions. It was the face of a woman whose lineage could be traced back to the first sole empress in the country’s history.

“I am going to tell you a story, General Sǐwáng,” she uttered sharply. The general felt his head grow faint at her stare. “Make yourself comfortable.”

The general swallowed, following her directions. He bowed his head and avoided her stare. Only when she turned away did he look up again.

“Ever since I was a child, my mother told me of one recurring nightmare that plagued her. She was fast asleep, and under the cover of night, a monster would appear. This monster has razor-sharp teeth and claws like knives.

“She’d steal into the empire, this gui, and destroy all we have built from within. With one single swipe of her claws, the empire would begin to crumble, folding in on itself like a flower unblooming.” The empress let out a rough sigh.

“My mother wept every time she awoke from this dream. She told me repeatedly that the gui is coming, the gui is coming.”

The general shifted uncomfortably. Few had ever seen the previous empress; in fact, the empire’s entire royal line was rarely seen.

“You know of the curse, general.” The empress turned, her eyes heavy as they stared outside through her wispy red curtains. Her regal voice flattened into something casual and astute. “Every member of my family before me has gone mad. But each of them fear the same thing.” The empress turned to face him, her eyes tight and aged. They narrowed as she spoke. “The monster of the Shāngxīn Empire.”

The general nodded, ending the motion with a slight bow of his head.

“I do not take my position lightly,” she said, harshly punctuating each syllable as it left her tongue. “My ancestor, the first empress of this empire, fought tooth and nail to build a legacy greater than any woman was able to have before her time.” She paused. “Do you know what I would have been before this empire? Nothing, general. I would have been nothing. And if my burden for that power must be madness, so be it. But before I go mad, I will not allow the duty of killing that gui to be passed to the next empress.”

The general pictured the next empress, merely fifteen, who was currently growing up hidden somewhere within the empire’s vastness. The trend of raising the next empress in hiding had sprouted from the third reigning empress, a desperate and paranoid woman by the name of Fen, who famously held no parties nor opened the doors to the palace for years.

“We will take the vampire down,” the general vowed.

Empress Chuang paused before taking a step forward, her slippers patting against the solid ground. She grasped the general’s jaw and tilted his face in several directions, her eyes glued to the scar across his lips. The light dug into the hollow crevices of the general’s skin as he was moved.

“You have seen her abilities firsthand, general,” the empress commented, her steely gaze darkening from beneath a well-lit lantern. It cast a shadow across the lower half of her face beneath her nose. “I do hope you aren’t making that claim lightly.”

Her fingers were long, slender, and old, just as the rest of her was becoming. The empress’s health was declining; the general could see it. But what he feared, above her dying, was her going mad first. Even the last empress, Empress Chuang's sister, had been subjected to it—she’d taken her children’s and sister’s lives at only the age of twenty.

“I assure you, I am not,” the general replied stiffly. “Soon, the magic will kick in. We will have the vampire in the palm of our hands.”

The empress held on for a moment longer, eyeing the general’s scar. She seemed dissatisfied.

“If you are right, then there is still hope as of yet. Do not disappoint me.”


Chapter 18: 
The Harbor that Doesn’t Exist

“This place seems…off,” Chen commented, staring out across the empty, hazy harbor. “I can barely see through this mist.”

“It’s a glamour spell, isn’t it?” Kali’s voice pierced the air behind them. Chen jumped. “This mist feels familiar.”

Daiyu nodded, though they could barely make out the action.

“Welcome,” she told them, “to the Harbor that Doesn’t Exist.” She raised a hand, dug her fangs into her forearm, and pressed the blood against a wall-like surface they couldn’t see. It glimmered a deep silver, the same color found hidden in vampire blood. When the blood vanished, she stepped through the invisible barrier, and the rest followed. Beyond it, there was an entire city of docks. Rani’s eyes widened as she peered across them, staring at the inhabitants who wandered around in clumps. Many had wings that fluttered idly, of all colors and sizes. Other wanderers had eyes in varying shades of red and fangs that glinted through the mist. She did not expect to see sirens, but perhaps there were one or two hidden in plain sight.

“Should we be here?” Chen asked. “We’re mortals.”

“This place harbors enemies of the empire. That includes mortals.” Daiyu paused, then added, “But it would be best to keep your heads down.”

The crew obliged, shriveling to avoid attracting any attention. Rani was still gaping at the sight.

“How have I never known about this?” she asked. “I’ve lived nearly a hundred years more than you as an immortal!”

“You never made enemies in high places. I have spent my time gutting every inch of this empire; you have spent your time picking off measly citizens.”

“But I know about immortal hideouts,” Rani added. The symbols were buried in every town, red-crowned cranes that beckoned immortals to rest and stop hiding for a bit. “May I ask what this place has to offer?”

“A pretty sight,” Daiyu answered, and though her tone was as flat as ever, they’d be fools not to realize it was mocking. The harbor was far from pretty; the air clung to everyone’s brow like leeches, and they had to check where they stepped, for many of the planks were rotting or cracked. The harbor was flanked by a clump of lopsided buildings that sat as if they could keel over at the slightest wind. Daiyu traversed the planks, followed by her crew, until they reached a large, unstable-looking structure. Daiyu pushed the door open and crossed through the threshold.

The interior was nothing like the outside. It looked crisp and well-dressed, with wood the color of burned sugar and a ceiling impossibly close to the stars. The space had a dusty echo, and Rani felt as though she’d stumbled into some sort of forbidden attic. Everywhere she looked, shadows danced across the floor like the reflections of water. Occasionally, light was cast from windows set into the ceiling, making the space they touched glow a gentle amber, a color like sweet honey. Across from them was a large grand staircase that swallowed up the attention of the crew. It looked as if it belonged in an expensive manor, not a criminal harbor.

“Siyora,” Daiyu called out so loudly that some of her crew was startled. At these words, the shadows in the staircase’s corner suddenly swept and bent into a figure. The woman emerged, a pleasant grin on her gently wrinkled lips.

“Why, old friend, is that truly you?”

She crossed into the amber light, and Rani took in her appearance in full. She was stern in stature and looked to be of middle age, with a kind smile and gentle creases around her eyes, which looked pale pink, like that of a seashell. She would have been beautiful in her prime, with full lips and dark lashes. Rani wondered if her hair had been fully black or if it had been some variation of a deep, woody color.

“I’m here about that favor you owe me,” Daiyu informed Siyora, stiff as ever. The woman’s grin parted. Rani watched her fangs gleam.

“Yes, you certainly took your time with it,” she commented, her silver hair catching in the light like spindly sinews. “How have you been?”

For a vampire, she seemed to lack the common cynicism of an immortal. This woman seemed nearly serene in a way so mortal. Rani tilted her head, and the woman’s eyes shot toward her. They widened suddenly. For a moment, the woman’s nose twitched, and her lips quivered. She leaned back, tugged at her collar, then took a deep breath.

“Hello,” she called out with much energy, wafting across the floor like a shadow. “I’ve met a few of your kind before, but never this far into the empire!”

“I’m Rani,” Rani said, holding out her hand. The woman clasped it, then leaned forward and ghosted both her cheeks with kisses in a typical Sagerían greeting, confirming Rani’s suspicions.

“I am Siyora,” she replied, lifting Rani’s hand in hers. “Oh, I’d love to see your scales.”

“I need somewhere to store my boat for a few months,” Daiyu interrupted Siyora, who startled upon remembering what she was meant to be doing. Chen’s eyes shot open.

“We’re leaving the boat?” he asked.

“Indeed. The empress expects a pirate crew. We could throw her off if we go on foot.”

The crew groaned. Daiyu raised a hand, and they obediently fell silent.

“I figured there was no safer place than under you and your girls’ thumb,” Daiyu said. Then she looked around. “Where are your daughters?”

High above them, a shadow stretched across one of the windows. Rani silently wondered how the windows worked to bring in light if there was nothing but fog outside. The shadow shot toward the ground, landing with a light tap as a small girl folded her arms inwards. She had a similar stature to Kali’s, but the gods had been more generous with her figure and offered curves that the angular fae did not have.

“Aleria,” Daiyu said. The girl gave a sharp nod as if ready to march into battle. Her hair, tucked into neat ringlet curls, dragged down her back and across the faded blue dress she wore. Despite its obvious age, it hugged the girl’s curves beautifully and complimented her luminescent skin.

“Daiyu,” Aleria acknowledged crisply.

“Where’s Liana?” Daiyu asked, and a sudden flash of pain contorted Aleria’s maroon-colored eyes. She turned to meet her mother’s gaze; Siyora’s expression was just as painful as she met Daiyu’s gaze. Then she shut her eyes, pulled air through her wrinkled lips, and looked at them again.

“Much has changed since you last saw us. Come, I’m sure you’re tired. Well, I’m sure your mortals are tired. We have wine.”

She smoothed her hands against her sides and led them up the stairs. As they passed through a long hall decorated by one large braided rug in the color of withering roses, Rani eyed the portraits framing the walls. They were all men, either middle-aged or older. Every single one had a different last name. Some of them wore suits that looked to be more modern, but others wore clothes even Rani hadn’t seen while alive.

Their sitting room was more comfortable than the strangeness of the foyer. It was less open, with shelves and small maps lining the walls, the shelves filled with odd little knick-knacks. The jars were by far the strangest; they held odd, lumpy shapes that were surrounded by murky green water. The room looked as though it hadn’t been touched in centuries, cobwebs grasping every cornered edge. A large decanter with a bulbous stopper was brought to every glass in the room, carried dutifully by Aleria. Her eyes settled curiously on Rani as she poured a cup. Rani sat on one of the seats closest to Siyora, who also occasionally glanced at her with a warm, curious gaze from her armchair, the cushions a deep velvety orange. Rani sat on a comfortable plum-purple wingback, and between them rested a table that looked older than time itself, though it stood proud on its stubborn carved legs of dark cedar.

“I rarely see sirens,” Aleria commented as she poured wine into Rani’s glass. Rani’s gaze flicked to her, staring up through her lashes.

“That’s because of our disguises. I’m sure you’ve run into quite a few.”

“But you do not hide?” Aleria asked, casting a glance at Rani’s webbed hands and ears. Rani leaned forward with a small smile that suppressed her heart’s vicious, angered beating—not at Aleria, of course, but at the very concept she suggested.

“I despise looking mortal,” she explained. Aleria nodded, looking every bit like she could sympathize with the notion. Then her eyes widened as if remembering something, and the look of sympathy twisted, becoming green with envy. She jumped back and moved to the next person, tilting the decanter toward Daiyu.

“Just what do you do?” Rani asked, swirling her cup in search of something to do with her hands. Siyora glanced over, her pink eyes glinting with a slight hint of pride and amusement.

“We are merchants. We send our commerce overseas.”

“Do you deal in blood?”

“What gave it away?” she said with a slight chuckle, which she stifled behind a hand gently weathered by time. As Rani eyed the tendons peeking out beneath leathery skin, she had the thought that Siyora must’ve died in her mid-fifties.

“How many years are you?” Rani asked.

“Thousands.”

“I am merely hundreds.”

Siyora brought her own glass to her lips. “I can tell.”

Rani’s eyes narrowed. Siyora pulled the glass from her lips.

“Oh, it’s not an insult,” she added upon seeing Rani’s expression. “Aleria is a mere two hundred years old.”

Rani cocked a brow. An immortal, thousands of years old, with an immortal daughter of a mere two hundred years? It didn’t add up.

“Yes, I have lived quite a few lifetimes with mortal lovers,” Siyora confirmed. She could see the questions written across the siren’s face. “They always come and go.”

Rani had the sudden realization that the hallway’s portraits must have been her lovers. No wonder they never shared a family name.

“But it’s worth it,” Siyora said, “for the short joy they bring me. And now they’ve brought me eternal happiness.” She said this as Aleria passed by, and as her daughter drew within arm’s length, Siyora reached up to graze her fingers against her daughter's chin. Aleria’s face softened instantly, smiling down at her mother. Rani felt a sudden wave of nausea roll through her gut.

“I made the choice to be turned,” Aleria explained, turning to face their audience. The nausea in Rani’s gut only grew, and she shifted in her seat, folding one leg over the other. She’d heard of people who purposely sought to become immortal, but never had she heard one so plainly admit it before. She felt a stir of anger. Where was this girl’s regret? Where was her anger at what her past self had done?

“Am I to assume that Liana…?” Daiyu didn’t finish her sentence, allowing Siyora to take the end herself, a small grace to the woman as pain once again darkened her expression, burdening her with years that didn’t usually show on her face.

“Taken from us eleven years ago,” Siyora said sharply, her grip on her glass tightening. It trembled but didn’t shatter. The material must have been reinforced. Rani momentarily wondered if that was yet another immortal business found in this mysterious port. “She was in one of the empire’s ports for a delivery.” Siyora sucked in a breath. “The empire left her head on display near the harbor as a warning.” The last words were spat out like darts, and Rani watched the glass tremble again under the vampire’s rage. But Siyora stiffened as Aleria’s hand grasped her mother’s shoulder. She reached up and placed her fingers atop Aleria’s for a moment.

The crew seemed uncomfortable. Rani had no doubt they felt responsible for a part of her rage and noticed the way they all moved about in their seats. They had been raised seeing mutilated corpses strapped to pikes and heaps of burned flesh that used to be shaped like them—like humans. The corpses would be placed in the center of every town square, attached to a message from the empire: we will defeat the monsters. This, Rani knew. She never cared much for the affairs of the empire, but it was impossible for immortals not to know.

“The empire is a parasite that will continue to take,” Daiyu said coldly in response. It wasn’t an apology, not like most mortal’s reactions to loss. Rani would have said something similar herself. It was an unspoken rule that grief wasn’t handled the same between immortals. Someone—or something—was always to blame, so grief was usually turned to rage.

“You’re still set on taking down the empire?” Siyora asked. All the grief had been drained from her voice, and the leftover dregs were only small hints of controlled stiffness.

“Yes.”

Siyora held skepticism in her gaze, but she did not hesitate to respond, “Put their heads on display.” Whether she believed Daiyu or not, her response showed her respect.

“It shall be done,” Daiyu replied with a bow of her head.

“We can take your ship. But I implore you to stay a few nights. I believe I owe you more than just housing a ship.”

“One night,” Daiyu bargained in response, speaking like a true captain. Siyora seemed to accept this and nodded to her daughter, who went in search of setting up their rooms.

The building was much larger from the inside than the outside. It seemed to be a magical vacuum, and Rani had stopped questioning things by the time the crew had passed the library and the drawing room. It had an old feel, and not just from the constant dust and slight mildew. The strange portraits of the mortal lovers and children seemed to add a charm Rani never expected. It felt like a well-lived home, one with stories about haunted buildings and forgotten memories.

“So, what debt does Siyora owe you?” Rani asked Daiyu, lingering in the hallway while the crew filed into their respective rooms. She studied another portrait on the wall, which depicted a man with a meek, kind smile and a crisp dark suit that stood out against his pale hair. He had the looks of a turtle trying to keep its head out of its shell.

The captain was silent for a long moment. She’d barely even looked at the vampire in the past few days, something Rani could no doubt amount to her feeding on Rani’s blood. When Daiyu spoke, it came as a partial surprise.

“I sought passage from one end of the empire to the other and took their offer to board their ship. While in one of the empire’s ports doing business, someone tipped off the hunters. Aleria was taken hostage. I got her out.” Daiyu paused, something stalling her words. She stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Rani, staring at the painting just the same. “Siyora is…different from most immortals. She still lets her emotions sway her.”

Rani couldn’t tell if Daiyu’s tone was judgmental or envious. She gave up on discerning the truth as she listened to Daiyu speak again. Her voice grew coarser as she dove into her memories.

“Her hands were shaking when she held Aleria again. Then she saw me, and…” Daiyu’s voice trailed off. Rani finally turned and caught sight of her face, illuminated by the wall lantern’s gleams. Her brows were twisted in confusion; her eyes slightly widened as if completely baffled by what lay in front of her. Daiyu released a swift breath and turned away, clasping her hands behind her back. “She was crying. I never knew immortals could cry like that, much less over their children. She has insisted that she is indebted to me ever since.”

“I see.”

Daiyu slipped into her room soon after, leaving Rani standing before the odd portrait. Eventually, she retired to her own room but was met with nothing but tossing and turning in place of rest. For a house she’d initially deduced to be welcoming despite its age, it was doing an excellent job at keeping her awake.

By the third hour, she gave up. Rani floated through the empty halls like an apparition in search of a mortal to frighten, stopping to stare at every portrait and imagine the lifetimes their hosts had lived. She wondered how many people Siyora had loved and lost and how she could possibly bear the weight of all of them.

“Strange, aren’t they?” a voice called out, still as smooth as it had been hours earlier. Rani turned to see Siyora step out, the shadows vanishing around her form. Rani glanced back at the portrait before her. This one was of a man with high cheekbones and a smart grin, with dark hair that framed his face in perfect, neat curves.

“How do you do it?” Rani asked. Siyora took another step. She let a small hum escape her lips as she turned to face the portrait.

“Asael Kansen,” Siyora stated, matching the plaque placed at the bottom. “Smart man, but he did love to take risks. He always said I was his greatest risk.” She paused to chuckle. “He wasn’t wrong. I could well have ruined his life—I have ruined many lives,” she corrected. “That’s not something I take lightly. Many of my mortal lovers have paid the price for loving me. But if I stopped, I don’t know how I could live.” She turned to Rani, who had already been watching her for most of her speech. “They take me as I am, for who I am, and tell me I am worth every bit of fear they may feel. And, in my opinion, there would be nothing crueler than denying that love.”

Rani was momentarily speechless. She could do nothing but open her mouth, fumble for words, and close it again. Siyora inhaled a slow breath, smiled, and released it again.

“I know that look on your face. You think immortality is nothing short of a cruel joke that strips one of their soul. And you are right—to an extent. Immortality is a curse, but that doesn’t mean you can’t do something beautiful with that curse.”

“Beautiful?” Rani asked. She laughed, but it was not like most of her laughs, for it wasn’t vicious nor honest. “If beautiful is loving someone, you are gravely mistaken. I cannot obtain that sort of beauty.” She reached up to brush her webbed ears. “I may be a siren; I may be the kind of beauty that everyone wants to hold in their palms, but I am not the sort of beautiful that garners your kind of love.” Rani’s gaze fell to her feet. “Even beyond the siren curse, I have never been soft enough to be someone’s greatest risk.” Not even to my mother, she thought, who chose to sacrifice herself for strangers rather than to kill for her daughter.

Siyora blinked. Then she tilted her head back and laughed. For the first time in ages, Rani felt an embarrassed flush creep up her neck and viciously bruise her cheeks.

“Daiyu,” was the first thing Siyora said, and it caused Rani to stiffen, “is a cold woman. I used to think it was immortality that made her into this, but I came to realize some time ago that this isn’t the case.”

“What does Daiyu have to do with anything?” Rani asked. Siyora shook her head.

“She is as open as a red carnation bud in the winter. I have spent much time considering how she came to be that way, and as a mother, I see a woman who was never offered familial love.”

Rani felt as though she shouldn’t be hearing this. For Siyora to deconstruct such a closed figure in such a vulnerable, easy manner, felt intrusive. It was as if, in some way, Rani had stumbled upon something she wasn’t meant to see. But all that faced her was a portrait of a man she didn’t know.

Rani watched the emaciated edges of the portraits in thought, listening to the ticking of a distant clock.

“You don’t believe the empire can be taken down?” Rani asked, if only for something to break the heavy silence. Siyora let out a thoughtful hum.

“I believe the Shāngxīn Empire can be taken down,” she answered, surprising the siren, “but the empire’s foundation will never die. Before the empire was born, there were always others under different names. And there will continue to be others after the empire crumbles.”

“I was here before the empire appeared,” Rani commented. Siyora’s brows raised slightly.

“Then you know as well as I do that no empire has lasted this long in quite a long time.”

“Yes.”

Siyora tilted her head, then reached for a lantern on the wall, opening its narrow front and extinguishing the flame. She turned and began to walk down the hall, glancing over her shoulder, cocking a brow up. Rani was startled upon realizing Siyora’s request and jumped into step beside her. Rani followed the woman, trailing her through the dark halls that seemed even more ghastly without any light or inhabitants until they reached the library. Siyora grabbed the large ornate doors, pushing on one silver handle. Rani wondered if vampires preferred using silver in some ironic, prideful way. It was as if they were saying, silver? A weakness? Silly mortals.

The door gave way with a groan, and Siyora flourished a hand through the air. Rani ducked inside at her signal. Once the door swung shut with what would’ve been a thud had Siyora not caught it, Siyora reached for a row of bruised and cracked spines to her right. The bookshelves stretched all the way up to the ceiling, which curved inwards. In its center sat a chandelier that held a modest, murky sheen. Rani leaned against a small standing table as Siyora searched the shelves. She turned away for a moment, studying the portraits in the library as she had in the hallway. These were of Siyora’s children, of all ages and ancestries.

“The Lianguan Kingdom,” Siyora said, breaking the silence. Rani turned back to see that she held a book in her hands. It was the color of moss, its spine entangled with silver lettering and decorated with small inked vines. On the cover, the singular word, Historia, sat. “The City of Selgia. The Valdan Empire.” She flipped forth a few more pages, rattling off more names. Rani listened intently, realizing she only knew half of these names from her own lessons as a child. When Siyora abruptly dropped the book beside Rani, the page depicted an ancient diagram of someone being burned on a pyre. Their mouth was wrenched open, a scream curling around their fangs. Rani shivered. “These were some of the earliest civilizations,” Siyora commented. “And yet only a few of them lasted more than five hundred years. In Sagería, we have a name for them. Los Tres Reinos de la Mortalidad.”

“Mortality?” Rani asked. “Why not immortality since they lasted longer?”

Siyora’s eyes fell on Rani, darkness shrouding her face with the motion. “Because they are nicknamed after what they are most known for.”

Rani felt a shiver crawl up her spine, and her chest suddenly tightened.

“Killing immortals,” she murmured. The drawing suddenly made perfect sense. Siyora nodded.

“All three of these kingdoms,” Siyora gestured to the sections, “lasted longer than five hundred years. And all three were known for their particularly vicious slaughter of immortals.”

Rani lifted the book into her hands. The material was leathery, and the pages had been worn down until they felt vaguely like mellowed silk.

“You don’t think it’s a coincidence,” Rani stated. Once again, Siyora nodded.

“In all my years, I’ve reached for the truth. And in all my years, I have not so much as grazed it.” As if to demonstrate this, she brought her fingers toward the page in Rani’s palms, then pulled back at the last second. Her face was harsher again now, the way it had harshened earlier when she spoke of her daughter’s death. Rani sighed and set the book back down, planting her palms beside it. She stared down at the object as if to intimidate the pages into submission. “There are whispers,” Siyora added, “of an ancient ritual performed with an immortal that benefits a mortal. But this secret is so well kept, I know nothing more than that.”

“Is the empire guarding it?”

“That’s what I believe. But even stranger is the fact that Daiyu seems to know something.” A long sigh was drawn from Siyora’s lips. “She doesn’t wish to tell me.”

Rani scoffed and let a slight amusement twist her expression. “It’s a miracle when she tells anyone anything. I’ve been trying to worm my way into her thoughts for weeks.” Rani rolled her shoulders and lifted her arms from the table. Moments after she did so, the air changed.

“What is that?” Siyora asked, eyeing the dried golden blood atop Rani’s right wrist. Rani tilted her head to meet Siyyora’s gaze, which dragged back up to her. “No wonder I sensed blood earlier.” Rani thought back to when Siyora had acted strangely upon meeting her.

“I let Daiyu feed,” Rani replied. Siyora’s eyes narrowed.

“You let a vampire feed on siren blood?” The way in which she spoke showcased her blatant perplexion, as if such a novel idea didn’t even exist. This caused Rani to laugh.

“It’s stronger blood, is it not? At least, from what I’ve heard. I’m afraid I don’t have much experience talking to vampires.”

“It is,” Siyora confirmed. “It’s just…rather strange that you offered it. I have heard from mortals who offered me blood that the feeling is unpleasant.”

“Unpleasant, how?”

Siyora reached up and tugged at the collar of her dark dress. She avoided Rani’s gaze for a moment.

“As if something is invading their body that wasn’t meant to be there.”

Rani propped her elbow on the standing table and placed her chin in her hands.

“Besides the pain, it wasn’t all that uncomfortable. The most difficult part was getting that stubborn woman to drink.” Rani pressed her eyes shut and sighed, the sound deep and guttural. “Even now, she’s avoiding me.”

“She’s just worried she’ll want to bite your lips next,” Siyora replied. Rani’s eyes shot open, and a sound caught in her throat that sounded not dissimilar to a strangled rabbit. Siyora tilted her head. “What, was I not meant to address it so boldly?”

“She just wants my blood,” Rani said swiftly. She refused to believe the captain was interested in her beyond that. Unlike most people who melted and collapsed at the sight of Rani batting her lashes, the captain seemed to do nothing in response to her teasing. Even brushing the captain’s lips with her fingers elicited nothing more than a cold blink. Siyora was right; Daiyu was a cold woman.

“If you insist,” was all Siyora said after that. The exhaustion had finally sunk into Rani’s limbs, and she excused herself back to her room. This time, the house seemed far less somber as she sank into her sheets.


Chapter 19: 
Voiceless Siren

“I won’t hear any more whining,” Daiyu warned with a raise of her hand as footsteps crunched on the dirt behind her. The siren popped up on her right side with a sly smile, causing Daiyu to lower her hand, though she didn’t turn.

“One might say this is cruel,” Rani mused.

“Not you, too, arowana,” Daiyu groaned. It had been a few days since their captain had decided to abandon their ship entirely. The crew had more than voiced their share of complaints.

“Pirates without a ship are like a siren without their voice,” Rani pointed out. She peered up through the trees surrounding them. She seemed to steal a bit of the sun’s rays into her yellow eyes and swallow the warmth up.

“Did you come here just to attack me, arowana? Or do you have something you want?”

“There’s always something I want.”

“Well, what is it this time?”

Rani adjusted the bag on her back, the sarangi occupying its space. “I’d like to suggest we make myself look the part of an entertainer.” By now, her saree had received its fair share of blood and sweat. She reached down and habitually smoothed her skirts. Due to her vigorous scrubbing of the cloth, they looked well enough, but nothing could hide the fact that their ends were beginning to unravel like balls of golden yarn.

Daiyu’s step slowed as she turned and dragged her eyes up the siren’s outfit.

“Do you not already look the part?” the captain asked, eyeing the siren’s lovely dark curls and burning eyes. Her skin seemed to glow ever since she’d fed, a watery bounce clinging to her cheeks and running down her slender arms. Rani turned and watched the captain’s eyes with a smile.

“That’s the first time I’ve heard you try to flatter me,” she said, followed quickly by a snicker. Daiyu blinked in confusion; she did not use empty praise—not in her mortal life, not now. She ignored Rani’s comment, for thinking about it only pulled her mind in different directions.

“Fine. We’ll find a shop in the next town,” Daiyu concluded.

“Don’t you mean this town?”

Rani looked ahead at the opening in the forest path. Daiyu had not realized how far they’d come. She lifted her eyes, shielded the sun with her hand, and stared at the town. Her breath vanished in an instant as she caught sight of a splintered red bridge. It was severely weathered by age, several chunks torn free and nowhere in sight.

Daiyu stared quietly at the bridge, her feet halting. Rani hiked up her skirt and waded into the freezing water without an ounce of apprehension at the chill. The crew reluctantly approached, attempting to leap across the water instead of walking through as their siren had. Dane slipped on the opposite bank and fell with a splash, much to his chagrin and the amusement of the rest of the crew.

As soon as Chen crossed, Dane called for him to sit down somewhere and rest his injured side. Chen grumbled and trailed after the soaked and embarrassed medic.

Daiyu gruffly muttered something, taking a step toward the cold bank. She leaped across with ease, pulling her gaze away from the bridge with some trouble. Rani’s eyes narrowed at the erratic behavior. She watched the captain trudge across the dirt toward an overgrown patch of grass taller than the vampire’s hips. Daiyu dug her fingers into the overgrowth, and when the entire crew heard a horrendous creaking and scraping, their eyes shot to the source of the sound.

From beneath the verdant plants, a large, imposing gate stretched from one lantern post to another. The captain pried the broken gate apart like snapping bones, then gestured toward the mossy forest path past the gate.

“In here,” she called out. When Daiyu ushered the last crew member into the forest, Rani popped up once more.

“What’s going on here? Why is this town so empty?”

Daiyu glanced sideways toward the siren. Her eyes narrowed in that cold, routine manner. She was still avoiding Rani like the plague, so Rani had no choice but to make herself as present as a weed. “You’re a smart siren, you tell me," Daiyu commented.

To her surprise, the siren remained silent. Rani trudged ahead, following the others down the winding path and up a few crumbling stone steps. When they finally reached the end, a mid-sized, ancient manor stared back in a series of twisting crevices and crumbling corners. Everyone exchanged strange glances at the peeling, discolored walls, and damp, chilly air. An unwelcoming aura seeped from the structure’s cracks like oozing tar, and it wasn’t until Daiyu ripped the doors from their hinges that anyone dared to enter.

“Are you sure we weren’t followed?” Chen asked, staring into the trees they’d just left. Though no one said it aloud, everyone had the strange sense that this place had eyes. Daiyu shook her head, her silken bun shining from the light’s touch.

“We’ll be safe here.”

“How?” Chen asked again. Everyone stared at Daiyu. Her crimson eyes flickered slightly, and her lips remained pressed shut.

Chen let out a defeated sigh and wound himself deeper into the building, everyone else following soon after. Dane, still shivering from the freezing water, lifted his head, chattering teeth and all, and asked if there was a fire pit.

“There’s one in the back. I’ll gather some firewood,” Daiyu replied, turning and stepping back outside before anyone could question why she knew the layout of the manor. She set the door back onto its hinges and marched off into the forest, the chilly air tugging at her skin. No sooner had she found a promising piece of bark than a crunch of steps resounded behind her.

“This place really is a ghost town,” Rani commented. She stared up at the sun again. Even as it shone down and brushed every edge with gold, it wasn’t enough to combat the dismal town.

“And what do you want now?” Daiyu asked, her tone flat. She picked up the bark and took another step off the forest path.

“Is this where you died?” Rani asked. Daiyu paused mid-step, her posture stiffening. “Ah,” Rani added at the captain’s response. Daiyu occupied herself by reaching up and snapping a branch down.

“I will not be discussing this with you.”

Ignoring the captain’s words, Rani began to ramble, saying, “I was frightened when I died. I thought it was all over. But coming back to life was much worse than my death.”

Daiyu kept wandering off the path, and Rani kept following, waiting for the vampire to speak. They weaved through the trunks and under low-hanging branches until, once again, they had crossed into town. The wind swept by, brushing through flying window shutters like leaves. Rani thought she heard a low sound ripple through the next gust, but when she turned around, there was nothing but a small beetle creeping along the road. Rani crushed it under her foot.

“Does Chen know?” Rani asked. Daiyu froze again. When she spoke, her voice was challenging.

“Why would he know?”

The captain pried a few window shutters open, reaching down and into a space only to reappear with a well-cut log in one hand.

“Because you tell him more than the rest of us.”

“Chen wouldn’t understand this,” Daiyu replied. Rani clasped her hands behind her back with a small nod.

“I’m not sure any mortal can,” Rani added to Daiyu’s comment. “They can’t grasp the life we trade for immortality.”

“Trade?” Daiyu asked coldly. She turned and faced the siren for the first time in their conversation. Her eyes were narrowed in scrutiny. Her lips curled back into a sneer. This wasn’t avoidance, and it was not the way she’d been behaving with Rani the past few days. Rani had struck a nerve.

“You were turned immortal so that you could live," Daiyu informed her. "I was turned because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Rani tilted her head curiously at Daiyu’s seething tone. Daiyu’s lips pressed into a thin line as her brows furrowed, but a moment later, she sighed and dropped her kindling abruptly.

“How do you do that?”

“Do what?” Rani asked, raising a brow.

“Drag the truth out of everyone.”

“Simple. I ask,” Rani replied with a smile that lingered until the captain spoke again.

“You really won’t stop, will you?” She sighed. “Our town was warned of a monster that lurked just past nightfall,” Daiyu began. “We had a curfew. One night, I broke that curfew.” She silenced the reason for her breaking the curfew in her mind. Rani did not have to know about Min or the midnight walks they used to take away from the town’s prying eyes. But she had the lingering feeling that the siren knew—somehow, someway—everything. Her piercing eyes seemed to reach directly into Daiyu’s mind every time they locked gazes. It was why she so rarely dared to meet her eye.

She turned to look at the ghost town, memories lurking behind every corner like ghosts. She could see the specific memory of her death unfold before her. The man had risen from the ground like ashes taking a human form. His lips parted in a fang-embellished smile. He was tall and thin, with nails like charcoal and dark, blood-red eyes that smothered everything in sight.

Daiyu had dropped the bag she was carrying, taking one trembling half-step back. Fear coursed through her body, flooding her mind as her breath caught suddenly.

“He could’ve killed me and left me to die as a terrified woman,” Daiyu told Rani, shaking her head to rid herself of the memory. It didn’t work, the memory expanding as she felt the ghost of adrenaline rush through her veins. Her breath shortened. “Instead, he made me live like this. I killed him not ten years later for it.”

Daiyu rose and took a step toward Rani, lifting her wrist to peer at the two puncture points across her wrist. She slid her thumb across the wounds as Rani watched.

“If only the pain of being human didn’t follow us to the afterlife,” Daiyu murmured.

Rani smiled and said, “You say such wicked things against immortality.”

“Hm.” Daiyu dropped Rani’s arm as she turned to re-gather her kindling. Rani remained still. “You won’t find what you’re looking for in that story,” Daiyu warned. She knew Rani wanted to prod for answers that would explain Daiyu’s immunity to siren song.

“It won’t stop me from trying.” Rani grinned wickedly and stepped around the captain, making her way back to the manor. Daiyu’s eyes narrowed as they followed the siren. Her orange skirts danced behind her, glittering for a moment as the sun touched her.

As soon as Rani’s dazzling figure vanished, Daiyu turned and walked in the opposite direction. She still remembered the path well: left at the forest, right at the fork, and then right off the path.

She arrived at the small cottage as easily as a magnet, brushing dust from the door. Two windows were shattered, and the ceiling beams held an old bird's nest, but they still retained their aloof charm. She recalled memories of Min sitting by the window, humming a random tune or stringing up new symbols to ward off evil spirits (always superstitious, Min). She could envision every feature on Min’s soft face: her tan skin, her dark eyes, her short hair that blew in every direction. She still remembered the second time she’d met Min.

Fei Min’s face hadn’t left Daiyu’s mind in weeks. It was beginning to bother her, so much so that she finally decided to confront the girl on an evening after the market had closed.

“Oh, it’s you again,” Min commented, smiling at Daiyu. Her sun-touched hair floated around her face in straight, slightly uneven lines. “Thank you again for showing me out of the woods.”

Daiyu’s mouth set as she took a step forward, her feet crunching in the snow.

“You should get to know those woods better. Follow me.”

Min tilted her head curiously but obliged, tucking her basket under her arm.

“Did you steal any of those?” Daiyu asked over her shoulder, eyeing the array of foods in the basket. Min pursed her lips.

“I don’t steal!” she responded, turning her nose up in a huff. “I already told you before I gave the merchant money for the bread.”

“Hm,” Daiyu replied, continuing down the path until they reached the little red bridge.

“Are you really going to teach me to navigate?” Min asked, unable to hide her excitement as she took a few steps toward the line of trees. Daiyu reached out and grasped her collar, halting her.

“Yes, in case you get lost again.”

Min smiled at her, the smile creasing her round black eyes.

“But I can’t get lost if you’re with me!” she said, and Daiyu’s eyes narrowed. Was Fei Min messing with her?

“I won’t always be with you.”

“That’s a shame,” Min replied, finally released from Daiyu’s grasp and darting into the first row of trees. Daiyu started after her, reaching up to pull a small red ribbon from her hair.

“You could always mark your path like this,” Daiyu commented, tying the red ribbon around a thin branch. Min observed the whole time, her eyes wide like a child seeing a dancing flame.

“You’re really smart!” Min commented, and Daiyu once again examined the girl’s face for a trace of mockery.

“This is nothing.”

Daiyu suddenly felt the urge to keep showing her things. Min, she thought, was like a baby bird with clipped wings. She would surely keel over and die the second Daiyu stopped helping her. So, she made it her mission to teach Fei Min everything from reading to writing to how to address others.

“Why are you so nice to me?” Fei Min asked one day. Her habit of asking odd questions had finally ceased to shock Daiyu.

“Because you seem so helpless,” Daiyu replied, tilting her head back to stare up at the blooming tree branches. Spring had begun to tease them with flowery pink buds the color of blush and a warmer breeze that gave way to sparse patches of grass that they both sat upon.

“Helpless?” Min asked. She didn’t sound offended; rather, she sounded curious.

“Yes. You couldn’t find your way through a forest, let alone accept difficult facts. Like with that baby deer. I remember you insisted it could make it through the winter.”

Min blinked for a moment, then smiled.

“But he did,” she commented. Daiyu laughed. Min did not. “Would you like to see him? He usually hangs around the stream this time of day.”

Daiyu didn’t believe it until she saw, with her own two eyes, a deer wandering around a grassy meadow, occasionally lapping up spring stream water. The water glistened in the afternoon light, bouncing onto the creature’s amber fur with every harsh roll of the creature’s tongue.

“Gods,” Daiyu muttered. Min was smiling contentedly at the creature. “You’ve kept it alive this whole time? But it was still young enough to need milk!”

“Goat’s milk,” Min replied. “I soaked the milk into a handkerchief and let the fawn suck on the end.”

The wind whipped through Min’s hair, lifting it and offering a clear view of her content smile. Daiyu suddenly felt foolish. This girl was not helpless, nor would she keel over and die without someone else’s help. She was a dreamer, indeed, but that didn’t make her stupid.

“You’re incredible,” Daiyu whispered. Min’s eyes widened, and she smiled.

“Do you think so?”

“Without a doubt.”

A leaf had fallen into her hair at that moment. Daiyu reached over and pulled it free, and suddenly, she was inches from Min’s tan complexion. When Min’s eyes had lifted to Daiyu, she couldn’t think, and suddenly, her lips met Min’s.

The bed that sat in the center of the cottage was broken and tearing itself apart agonizingly, ligament by ligament. Its white sheets, now grey from age, nearly sent Daiyu out the door. But she moved forward, looking into the center of them. Permanently engraved into the fabric was a large mark that had turned from red to brown. Daiyu reached out and brushed the edge with her nails. The blood still felt damp in her mind, though it currently offered nothing but dust.

Daiyu remembered how Min dropped a plate the day she came home from being turned into a vampire. Min had quietly studied Daiyu’s new fangs and red eyes. Daiyu had moved, and Min flinched.

A tremble shook Daiyu. She felt her legs fold beneath her, and her head hit the molding carpet as the pain spread. It was worse than any of the attacks before; she felt her consciousness slip away.


Chapter 20: 
Dreams

Daiyu sat up, one hand on her chest, the other interlaced with someone’s tan fingers. Min stared at her from her side, smiling sweetly from ear to ear with her rounded cheeks flushed. She opened her mouth and said something, then leaned forward and planted a kiss on Daiyu’s lips. They parted in shock, but the moment Min’s lips met hers, Daiyu brought a hand up and reached for her.

Daiyu awoke violently, grasping her chest as she gasped for air. The air was pungent and thick with dust, invading Daiyu’s lungs like smoke. Daiyu coughed, lifting herself from the floor painfully. She peered out the window to see that the sun was only slightly lower in the sky than she’d last seen it, slowly turning a hazy tinge of red. She sighed, rubbed her aching head, and collected the fallen kindling from the floor.

The walk through the forest was long. Daiyu would never admit it, but her mind was bent out of shape, twisted so strongly that she made a few wrong turns. When she reached the manor, all she could see were ghosts. Out front stood a pair that looked like her nǎinai and her yéyé; her yéyé’s eyes narrowed in scrutiny. When she opened the door, she thought she saw her mother’s spirit dancing across the floor, letting more of her poised voice flow out with nonsense about dancing and cooking and such. Things she didn’t want or need.

Chen was the first tangible person she saw. She bumped into him, and when he saw her, he smiled, his eyes widening in pleasant surprise.

“You’re back,” he said. Daiyu nodded.

“I’m going to light the fire. But warn the crew we’re to be out of here before nightfall.”

Chen’s pin-straight brows raised. “Before nightfall?” he asked.

“There are wolves in these forests at night,” Daiyu explained, “and this house is certainly no fortress against them.”

“I see,” Chen replied. A hint of skepticism gleamed in his eye. “I’ll pass along the message.” He stepped around her, allowing Daiyu to seek out the pit.

She dumped the kindling inside the hollow pit, stooping to light a flame. When a small ember had caught, reaching itself toward the other logs like a hunter searching hungrily for prey, Daiyu called out for the crew to come in and warm themselves. Soon, Dane, Samson, and Chen piled into the room, and Daiyu slid out the door to discover that there were only two people who hadn’t sought the fire. Kali stood in the light of a rusty window, peering out through the trees probingly. Her wings were wriggling and shaking, a sign that the fae was trying to loosen them after such a chilly walk. Rani, the other exception to the fire-filled room, was stretching her arms out as if preparing to dash somewhere.

“What kept you?” Rani asked as her eyes met Daiyu’s. Daiyu didn’t respond; she only made a low hum and slid the door shut behind her.

“We shouldn’t leave,” Kali’s voice drawled, the words stretching out like taffy. Daiyu and Rani’s gaze whipped to her swiftly as if they hadn’t been expecting her to speak. Her voice always had a slight rasp to it, but whenever it dipped lower, the rasp strengthened as it did now.

“Do you sense something?” Daiyu asked. Kali turned, her icy eyes locking with Daiyu’s.

“Yes. Something big.”

Daiyu remembered the first time she’d encountered a fae. Their presence usually eluded mortals, so when Daiyu became immortal, it was sudden and surprising when they began to appear everywhere. Since her death, Daiyu has seen all kinds of fae: herbalist fae and animal fae, but the most common was Kali’s kind—forest fae. Kali’s abilities were breathtaking. She had a connection with plants unlike any Daiyu had seen. When she had met the fae on a rocky forest path, tossing hunters into trees left and right, Daiyu knew she’d be useful.

“We have to go anyway,” Daiyu said as Kali frowned, the action causing the fae’s lips to purse. “It’s non-negotiable.”

“Don’t blame me later then, stupid leech,” Kali warned. She returned to her vigilant watch of the forest, scanning every corner with her pale eyes narrowed. She felt a heavy sense of unease as birds fluttered from the trees, cawing loudly. The feeling grew for a moment. Kali pressed a hand to her chest as she felt the feeling pass. Something very nearly familiar, she mused to herself.

The walk was quiet. Too quiet. Daiyu could sense the fae’s unease at every step; there was no telling what exactly awaited them. She’d warned the crew, but it meant their paranoia only grew as the minutes passed.

At the half-hour mark, a rustling sounded from the bushes nearby. Kali’s head whipped toward the sound, one hand raising, a curling vine twisting around her wrist like a lively snake.

The crew froze and tensed. Chen reached for a hunting knife at his side—the only weapon he was allowed to have during his recovery since Dane feared he’d toss himself into battle if he had his spear—and watched the rustling grow nearer.

A form shot from the underbrush in the shape of a lank deer with spindly legs and wide, bulbous eyes. It stared at the group, flicked one ear, and turned away, slowly walking off to the side. Kali lowered her hand with a sigh. It seemed to pay their group no mind, but this bothered Kali.

“How come it’s not scared of us?” Samson asked as the deer knelt on the floor to bite some swollen red berries.

“The only way a creature that small isn’t frightened is if it was protected by something much more powerful than us. Nobody move—” she tried to say, but it came too late. The captain had stepped forward.

A snapping sound zipped through the air as a large barrier sprung from the ground before Daiyu’s nose. She lurched back, watching the glittering blue aura coat the trees and ground before them, swallowing it all like a vice. Kali’s eyes widened. Before she could speak, an echoing thud erupted from all the trees. Dozens of crows burst from the branches, cawing so loudly that everyone clapped their hands over their ears. Kali raised her gaze to see a familiar figure swooping toward the ground, his multitude of wings glittering from their view through the tree branches.

Daiyu turned just in time to see Kali’s jaw set as her eyes suffused with anger.

“Kali,” the figure said, an amused lilt coating his deep voice. Kali’s wings twitched while her teeth gritted at the sound of her own name. “It’s been so long.”


Chapter 21: 
Anansi

Kali marched easily forward through the barrier, passing the blue coloring without a scratch. She raised one of her hands.

“Anansi,” she hissed back. The man smiled, his cheeks pushing his drooping lower lids up slightly. Daiyu’s eyes widened as she spotted his pale irises, just as colorless as Kali’s. From there, she spotted other shared traits between them, namely their hollow cheeks, lank limbs, and mischievous grins.

The man had four long, thin purple wings sprouting from each side of his back, accompanied by four arms that moved constantly, crossing over one another skillfully. It looked like he was weaving something, but if there was any thread at all, Daiyu could not see it. He folded his wings down gently, each falling across the ones below like a cape.

“It’s been too long,” Kali said before a vine curled out and wrapped around his neck. He was tall and had broad shoulders, but his waist drew thinly in like the space between a spider’s thorax. He was clad only in a folded wrap around his hips, which looked to be weaved from spiderwebs that drifted off at the ends as if left unfinished. The pale, luminescent color contrasted his warmly pigmented skin, deeply enriched by the sun’s generous hand. Daiyu felt as though her eyes could not fully adjust to the bronze glow of his skin. That skin belonged to no mere common-born fae.

Kali’s vine lifted him off his feet, but Anansi didn’t look distressed. When she tossed her arm to the right, throwing him along with it, Anansi raised one hand and struck the vine, slicing it down the center cleanly. Kali sucked in a pained breath and stepped back.

“How have you been?” Anansi asked calmly, slowly touching down on the ground again. “Have you been well?” The forest seemed to curve and bend under his feet as if malleable. Daiyu stiffened as she watched the exchange; this man was unlike any fae she’d met.

“Since you framed me?” Kali spat in response.

“That diminutive little event?” he asked. Daiyu felt his pale gaze snap to her, and she lifted her lips, baring her fangs in warning. Anansi looked Daiyu up and down mere moments before he snapped his fingers, and the strange, massive barrier collapsed into a small blue orb pinched between his fingers. “I didn’t mean to be impertinent to your friends,” he crooned, placing the orb on his waist. A sudden string of blue orbs appeared, wrapped around him like a sash, but they slowly faded away once he’d placed the one in his fingers back. “What an…unconventional little group! Three immortals and two mortals, oh, yes. Very amusing, indeed. And I see you’ve befriended a vampire.”

Rani’s face twisted. He’d miscounted. The fae continued examining Daiyu. Rani found it a bit odd that he had pointed out Daiyu but not her; after all, sirens were much rarer and newer than vampires. But when his gaze met her, it was as if he was acknowledging an old acquaintance.

“Not friends,” Kali corrected harshly. “And unless you are prepared to turn back time and fix your mistake, I’d suggest you stand down.”

Anansi laughed; the sound was thick as molasses, resonating in the trees around them. The thick dreads dangling into his face shook as he did so, but to Kali’s surprise, he stepped off the path, gesturing down the road with his hand.

“Oh, my dearest Kali, I’ve forgotten how wondrous your perspective on the world could be. Turning back time!” He laughed again. “Time is not my domain, though he has been quite parsimonious every time we cross paths.”

“Cut your stupid words.” Kali raised a fist, a spear appearing in her palm as she held it toward him. “Retreat or fight me.”

The crew tensed; everyone realized by now this was not a fae to be trifled with. And though they did not know his name, they could feel the power dripping from the crevices of his bronze skin.

“Retreat? Knowledge never retreats. It merely retracts, stepping back before lunging forward.” He bent a finger through the air, tugging on something unseen. Daiyu’s grip found her weapon but didn’t unstrap it. Anansi’s gaze flicked to her for a moment before sliding back to Kali. “But I will let you go.”

Kali raised a brow. “Why?” she asked cautiously. Daiyu felt a sense of unease as his gaze whipped to her again.

“Because,” he explained, watching the captain carefully, “I’m interested in where this story is going.”

Daiyu’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean by that?” she asked. Anansi stepped over to her, his steps quick and sharp.

“I make it my business to know the stories of this earth,” he whispered, circling her. He was taller than the captain herself, which was already quite the feat. “And I can tell you for certain, little vampire, that this mission is futile. All that you seek is already with you.”

Daiyu scoffed as Anansi paused behind her back. She spun to face him.

“If it was with me, believe me, fae,” Daiyu warned, “I would know.”

His hollow cheeks sunk as he smiled again. He held an authority in his gaze that asked, are you certain?

“And you!” Anansi cried, turning away from Daiyu. The motion shook his ears slightly, and she watched the webbed entanglements dangling from the pointed edges as they swung. He fluttered toward Rani, a pleased twinkle filling his eye. “You are about to get the revenge you so desire.” He pressed his fingers to Rani’s chin, tilting her head as if moving a doll. Rani watched him with her yellow eyes gleaming. “Oh, I love you already,” Anansi mused, stepping back as he released her chin. He spoke as if, in the short moment he’d studied her, he suddenly knew everything. Daiyu had the prickling sensation that he did.

“My revenge is impossible,” Rani replied.

“Of course,” Anansi affirmed, though another grin followed. Rani’s lips tightened.

“Who are you?” Rani asked. Anansi fell silent, his smile faltering into a deep stare. He turned away from her, and his next target became evident as he approached Chen.

“I am Anansi, keeper of knowledge. To some, a god. To others, a fae. And,” he said before grasping Chen by the arm, “I am a renowned healer.”

Chen tore his arm away with a glare, but a moment later, his eyes widened.

“What…” he muttered slowly, pulling aside the fabric at his waist. He unraveled the bandage around his waist to reveal a fully healed wound save a small sliver of white scar tissue that shimmered in the light. The crew stared at Anansi, scrutinizing the fae. Their opinions of him seemed to shift with the direction of the wind.

“I can only heal what’s surface-deep,” Anansi warned. Chen gave him a strange look, and Anansi shook his head. “You’ll understand later, child.” He walked back over to Kali. She was still fuming, raising her fist again before Anansi caught it.

“You’re not forgiven,” she spat.

“I don't expect you to understand, but I did it for a reason.”

“For a reason?” Kali roared, fluttering angrily into the air. Anansi rose with her. “What reason did you have for getting me banished from our home!” She threw her spear, which Anansi calmly dodged.

“You are an intricate web of fate, my dear sister. You are a crucial part of the sentences erected in the book of stories. I’m afraid that as the keeper of knowledge, fate is my leader. I am a servant to her will alone, not yours.” He paused just long enough to cause Kali to arm another rebuttal but just short enough to cut her off. “I’ll see you again,” Anansi said. His voice held no sympathy as he vanished in a burst of bright light.

Kali gritted her teeth, muttered to herself for a long moment, and sank slowly through the air until her feet hit the ground.

“That arrogant jerk,” Kali muttered. She stalked down the path, and Daiyu resorted to following her. The crew was abuzz with the strange interaction, talking amongst themselves about the mysterious fae.

“What an odd creature,” Rani commented. Daiyu glanced at her as she spoke again. “What’s Kali’s history, anyway?”

“I’m not sure.”

Rani looked back at Kali, who was far ahead on the road.

“Don’t ask her anything,” Daiyu warned. Rani took quick steps to catch up to Kali. Her first thought was that the siren was going to receive a vine to the neck. Her second thought was that Rani would get what she wanted; she always did.

“Who is Anansi? He’s unlike any fae I’ve met,” Rani commented.

Kali studied the siren, her expression a mixture of surprise and agitation, as if to say, who do you think you are, asking me this? But a moment later, her gaze whipped back to the trees.

“He’s a monarch fae, a fae with special abilities and all that. He thinks that just because he’s stronger and eons older, he’s better than his common-born siblings.” Her fists clenched at this. Dozens of emotions flashed through her expression, but she shut her eyes and shook her head. “He speaks as if he’s a spectator to everything.”

Kali hated the way he spoke, ever so cavalier, even in the face of danger and even death. She’d seen him do it countless times, but she only grew to care when he turned on her.

She missed the fae realm dearly. It was a place of mystery and beauty, filled with plants, animals, and objects that mortals couldn’t comprehend; even the fae couldn’t understand half of their own world. Kali believed there was beauty in that. She loved that nature kept them guessing. It didn’t live for them; it lived for itself.

“What are the other monarchs like?” Rani asked. Kali thought to herself for a moment. Just like their world, the fae themselves seemed to be one with strangeness. Her brother and her princess, especially, exuded this. Anansi was a man of myth and legend, but Yemaya was something else entirely.

“Princess Yemaya is the monarch of nature. I served her.”

“Is she nice?”

Kali turned to face Rani, her jaw set.

“Is Mother Nature always just and fair?”

“No,” Rani answered. Kali nodded.

“She is the embodiment of nature’s grace and wrath, two sides of the same coin.”

Kali remembered asking the princess about her abilities upon their second meeting. The princess had laughed.

“The life around us bows to me. Even yours,” she answered. A moment later, Kali watched a servant nearby be pulled forward by an invisible force. His eyes widened, and his lips trembled, and Kali watched him rake his nails against his own skin as if desperate to dig down to the bone for an itch buried there. Yemaya released him a moment later, not sparing his look of terror a single glance. He fell to the floor in a terrified heap.

Kali pulled herself from the memory. “She made such beautiful projects,” Kali told Rani. “She built entire mountains from clay and forests from her own tears.” Kali smiled. “It’s fascinating to watch. She also makes fae beasts. Ever seen one?” Rani shook her head, and Kali nodded to herself. “Good thing, I suppose. They’re too beautiful to reside in this mortal realm.”

Rani didn’t have the chance to refute this before Kali continued.

“The beasts are made from decayed forest creatures. Yemaya slowly pulls apart their souls and returns their energy to the fae world.” It was a slow and agonizing process. Many days Kali had spent at Yemaya’s palace, watching the monarch slave over the bloodied, glittering, entangled soul strings of a dead fawn. The souls would scream and cry, struggling to grieve when they had nobody to cry from. But without a host body to scream from, the sounds would echo throughout Kali’s body and mind in one garbled mess. Kali shuddered to think of how many common-born fae had been driven mad by the process.

“The fae realm sounds fascinating.”

“It is.”

“What happened to the princess?” Rani finally asked.

Kali’s face hardened into something Rani had never seen before. Sure, she’d seen the fae angry (when was she not), but this was a new kind of anger—it was helpless anger, something that made her feel small and pathetic.

“I don’t know,” she spat. “She vanished, and I’ve been trying to figure it out ever since.”

“So, how did you end up in a pirate crew instead?”

“Because…” her voice trailed off. She squeezed her eyes shut as if she were about to confess a grave sin of hers. “Because Anansi told me that to return to my place in the fae realm, I have to follow one of Adze’s children.”

“Adze’s children?”

“Vampires.”

Rani’s eyes widened. “Wait, I’ve heard this story before.” Rani gasped. She’d heard the tale hundreds of years ago, in a grimy tavern hugging a harbor, mere moments before following a man out the door and luring him into the sea. She remembered him as a victim who had greatly struggled against her. It was a great challenge. “Is it true? Is there really a father to all vampires?”

Kali shrugged.

“I’ve never met him, but he’s as real to me as any other monarch. You know how the legend goes: a fae decides to give people immortality, but it comes at a price. That price that Adze desires is blood.”

“Immortals have such a weird obsession with blood,” Rani groaned.

“It strengthens them. It breathes life into the world around us. Our blood isn’t like your blood, which is why we take from you.”

“My blood is immortal.”

Kali laughed.

“Your blood wasn’t always immortal. Unlike yours, fae blood is much too pure to use for chaos.”

“Is that why fae form blood contracts with mortals? To use our blood for chaos?”

Kali’s expression twisted.

“You ask too many questions.”

“Aww, come now. I’ve told you how I died!”

Kali glared at the siren.

“A story for a story. I told you about Princess Yemaya in exchange for your death. That is all you get. Ask me again, and I’ll rip three scales off the next time you have a tail.”

“Why three?”

Kali lifted a finger, and a root appeared before Rani’s foot. She stumbled and caught herself as the fae huffed.

“Because I’ll curse you each time I rip a scale, and three curses are easy.”

Rani watched Kali shoot into the sky for a moment, her wings flapping in grand, sweeping gestures. The siren eventually fell back with the group.

“I warned you,” Daiyu commented. Rani smiled in a way that made Daiyu feel as though she were a fool.

The travels through the forest lasted for what felt like ages. Chen wore Dane down until the doctor returned his spear. Meanwhile, the crew seemed to enjoy sharing impressions of the enigmatic Anansi. Daiyu remained dwelling on his strange prophetical recitations.

“What revenge was that fae talking about?” Daiyu asked, snapping Rani from her own thoughts. The siren grinned and turned her head toward the captain.

“You’re asking questions about me for once? Why, I’m shocked!” Rani said with a suppressed snicker.

“Humor me.”

Rani’s smile faded slowly, her eyes falling to the road as a serious aura wafted about her.

“My revenge isn’t possible because the man I would desire to kill is already dead.”

“Who was he?” Daiyu found herself asking. Rani’s eyes narrowed.

“A collector,” Rani said. Her spine tingled at his memory. He was a sickly, pale man with strange goggles that sat atop his head and scars running across his arms like tattoos. He had a toothy grin and an evil gleam in his eyes—eyes that seemed too narrow for his large face. But the worst of all was the way those silver eyes dragged people up and down, compartmentalizing the value and price of each ligament as if you already belonged to him—as if it were inevitable, in some way, that your corpse would be his.

Rani’s fingers curled in. Her webbed ears twitched as Daiyu studied her silently.

“He killed my mother.”

Rani lifted her hands, eyeing the orange webs interlaced between her fingers. She went quiet for a few moments. The ground crunched beneath them as they left the forest and met a jagged slope. From their view overhead, they could see a bustling city filled to the brim with mingling people shrouded in darkness and flickering lights amidst the night. Rani’s jaw clenched before she took her first step down the hill.

“He knew I’d come for him. That stupid mortal avoided me for the rest of his life. So,” she turned back to Daiyu as she spoke, “I don’t believe Anansi’s prophecies for a second.”

Daiyu nodded. Rani set off down the slope, her skirts and dark curls dancing behind her as the wind pushed them. Daiyu felt her breath catch as she watched the siren walk. For a moment, she wanted nothing more than to reach out and brush her fingers into those curls.


Chapter 22: 
Enough

The smell of rotting flesh. Water dripping from blue stalactites.

A woman not quite mortal nor monster appeared from the cavern’s entrance, her eyes alight. She dragged her sickly, pale body onto solid ground, her ribs thin and peeking through her skin.

“Rani!” she cried, her voice rattling inside her chest from weakness. “Rani, I’ve found it!”

Rani startled awake, her eyes narrowing in confusion as they began to focus.

“What have you found?” she asked, a touch of nervousness coating her tongue. She hadn’t heard her mother sound so lifelike since…well, since her life.

“The cure,” Nitara’s shivering voice whispered incredulously, reaching out to grasp her daughter’s hands. Her navy blue tail swished with life beneath the waters, the scales peeking out from where her waist was above the pool. “We can be human again!”

Rani slipped fully into consciousness, her sleep ebbing away in an instant. Her mother’s gaunt face and half-lidded white eyes stared back.

“What?” Rani uttered.

“Oh, gods, we are saved!” Nitara professed happily, beaming with joy. She released Rani’s hands and slid back into the water. Rani dove nervously after her, pursuing Nitara’s slithering blue form. Her lungs cracked into place, and her words became shrieks.

“Maa, please!” Rani cried, whipping her tail through the water to push herself toward her mother. “What are you on about? What cure?”

“You’ll see. I’m going to meet him now!” Nitara replied, turning her direction to the surface.

Rani trailed her mother everywhere she went, pleading with her to stop and explain. They pulled themselves onto the nearest harbor, Rani flinching as her mother’s tail split in two. It seemed so agonizing for a woman so frail, but Nitara didn’t seem to mind this time. She only let out a small pained hiss and continued traversing the foggy cusp of town, winding and twisting through the alleys. Rani pursued, chasing after her mother in hopes of catching up.

“Maa, stop!” Rani cried, reaching out to grasp the hem of her mother’s sharara. Just before her painted fingertips grasped the fabric, Nitara ducked into a doorway. Her mother remained always just out of reach.

“In here,” Nitara beckoned, vanishing into a shadowy hall.

The room was dimly lit. When Rani slid into the light, a man was already standing at the center of the room, his hawk-like eyes soaring toward her. His brows knitted together as he studied her, and Rani felt the need to slink back into the shadows. He had a lingering smile that followed long after he looked back at Nitara, and Rani felt shivers roll down her arms.

“You brought another?” he asked suspiciously, his leathery voice creaking like an old chair. Nitara nodded.

“No,” Rani stared firmly. The sound bounced off the walls as the man’s beady eyes met hers again. His gaze made her feel stupid for speaking up. She hesitated, then spoke again. “I refuse.”

“Rani,” her mother warned. Rani looked at her, her mother’s face filled with disappointment and fear. “This is what’s best. This nice man is going to give us legs and human hearts once again. You should be grateful.”

The shivers swept across her arms and down her back, then spiraled up to her neck. Rani shook her head.

“Who are you?” she demanded, watching the man carefully. He smiled, his teeth crooked and his lips lopsided, as if one side of his face didn’t agree with the other.

“A dealer,” he answered. “I deal in parts.” He licked his thin, cracked lips with a white tongue. “The ones you and your mother need.”

Rani stepped back. He looked her up and down again and, a moment later, turned to a dark corner of the room. He reached out and pulled something chain-like, and a trapdoor opened before him, spiraling down into a murky abyss.

“We will do the operation down there,” he explained. Nitara nodded before the man added, “Come.”

He took a few steps into the abyss. Nitara made a move to follow, but Rani grabbed her hand.

“He’s lying!” she shouted. Her mother did not look surprised. Rani felt a cold sweat break out across her skin at the realization that her mother knew that he was a fraud. But her desperation had dug this clarity into a hole and buried it, even as Rani searched her mother’s eyes for any semblance of common sense.

“Please, maa!” Rani begged again, her voice trembling. “You may not be human; you may have blood on your teeth, but you have me!” She brought her mother’s hand to her chest, covering it with both of hers. “Isn’t that enough?” She heaved a deep breath as her voice broke in two. “Aren’t I enough?”

Nitara’s eyes widened, tracing the well-familiar lines on her daughter’s face. She reached up with her other hand and brushed stray curls out of Rani’s face. Rani shut her eyes as her mother leaned forward and planted a kiss atop her head.

“Come with me,” Nitara told her.

Rani’s eyes opened again, but a firmness began to set in them as tears filled her vision. She slowly dropped her mother’s hand. With a small step back, her vision grew blurry. The fuzzy outline of her mother’s shape descended the spiraling steps, the top of her head vanishing as Rani wiped the tears from her vision.

She tried to rush toward the stairs, but it was too late. Nitara was gone.

Rani watched the tavern’s lights flourish along the walls, their orange glow warming everyone—not that the mass of bodies wasn’t already producing heat. Colorful music filled the crowd’s ears from the live stage, swinging through the crowd and pulsating beneath everyone’s feet.

Half of the crew had already taken the time to fill the dance floor; the other half filled their mead-less cups back up. Rani remained seated at the bar, blissfully unaware of the dazzling feat she’d managed to accomplish in the form of Captain Daiyu sitting amongst a tavern, sipping cheap alcohol. Chen was sitting further down to Daiyu’s right, staring wide-eyed at the captain.

“I can’t believe you agreed,” he spoke aloud. His tone was not a whisper, but with the amount of noise surrounding them, it may as well have been. Daiyu’s eyes slid to stare at him from her peripheral vision.

“I’m keeping tabs on the crew,” she replied smoothly. She set her cup down as Chen eyed her suspiciously. “I also don’t have any errands to run,” she added. Chen’s suspicious expression did not waver.

The siren turned her stool to face the crowd, leaning her elbows behind her on the bar table. She watched Samson and Dane dance ludicrously. She let out a bubbling laugh at their strange rhythm.

“I’m glad their dance capabilities aren’t parallel to their battle ones,” Rani commented. The captain grumbled and rolled her eyes; she dared not turn to see the fools her crew were making of themselves, lest she throw them in the brig for looking so stupid.

Rani’s eyes, a deep honey brown in her concealed form, widened as someone bumped into Dane. Dane turned and began shouting with the man, and mere moments later, the first punch was thrown.

“For a medic,” Rani had to shout as the sounds of punches added to the cacophony, “Dane doesn’t seem to protect himself much.”

Chen leaned around Daiyu, shouting back, “That’s because he knows how to heal wounds, not prevent them.” Rani laughed as Chen continued. “Believe me, it was just as shocking—and rather worrying—to the rest of us when we discovered he was to be our medic.”

Dane slammed into the bar beside them, straightening as he reeled from the blow. The action shook the bar, causing Daiyu to lift her cup disgustedly after a splash escaped due to the shaking table.

“And you call yourself a man?” Dane shouted with a wicked laugh, blood dribbling down his brow from a thick gash. The blood slid into his mouth, coating his teeth red. He threw himself back into the throng, and Chen spoke again.

“He has an older sister. They’re both half-breeds, but he’s got too much ginger in him. She fits in better—besides the dark green eyes. She tries not to stir up trouble. Dane, on the other hand…” Chen winced as Dane’s opponent took his turn getting slammed into the bar.

Dane’s opponent lost consciousness, slumping to the floor. His friends appeared and lifted the man up with much struggle, dragging him out the door. Rani watched the crowd slowly return to the way it was before the fight.

“Does he win every time?” she asked. Daiyu was the one to answer.

“He’s come back onto the ship unconscious in Samson’s arms many times. So,” she said begrudgingly, leaning forward, “no.”

Rani’s eyes held the captain’s gaze for a long moment. Then she smiled and leaned closer.

“Say, captain, I’d like to see more of those dance skills you’ve so cruelly hidden away.”

A corner of her upper lip curled in disgust.

“Don’t push your luck, arowana.”

Rani grinned. “That’s a shame,” she replied before sliding languidly off her stool and falling into the crowd. Daiyu’s eyes followed her no matter where she went, even in moments when she’d vanish and reappear. Rani made her way over to Samson and Dane, the latter still stumbling from both his fight and the drinks he’d downed before it.

The siren began to dance. It was more free of an action than it had been on stage; some motions were changed and altered to fit a tavern crowd rather than a spotlight. Still, the fluidity and intensity of the dance enraptured everyone who watched. It seemed as though the crowd swayed with her.

“You came here tonight just to sit in the corner and brood?” Chen asked, finishing his drink. Daiyu’s veiled hat swayed as she turned.

“I don’t dance,” she replied. Chen shrugged, his eyes flitting from her to the open bar. A man on the other side was already staring, and Chen met his eye. He was young and handsome, with messy hair, a crooked smile, and a small mole beneath his right eye.

“Suit yourself,” Chen told Daiyu matter-of-factly, abandoning his cup and making his station vanish in the man’s direction.

Rani continued to dance, Samson clapping to the beat beside her. He was turning out to be a sweet man for his vast stature, and though he mumbled horrid words under his breath during battles, he carried himself with a gentle—yet giant—sereneness.

A woman bumped into Rani, startled, and slid back slightly. She was tall and fortified with muscle, staring down at Rani with an apology staining her lips and a smile in her brown eyes. One long braid ran down her neck and off her shoulder, which swayed when she leaned toward Rani.

“Forgive me, I should’ve been paying attention. Especially to a jewel such as you.”

Rani grinned. In the back of her mind, she settled on this woman as her newest target. She’d make a lovely meal, especially with her cavalier attitude and wicked grins. Rani could see right through this veiled disguise and the way she’d purposely bumped into Rani.

The woman’s tan hand lifted Rani’s, pressing a kiss to the back of it. She stared at the siren through thick lashes and prominent, arched brows, though Rani didn’t waver under her stare.

“I was just thinking of how lovely it would be to have a partner for this dance,” Rani said with a smile, tilting her head slightly. The woman obliged, fitting her fingers against Rani’s waist. They dug in tightly, and Rani’s eyes narrowed.

They began to dance together. The pattern was as abrasive as stone, and Rani cringed inside at the strange woman's poor skills. For a gang member, the woman was a terrible judge of character if she believed Rani was easy to fool.

Rani was about to suggest they leave the building when another body bumped into them, causing the woman to release Rani as the imposing figure slid between the pair. Rani stared up at the captain, tracing her red eyes from beneath her veiled hat. The vampire’s lips parted, her voice coarse.

“You shouldn’t be talking with strangers, arowana. We don’t want to leave tracks.”

Rani’s eyes narrowed as she muttered back, “And yet Dane sparks up a skirmish with not a peep from you?”

She studied the captain’s face, the vampire’s lips twitching as if searching for something to say.

“Pardon me…?” the woman behind Daiyu asked, trying to move around. But the crowd was bulky, and Daiyu’s form was a wall. Rani folded her arms.

“I know she’s a triad,” Rani informed her. “I’m not stupid. And right now,” she hissed, “you’re ruining my next meal.”

Daiyu’s eyes widened. “A triad?” she mused, glancing subtly back at the woman.

“Hey, excuse me,” the woman said brasher than the first time. She perpetually tapped Daiyu’s shoulder, though the captain shrugged her shoulders off.

Rani crossed her arms. “If you didn’t know she was a triad, then what do you want?” she asked. For a moment, Daiyu didn’t know what to say.

“Hey, you’re blocking me, lady—” the woman froze as Daiyu turned, fixing her with a cold stare. The woman backed away in an instant, tossing her palms up.

“You said you wanted to see me dance, siren. So I am graciously obliging.” The captain swept down into a slight bow, holding out her hand. Rani smiled and accepted it, grasping the captain’s shoulder.

“I’m not letting you off that easily,” Rani warned. She spun, the captain waiting for her to finish to secure her hands against her waist. “You owe me a meal.”

Not ten minutes later, the crew began to notice their captain dancing amidst the crowd. Samson tapped the slowly recovering Dane, who stared with his mouth open at the pair.

“My god…” he whispered. “That can’t be our captain!”

Dane shot off like a lightning bolt, rushing over to Chen, who was folded over the lap of a gentleman. Chen pulled his eyes from the man to Dane, agitation infused within his voice.

“What?” Chen snapped. “I’m all recovered, so why don’t you just leave me—”

“Captain’s on the dance floor.”

Chen’s agitation vanished, replaced with a bout of surprise. Soon, the whole crew watched the glittering pair take over the tavern floor. The captain’s motions were grand and sweeping, while Rani’s remained light and airy. They made a mesmerizing duet, drawing attention from everyone inside.

What no one expected was for the captain to violently jerk away mere moments after the song’s end, her face filled with an unknown clarity. Everyone’s eyes followed her as she muttered something about finding a cheap inn for their group and vanished out the door, but nothing could quite wipe the unease in Chen’s gut at the way his captain’s face had twisted, her jaw set, her eyes filled with terror.

When Chen found Daiyu on the first floor of their shoddy inn a few hours later, pulling out rolled maps and spools of red string, he noticed first and foremost that her hands were shaking.

“Everything alright, captain?” he called out from the door. Daiyu dropped the map she’d picked up and whipped her head around. Her hat was already discarded beside the white bed, her eyes only relaxing partially when she saw it was him.

“That was a mistake.”

Chen suppressed a chuckle.

“Dancing?” he jested until he saw how dark her expression had become. “Oh, come on, captain,” he drawled, pulling himself off the doorframe and stepping into the room, “you looked like you were having fun.”

The captain’s fingers clenched, her expression tense. Chen’s gaze hardened.

“You really can’t let yourself enjoy anything, can you?” he asked, staring at her. The room’s only candle flickered, shadows dancing across one of the captain’s clawed hands.

“You don’t understand,” she warned. She could still remember the feeling of being on that tavern floor—the lights, the music, the siren’s yellow eyes staring into her soul—it was too much.

It had hit her right when the music ended.

Daiyu gasped and grasped her chest as pain flooded through her. Chen rushed forward and supported her weight until she could sit on the edge of the bed, hunched over.

“They’re getting worse,” she muttered to him. A headache buzzed within her temple. She shut her eyes sharply. “I lost consciousness after the last one.”

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” he asked angrily. Daiyu huffed.

“May I remind you that you were recovering only yesterday from a stab.” Quieter this time, she added, “and I knew you’d forgo your own recovery to help me.”

Oh, how pitiful it had all become. A dying immortal. A reckless mortal. They were a sinking ship that never aimed for safety.

The silence was broken when Daiyu declared, “What happened tonight can never happen again.”

“But why?” Chen turned his big dark eyes toward her, and Daiyu felt his lack of understanding sting. “You looked happy for a moment. You looked…” he paused, searching for the right words. She looked as though she could unravel all the tension from her limbs and live again. “You looked mortal,” he finally admitted. It was true. She had looked so human it frightened the crew, sparking questions about who she was and where their captain had gone.

“No,” she mumbled. “I refuse it.”

“Is this about Fei Min?”

Daiyu sprung up in an instant. “Don’t say her name!” she hissed. Chen’s brows shot up.

“I thought she was your lover,” he tried, grasping at what little he’d been told. Daiyu thought back to the dream, to the way she pressed her thumbs down on the front of Min’s throat, hoping to close the gap entirely. Chen’s eyes flickered under the candlelight.

“What aren’t you telling me, Daiyu?”

The captain swallowed. Her mouth was suddenly dry, and as she let out a shaky breath, she wasn’t sure what she was going to say.

“I—”

The door was thrust open, and Kali’s battered and bruised face appeared in the doorway. Her eyes were wide—one red and swollen—and her breath was as heavy as a wild beast’s. She had a purple-stained gash running down her leg, the slice made by some foreign weapon.

“Collector,” she huffed breathlessly. For a moment, she slumped against the door frame, steadying her breaths. “Gods, he was trying to take my wings!” She shuddered, her wings twitching yieldingly as if to reassure her they were still attached. “If Rani hadn’t been there—” the fae froze.

Chen felt a rumbling of fear spurn his heart at Kali’s terrified expression. Daiyu’s eyes widened, her brows furrowing instantly as she studied the fae.

“Where’s Rani?” she asked. Kali numbly shook her head, fear pouring from her gaunt face.

Daiyu grabbed her guandao and ran.


Chapter 23: 
Revenge

An hour prior

“Have you seen Kali?” Rani asked after the captain flew off. She grabbed Chen’s shoulder as he rolled his eyes.

“Probably still sulking. She gets moody like this sometimes.”

He stared out the door at the high moon, its beaming silvery strands dangling from its silhouette like a jellyfish.

“She’s an immortal,” he added gently. "She’s fine. She's probably flying above the treetops or tricking an innocent mortal into giving her their name or blood right now.”

Rani pressed her lips into a thin line as she weighed this possibility. She hadn’t seen the fae since their walk in the forest, and it was beginning to weigh on her mind. Perhaps it hadn’t been the best decision to push the fae’s buttons.

“So, you haven’t seen her?” she asked Chen again. He shook his head.

Rani slipped out the door, feeling the night wind rustle through her hair. The coolness of the breeze touched her scalp, which felt relieving after she had worked up a slight perspiration from dancing. She basked in the moonlight as she waltzed through the town.

A low sound, similar to a whistle, was offered by the wind. Rani smiled and whistled a similar tune back. A wanderer passing by halted, staring at her with a dazed expression. Rani sighed and dropped the whistle, releasing him from her spell.

She longed to sing without reservation, without compromising someone’s life. It was one of the worst parts of her immortality. Her songs used to bring joy and awe; now, they were only a fierce weapon.

A symbol painted across the wall of an alley flashed by. Rani paused and took a step back to see it clearer. The red ink that was dragged against the gritted wall was in the dripping shape of a long-winged crane. It had sharp lines and no curves, and the only other feature it held was its head, fully filled in with red ink. Rani traced the symbol with her eyes.

A red-crowned crane. Rani wondered if the fae had pursued these symbols. She followed the point of the symbol’s beak. Straight; then, when she found the next symbol, it pointed left at a small fan shop, then right at a jade stand; finally, it led into a cloaked alleyway. The final beak pointed down. Rani turned her gaze to the floor, picking out rocks and trash with her eyes until she found a small circle of crane wings. She knelt on the floor, sharpened her teeth, and pricked one of her fingers. When a drop of exposed golden blood fell from her skin and onto the wings, they shimmered and spread open, revealing a tunnel beneath the street’s surface.

She descended the tunnel, awaiting an image of fae, vampires, and perhaps a siren or two all sitting about, their eyes and wings out in the open.

But she hit the bottom and saw only dim lights lining an empty hallway, smoke wafting from the floor like tiny worms. A strange odor hung in the air. Rani searched the dark path, following the walls to the end. This was unlike any red-crowned crane club she’d seen.

A door sat, awaiting her hand. She pried it open. The room behind the oak door was sickening. Display cases of wings, teeth, and brains lined the walls and shelves inside. This is no immortal hideout. Rani shuddered. A hunter slammed into the wall beside Rani before she could even make out the person who threw him. Kali stood in the shimmering light, her back crowned by a display case of massive white wings.

“Rani!” she shouted, a hint of relief found in her breathless voice. Then, it turned to pure terror. “It’s a trap!” she hissed angrily. Another hunter took his chance to take down the fae, but Kali leaped out of his reach. She seemed to want to take off, but her feet remained on the ground as she thrust her foot into his abdomen. She jumped into the air, forgetting that her wings were useless, and tried to stabilize herself by catching a display case behind her.

The room was coated in green from the carved beams that ran across the ceiling. Rani shuddered and rushed to the fae’s side. Just as she parted her lips to sing, a figure emerged from the darkness, smoke parting around him.

“Another one?” he asked, his voice cracked as if something were perpetually lodged in his throat. His words slurred slightly at the edges as Rani stared at him. A ringing filled her ears as she recognized the man.

It isn’t possible. The smoke around him moved away from him, proving his tangibility. But she could barely acknowledge this, as his face was still so human—and yet so alive. It was him.

“You’re alive,” she whispered. His expression did not change. “I’ll kill you!” she shouted, and a zing of fear shot through her at the fact that his face remained the same even after her aggressive shout. Where was his fear? But as he tilted his head, motioning for hunters in the shadows to pursue her, she saw something terrible.

His ears were carved off, pale scarring running across his skin in stretched slices. As she stared through the darkness, she saw that more than just his ears were carved off—it was his entire auditory system. The mutilation was messy and raw and caused Rani’s body to go numb with terror.

He cut his hearing out to hunt sirens.

She screamed. The hunters clasped their hands over their ears, but it was too late. She carved her scream into a note, then two notes, then three. Kali’s eyes widened, shutting her ears with her hands as well.

Her song was as violent as a thrashing storm, the kind that destroyed boats left and right over the Lapsus Regnum Sea. Rani felt her mother’s words echo in her mind.

“The heart is a monster, and someday, its cage will not be enough.”

“Don’t you also say the heart is an instrument?” Rani asked her maa with a laugh. “So, which is it?”

Nitara grinned.

“It is everything.”

Kali watched the hunters keel over, their arms and legs stretching and popping. My gods, Kali thought. She shivered involuntarily. She’s boiling them from the inside.

She could see the moment when the hunters’ blood vessels burst. Their skin began to flow with blood that ached to escape their skin. They turned red from the motion, pulling their heads back and letting out screams that escaped the trance they were under. Rani’s breath had not yet run out; she watched, still carving her scream into song, as they collapsed.

Eight—nine—eleven guards, Kali counted, dropped to the floor without Rani so much as having lifted a finger. The man with the carved head stared at the hunters, and this time, his hands began to shake. He stepped back, covering his ears with his hands instinctively as if he could still feel her haunting melody.

Rani’s scream began to fizzle out. The sound shrunk until it trailed into silence, and Kali uncovered her ears. She watched the siren’s expression as she panted rapid breaths. But through her narrowed yellow eyes, webbed claws, and serrated teeth, Kali could see tears rolling down the siren’s tanned cheeks.

Kali watched Rani regain her breath. The fae stared down at her hands, wishing she had some semblance of magic to fight with. But the first hunter she’d encountered had struck her with something—a shimmering powder—and her wings had grown dim and lifeless. Charmed powder made from charmed steel. How the collector had gotten his hands on some, they had no idea.

She darted toward the exit. Rani ignored the fae’s escape, lunging for the man with her fanged jaws open. He stepped back, punched a display case open, and pulled out a harpoon. Rani slammed into the harpoon—which he held as far away from his body as possible—and tried to claw at the man’s neck. He tossed her to the side, staring at her face for a moment.

“I remember…you,” he slurred. “The daughter.” He raised the harpoon and brought it down, but Rani rolled out of harm’s way. The harpoon’s edge caught against her skirt and tore the fabric.

“How are you still alive!” Rani yelled. The man’s gaze traced her lips as he listened with his eyes. He chuckled in a sickly manner.

“Mortals can do…anything, with the right parts,” he drawled in response. Rani shoved her fingers around his neck as she lunged atop him, squeezing abruptly. He coughed and rasped, but a moment later, the harpoon’s rusty blade dug into Rani’s calf, causing the siren to shriek in agony. It was no regular blade—it was made of charmed steel. She dropped her hold on his neck, and the collector scurried back, grasping his skin. Gold blossomed from Rani’s flayed flesh. She felt nauseous at the pain that echoed from it.

“She was weak,” the collector said, his voice even more broken by his recovering gasps. Rani’s eyes narrowed as he said it. She ignored the stinging in her leg and lurched forward again. She swiped a clawed hand at him, which he subsequently dodged. Rani grimaced. She wondered how many sirens had felt the tear of a harpoon like this. She could imagine the blood lodged between their scales like dirt under nails. She stared at the harpoon in his hands.

“How dare you say such things!” she yelled, rushing toward another harpoon display. She smashed the glass and grasped her fist around the large harpoon, pulling it out in her clutches. Glass spilled across the floor like splattered blood, and the shards still lodged in her wrist began to stain golden.

“She was lost,” the man said.

“Enough!”

She wielded her harpoon like a staff, grasping both ends with her hands. The collector and Rani danced back and forth, smashing cases and boxes of parts. A tiny pair of wings fell from a display case like loose papers. Rani felt a wave of nausea upon realizing the kind of body they would’ve belonged to for their minuscule size. Ten? Eleven? Perhaps younger.

A handful of vampire fangs rattled against the floor as the collector’s harpoon landed in a case behind Rani. She shivered at the sound of the enamel.

She backed him into a corner mere moments later, raising her harpoon. The man reached behind him and clicked a trapdoor, the corner’s walls spinning harshly. Rani stumbled, grasping the spinning wall until it halted at last. The man scurried into the new room, and Rani lifted her gaze across the tables. She felt her knees go weak at the sight.

Long shapes hung from the walls like clothing racks, their glittering bodies catching in the light. Siren tails by the dozens in an assortment of colors, shapes, and sizes. She could see the beginnings of bones and dried organs trailing from their tips.

She stumbled into the room, her harpoon dragging sparks behind her on the metallic floor. The collector remained hidden somewhere, and Rani took in large breaths as she searched for him.

“I’ll tear you limb from limb,” she rasped. Her heart thumped wildly, speeding up and down like a ship crashing over waves and dipping down the other side.

A small sound. She rushed toward it, spotted the man, and swung her foot viciously into his side, digging the edge into the organs there. He rolled onto the open floor with a breathless gasp, and Rani jumped on top of him, pressing the harpoon blade to his neck.

A door opened. Three hunters filed out, reaching for Rani. She sang again, her tune flat and haphazard both due to her lack of concentration and because of the charmed steel. All she had the energy to do was lure them into a deep sleep. When her song cut off, she leaned down toward the collector’s wrinkled face.

“I hope you die with so many regrets.”

He read her lips as she spoke, only reacting a few moments after she’d spoken. He laughed so sharply it could’ve cut Rani’s tongue out.

“Death…” he said, a thickness to the end of it, “comes for us all. Even,” he dropped his voice to a whisper as he leaned into her blade, “for monsters…like you.”

She thrust the harpoon into his chest. It crunched for a moment, then sagged as his limbs went soft. Rani’s breath suddenly sounded swelteringly loud in her ear. The silence was suffocating her.

She waited. She sat for long moments atop the dead collector, staring at his wide eyes as they dimmed and latched onto the ceiling past her. She waited for the ache in her chest to stop. She waited for the relief to wash over her.

A hand came into view. Rani whirled around and thrust her harpoon into the leg of the assailant, lunging onto them in an instant. She tried to make out the hunter’s face, but her vision was blurred, sloppy tears leaving shining trails across her complexion. The assailant let out a sharp grunt at the sensation of her harpoon digging into their leg, but Rani recognized something in its tone. She blinked the tears from her eyes, her breath still ringing in her own ears.

“Daiyu,” she whispered. She dropped the harpoon from her hands, slamming her fists weakly into the captain’s chest. As the last blow rained down, she dropped her head and buried the top of it into the captain’s torso.

Her tears hit the captain’s clothes, soaking salt into them. Although Daiyu’s senses flooded with hunger at the sight of Rani’s running blood, she pressed her lips together.

“Why does it still hurt?” Rani begged incoherently, her words fractured and trembling. “Why does it still hurt?” she repeated. She felt strong arms wrap around her shoulders and waist, holding her steady like a lifeline. She had killed the man responsible for her mother’s death. Revenge was hers.

But the pain in her chest only grew, pushing against her ribcage sharply.

“Six hundred years,” she whispered, “but it still hurts.”

Daiyu quietly held her until, gradually, her shoulders stopped shaking, and her tears began to slow. Rani lifted her head at last, her bangs matted against her forehead.

“Your leg…” Rani uttered, glancing back at the harpoon impaling the captain. She crept back until she knelt at the captain’s feet. Daiyu lifted herself up, grimacing as she propped her elbows against the floor and stared across to Rani.

“I presume this is my punishment for scaring away your food.”

Rani did not crack a smile or laugh. She stared silently at the vampire, tracing her eyes for so long that Daiyu shifted under the harshness. As the captain felt the pain return to her legs, she sucked in a breath. Rani rose, staring at the harpoon while biting her thumbnail.

“Hold still,” Rani stated, grasping the top of the harpoon. She studied the hooked blade and tried not to think of how painful it would be. Daiyu shook her head and pushed Rani’s hands away from the harpoon. Before Rani could refute this, the captain reached forward and yanked the harpoon from her leg with a crackling squelch, Rani’s eyes widening with shock.

Daiyu stood, stumbled slightly, and then righted herself once more.

“I believe this is yours?” she asked, holding out the blood-stained harpoon. Rani pulled her hands back.

“I am not taking that with me,” she replied indignantly. Daiyu’s eyes narrowed.

“Take this,” she told Rani, shoving it into her open hands as her eyes narrowed, “and prove to them they bleed the same.”

Rani accepted it this time, her fingertips brushing Daiyu’s. She could’ve sworn, for a moment, the captain’s eyes softened. But it was gone in the next second.

“Come,” Daiyu said gruffly, turning to the wall Rani had come from. Rani was awestruck to see a gaping chunk torn from it in the shape and height of the captain.

The walk back to the hotel was silent. Rani clutched the bloody harpoon like a shield, Daiyu’s blood slowly staining her fingertips from the way it dripped down the weapon’s body. The blood was not dissimilar to mortal blood, but under the shadows, one could see an inhuman silver shimmer encased deep inside. Prove to them they bleed the same, the captain had said. Rani turned the words over in her head.

“We don’t bleed the same,” she said quietly, her voice parched.

“What?” she asked, trying to pick apart what the siren had said.

“We don’t bleed the same,” Rani reiterated louder, turning to stare at the captain. The crowds parted nervously around the battered duo, leering away from Rani’s bleeding weapon. She tried to swipe away whatever of her golden blood hit the sidewalk for fear that someone would notice, but they didn’t. They seemed only to care about removing themselves from the pair’s presence.

Daiyu’s eyes drew tighter, creases appearing along their edges. She looked as though she was in her late thirties due to her hunger, which had grown now that it had been a while since consuming Rani’s blood.

“Perhaps not on the outside,” Daiyu replied. “But it all works the same way. We are struck, and we feel the same pain. We simply heal differently.” Daiyu paused, then continued, “I don’t know if mortals recognize that we feel the same agony. They only know to envy our undying bodies.”

Rani’s thoughts returned to the collector. Again, a shiver crept across her arms, and she felt her cheeks heat up at the fact that, despite her killing him in cold blood, he still held fear over her head, even in death. Shame coiled around her throat.

The captain turned suddenly, and Rani followed. They crossed a threshold into a neat, orderly inn. As Daiyu approached her room, she knocked on the door. Chen pulled it open, and Kali shot out of the room, grasping Rani’s face.

“Siren!” she exclaimed, turning Rani’s head every which way to check for injuries. “Gods, what happened?”

“I killed them all,” Rani said, her words squishing around Kali’s hold on her cheeks. Daiyu pushed them all inside. Dane occupied the edge of the bed, gently re-raveling a bandage roll that had just been used on Kali. “He was protected by the empire,” Rani commented. She thought back to the number of hunters that had been with the collector. “He had charmed steel in his possession. He likely gave them business.”

“That means they’ve got a few secrets they’ll try to use on us,” Daiyu warned. She held up her hand. “Kali, Chen, go rest. Dane, you too.”

“But, captain,” Dane added, holding up his needle and thread while gesturing to Rani’s wounded leg, but Daiyu cut him off.

“Go.” She reached out and took the boy’s kit, watching him follow Chen and Kali out the door. When it shut, Rani hopped onto the side of the bed. She wondered why Daiyu had sent them all away.

“So, what do you need? Is it something about the mission?” Rani asked. “Or about the empire’s spy?”

“Not this time.” Daiyu threaded the needle as the red spool unraveled. “I don’t need anything.”

Rani tilted her head quizzically.

“Then why not let Dane do this?”

The captain watched Rani roll up her tattered skirts, the siren frowning at their state. If she claimed she needed new clothes before, she certainly needed them now.

“Because I’m sure you’re tired of putting up a front.”

Rani’s mouth went dry. She felt her lower lip viciously tremble as her posture relaxed, curving into a pained hunch.

“I despise your perceptiveness, leech,” she muttered, trying to steady the shake of her voice. She avoided the captain’s gaze until the woman dropped to the floor to suture Rani’s leg.

“I know,” Daiyu replied stiffly. She wrapped her left hand around the siren’s painted ankle and brought the needle up to the flayed flesh with her right. Gold continued to drip down to her painted feet, hitting the hardwood floor sloppily. The smell was sweet and fresh, like roses, assaulting Daiyu’s nose. As the needle wove in, Rani hissed under her breath. Daiyu sucked in a tight breath as the smell further heightened.

“Sing,” the captain instructed her. Rani’s eyes widened for a moment, her adrenaline pumping. The only time she would receive such a request would be in a fight. But Daiyu shook her head as if reading her mind. “Just sing.”

“But…” her words trailed off as she remembered the captain’s immunity. She bit back her nervous statement. As the needle approached again, she softly began a mellow tune, a children’s lullaby she had held onto from centuries ago. It was a miracle that she still remembered it.

The captain avoided looking at her face, keeping her attention on stitching up the vast cut. The sound was gentler than any she’d heard from Rani, her jaded tone melting. A small hitch of breath between words revealed that the siren was trying to keep from crying.

The needle continued weaving through her skin. Rani felt the captain’s cold touch shift to hold the back of her leg as the needle progressed up the cut.

“It doesn’t get easier,” Daiyu uttered. Rani felt a drop roll from her eye, floating into the air as a result of her singing. Small hidden water throughout the room slowly revealed itself, wafting from a potted plant in the corner and swirling through the air. She dropped her song, and the water splashed to the floor around them.

“No,” she said, “it doesn’t.”

“I’m sorry for what you lost.”

“I got my revenge. That’s all that matters.” Silence fell for a few moments. Rani’s tone was so profoundly half-hearted that it would’ve been a shock if the captain believed her. Rani watched the captain finish stitching, tying off the red string and cutting it with her nails. “I’m going to go far away after all this,” the siren told her softly.

Daiyu felt her breath harshen. Good was what she meant to say. Then I’ll never see your blood, or your sharp teeth, or your smile again. But as soon as the word “Don’t” left her lips, she knew she had made a mistake. Rani’s brows furrowed as she heard her speak.

“And why is that?” she asked, an edge to her tone. Her eyes narrowed as she glared down at the vampire. “Do you still need my powers? I can’t be bound to you forever.”

“Because…” the captain tried saying, searching Rani’s yellow eyes. Because what? “Because…” she attempted again. Because I find you amusing? Because there’s something deeply unsettling about your laugh, and I want to hear it again?

Rani watched the captain. She had some sort of shame written across her face.

“Because hostages can’t leave as they please.”

Against everything, Rani laughed startlingly and colorfully.

“I am still an immortal,” she warned. “I don’t think you could stop me.”

“No,” Daiyu replied, “I don’t think I could.” She rose from the floor, reaching for the kit beside Rani’s spot on the bed. She couldn’t stop the siren, but not due to weakness.

“Are you afraid of me?” Rani asked. Daiyu’s eyes snapped to her. She hovered there for a moment, inching closer to the siren’s face to search for a trace of mockery.

“What a stupid question.” She moved away, but Rani grabbed her arm. Her voice sharpened.

“You saw what I did to those hunters, to that collector. Are you afraid, vampire?” Her eyes narrowed and gleamed yellow. She glanced down at Daiyu’s bleeding leg, the same wound she’d caused. The vampire had every right to be afraid of her. Daiyu’s eyes flashed as they narrowed and relaxed again.

“I am not afraid of you, Rani. There are many things I am afraid of.” She paused. “You are not one of them.”

“Liar,” Rani muttered. Daiyu tilted her head. Then, quick as a flash, she grabbed the harpoon and shoved it into Rani’s hands.

“Go on,” Daiyu ordered coldly. “Do something to me. Cut me open, consume my flesh.”

“What?” Rani was sure she’d heard wrong. She watched the captain’s throat bob.

“Do something worthy of my fear.”

Daiyu swallowed every bit of nausea and warm blood she felt on her skin. She would not be afraid of Rani. She was afraid of many things, but she would not be afraid of Rani’s fury.

She leaned closer, despite the tremble in her arms, pressing the edge of Rani’s harpoon to her gut. She lifted Rani’s wrist from the harpoon, her skin still riddled with shards of glass, and slowly pulled each one out. The blood dripped from each shard, painting the glass a honey shade. Daiyu dropped them to the floor immediately after, not daring to taste the blood or give in. When Rani’s wrist was clean, and all that was left were the healing puncture marks from when Daiyu sank her teeth into them, she lifted the siren’s skin to her lips. At first, Rani prepared for Daiyu’s fangs to sink into her, ready to accept them. Instead, the captain’s red lips remained sealed, pressed together so that none of Rani’s blood passed into her mouth as her lips carved their shape into Rani’s skin.

“I am no more afraid of you than you are of me.”

Rani pressed her eyes shut. When she opened them, the captain was staring at her bloody leg, pupils dilating. “You’re still hungry,” Rani commented. Daiyu’s eyes snapped up, and she turned away.

“Get some rest.”

“Captain,” Rani called out, grabbing her hand, “starving yourself isn’t going to fix anything.” She felt her heart drop as silence fell; it spoke volumes of the truth. “Captain,” she repeated sharply. Daiyu remained turned away, tracing the door.

“I will find a rabbit,” she replied.

“My cut hasn’t stopped bleeding yet.”

Daiyu yanked her hand free. “No.”

Rani’s eyes darkened. “What is it that you are afraid of? You claim not to be frightened of me, and then you are repulsed by taking the blood I offer.”

Daiyu tensed. Was she to tell Rani that her sharp teeth and webbed hands were not frightening, that her ability to rip a man apart from the inside out was the last thing that would drive Daiyu away? No, because then she would have to admit something much scarier: that all it took to frighten a monster was love.

“Get some rest,” was what she said instead. She turned and left. When the door shut, Rani slid onto the floor. The captain’s lipstick had left one perfect mark above her wrist’s puncture wounds, and she stared at it.

An unwanted memory appeared: the last face her mother had made before descending into death. If only Rani had been stronger and more stubborn. If only she’d grabbed her mother’s collar and dragged her back home, ignoring Nitara’s indignant shouts. If only she’d been a better daughter.

She recalled the prayers her mother had whispered in hopes of releasing Rani from the violence within her. But it was by being too soft that she had let her mother slip away.

Rani didn’t know how she’d managed to move from that spot after her mother vanished. She’d stared at the empty floor, willing herself to wake up from whatever nightmare was consuming her. Her mother was not gone; she was all around, running her fingers through Rani’s hair, rubbing oil into the curls, and complaining about tangles. She was there, in the kitchen, smacking Rani with the butt of a wooden spoon, trying to force patience into her easily distracted daughter.

How does one move on from such a thing? Rani had no body to bury, only a hollow feeling of emptiness in the air that suffocated her. She had no real, hard evidence that her mother was gone.

A hundred years had passed in the blink of an eye. Rani rotted in the sea for months at a time, fed only by Nisha hunting. The siren had appeared by the end of the first month, rotting corpses in hand, and grabbed Rani by the arm.

“You’re dying,” Nisha had said. Bubbles wafted from the water around her lips. Rani blinked up at her, wondering whether she was hallucinating until the tight grip on her arm alerted her to the truth.

“Why are you here?” Rani asked. Nisha frowned.

“I don’t know. I heard your mother died, and no one had seen you in weeks. Now eat.”

She did eat. She ate slowly, the energy returning to her limbs as she felt the fat reappear on her figure. Her curves returned in a matter of four corpses. A part of Rani felt ashamed that she was no longer wasting away. It felt as though she were one step further from her mother.

“I barely know you,” Rani pointed out when she finally felt well enough to stop eating. It was true; Nisha was a face Rani only knew from a crowd. They might’ve gone to school once, ages ago. They were around the same age. “Why are you here?”

“I knew your mother.”

A zing of pain ripped through her chest.

“I see.”

“I’m sorry, Rani. I mean it.”

“I’m sure you do,” Rani replied flatly.

Nisha’s hand reached out and grasped Rani’s shoulder, causing Rani to look up and finally meet her eyes. She looked pained, but there was hesitation in her gaze; Rani knew that look of fear well.

“Look, I owe it to Nitara to make sure you don’t starve to death. I can bring you food for a month, but after that, you’re on your own.”

“No.”

“I’m sorry?” Nisha blinked.

“No. Instead, I’ll hunt for you. Don’t think I didn’t see the disgust in your eyes, holding those corpses. They don’t disgust me.” No, they didn’t disgust Rani. They enraged her. Nisha hesitated but nodded.

“Sure, I guess.”

It was all Rani could do. Without a reason to live, without her mother to tend to, she had to dig for another reason to survive. And here, in the form of this sharp-faced, hesitant siren, she’d found it.

Hunting for Nisha became her lifeline. She twisted the action into a knife, then sharpened that knife against the throats of every mortal who came her way. It was their fault, Rani realized, that her mother was dead.

She would hold them accountable—because someone had to be accountable.


Chapter 24: 
Proverbs

“The florists came by, Your Majesty.” The empress rolled her eyes and pushed past the maid who spoke.

“Tell them to choose whatever looks pretty,” she said dismissively, taking a left down the gleaming hall. The servant jogged to catch up, huffing from her unathletic form.

“But, Your Majesty,” she wheezed, “the florists have a very limited selection for us due to the harsh upcoming winter, and they were hoping—”

The empress halted suddenly. The maid, a small, meek girl with a thin frame, crashed into her. She fell to the ground in a babbling, begging mess of apologies. Empress Chuang pinched the space between her eyes and turned around.

“Rise and be at ease,” Empress Chuang instructed. She took a step forward, lifting the girl’s shamefully dipped head. “I trust whatever judgment my personal staff have. Go.”

The girl swallowed, nodded, and scampered off like a skittish cat. Empress Chuang then turned and went in the opposite direction as before. She crossed the Zuǒ Xīnshì Palace into a dark, off-limits corridor. When she reached the end, the empress held out her hand, ran it along the gold flourishes of the wall, and pulled one.

A rumbling shook her feet, and mere moments after it began, a crack appeared on the floor. It spread until a spiral staircase appeared, leading down into the intricate underground passages of the palace. Empress Chuang dug into the floor, the curved edges of her shoes scooping up the darkness as she vanished beneath the palace. Until the light at the bottom appeared, she crept carefully so as not to lose her footing.

The light grew from a shrewd sliver to a gaping mountain as her feet hit the final step. Empress Chuang waited patiently until her eyes adjusted to the golden light, then pursued the thin corridor before her. Her shoulders lightly brushed against the chafing walls, the long green fabric of her clothes dragging behind her as if trying to hold her back.

“Empress,” a stern voice called out as she opened a rigid door before her. The woman who’d spoken was tall and lithe, her eyes cold and exhausted as they swept from a metal table buzzing with servants to the empress’s imposing figure. “Welcome, Your Imperial Majesty,” she said as warmly as she could muster with her focused expression, sinking into a bow. The empress waved her hand, and the woman rose stiffly. She had a different air about her than the common servants of the palace. Empress Chuang wasn’t sure whether this was thanks to her drastic profession—a hunter and scientist of the immortal—or simply her disposition as a cold and uncaring woman.

“How is she?” Empress Chuang asked, skipping past the pleasantries, which relieved the doctor.

“Less hostile today, though she was a tad difficult when we woke her earlier.”

The empress nodded and stepped past the metal table filled with syringes, glass bottles of various liquids, and a large binding of paper surrounded by an ink pad and character stamps. A cell door stared back past the table, large bars running from the ceiling to the floor.

“You can speak directly to me,” a raspy, high-pitched woman’s voice warned, carrying through the dusty darkness with an air of arrogance.

“Hello, princess,” the empress announced. She watched as a servant scrambled to unlock the cell door and allow her to enter. When she did so, her eyes wrapped around the darkness and plucked out its only figure, watching the princess with careful eyes.

“Come to use me more?” the princess asked, lifting her head. She had dark, frost-toned skin with gleaming purple eyes that pierced through everything like an arrowhead into ripe fruit. Her sharp eyes and ever-tightened lips terrified anyone and anything, occasionally making even the empress squirm.

“Of course,” Empress Chuang answered calmly. “We didn’t go through all this trouble to attain you for nothing.”

“I’m flattered,” the princess spat. She tilted her head to look away from the empress as if her face were so hideous it was painful. As she turned, her long, pointed ears moved slightly. She adjusted her position, sucking in a breath at the pain of her cramped wings—six glittering figures, blue and gold, with veins of dazzling white creeping through them. They were wings befitting a monarch. But they seemed shriveled and limp, like limbs separated from their host’s body. They were pinned to the wall, dried purple blood clumped around the pins in dark mauve flakes.

“What have you seen?” the empress asked, stooping down to level her gaze with the folded fae. The princess lifted her chin, sharp nose pointing into the air, and grinned. Her teeth seemed to be straight, if a little thick, and unnatural in some inconceivable way—as a matter of fact, there was something so indescribably incorrect about her. Perhaps it was the way her limbs seemed too smooth, or her jaw seemed too pointed, or the way her fingers moved—snappily and abruptly, extending with a purpose so daring it frightened the empress.

“Your favorite collector is dead,” she stated. Her voice was high, but not so high that it didn’t display a level of irrevocable darkness as she relished in each syllable. She basked in the widening of the empress’s eyes.

“How?” the empress asked.

The fae pressed her lips shut, her joy vanishing. The fae had excelled at her position of being stubborn and angry thus far, so much so that after her initial use of magic, it didn’t take long before she feigned trouble maintaining such an energy-consuming spell.

The initial spying had been—while the empress was loath to admit it—incredible to witness. Princess Yemaya had a strong connection with the tangible world around her, searching for feelings in trees, streams, and the creatures who frequented the forest. It was how she tracked them. She reached out to the souls of fish in the Lapsus Regnum Sea and chased them from one end of the ocean to another. It was stunning. But soon, the fae began to wilt, begging for another way of tracking the crew.

It came to them a week after the fae had refused to track them. No amount of threats or torture could invoke in her a desire to continue working, so the empress ordered for another way to be curated.

“How did they kill my collector?” the empress repeated, her voice sharpening and raising. She reached forth, wrapped her hand around the fae’s jaw, and yanked her head forward. The fae’s eyes filled with spite, her mouth twitching, torn about whether to speak or stay silent.

“One of the monster’s crew members.” Her eyes dropped to the floor as she said it, her cheeks burning in shame.

“And how did a mere mortal pirate manage to get to my collector?” she inquired, scouring the fae’s expression. There was a moment’s pause.

“The target wasn’t there when it happened. I didn’t see the murder.”

The magic only let them see through the first mate’s eyes. It gave them no control, nor did it offer the opportunity to kill him from a distance. Empress Chuang felt her blood boil as she recalled this. It was enough that the monster had continuously hung her hunter’s bodies over her head, but must there be nothing they could do to counterattack?

The empress released the fae’s jaw abruptly, veering back, her fists curling. The princess could see the anger ignite in her eyes. She spoke before she could stop herself.

“Only a fool tests the depths of a river with no feet.”

Pain: blinding and swift. The empress’s fist was still planted in the stomach of the fae when she coughed, curling up as much as she could from her shackles. There were few moments when the empress herself lay her hands on her prisoners.

“How dare you,” the empress declared, though her face contorted in a strange fear as she pulled her fist from the fae’s ribcage, a sort of silent shame as she stared at her palms. Yemaya tried to constrict her throat, to shut her next words out.

“You send your people to die, all for fear of staining your own fingertips,” Princess Yemaya said again, her throat raw and breezy from the pain in her gut. “How many lives will you allow to be claimed? Tell me, Your Majesty,” she leaned forward, craning her neck, “can you feel their blood as it grazes your pale skin? You, who shines as pure as dirt?”

A scream ripped from the fae’s throat as the empress drove her own sapphire brooch into one of her wings. It tore like paper, and the empress wondered once again why it was that an object so lucidly powerful could break so easily. Yemaya felt as though centuries had passed when the pain finally ceased, a pain so hot and bright she nearly abandoned her dignity and devolved into cries of mercy.

The empress rose and turned to the door of the cell.

“Send the general to the crew’s location. I’d like to try to end this before my festival.”

Two guards nodded and rushed off. The empress tilted her head back to the princess, shivering on the floor.

“Your proverbs cannot bring you peace,” she warned as she signaled for the doctor to unlock the door.

No, Yemaya thought. No, they cannot.


Chapter 25: 
Harana

Samson stared at the rising sun, shielding it from his eyes. The party trudged on, winding through uncharted terrain that drew them ever closer to their goal. A black drongo sang overhead, mimicking a series of different sounds from the mangrove forest. Their feet dragged through the water beneath, and only the immortals in the group seemed to offer no annoyance at the sloshing sensation.

Samson studied the leading quad, which consisted of the immortals and Chen. There seemed to be an unspoken weight across the group, one that puzzled the crew. And Chen was even more tense, stealing numerous glances at the captain.

“Dare I ask?” Samson pleaded tiredly, turning to Dane. He kept his gaze forward.

“I wouldn’t,” he replied.

No one spoke about the previous night. The only indication that something grave had occurred was the harpoon and the injuries of the fae and the siren—dried bits of peeling blood clinging to its blade—strapped to the siren’s back. A strange air lingered between the immortals, and Dane seemed to share a similar downtrodden aura wherever he stepped.

“How is your sister?” Samson asked.

Dane’s breath tightened.

“I sent her a letter. So everyone can stop bugging me now,” he snapped. Samson let out a low whistle.

“Don’t take that tone with me,” he warned. Dane stiffened and mumbled an apology. Everyone knew Samson’s word wasn’t to be taken lightly. He had a sweet disposition, but it was smart to remember he had the strength to back his kindness.

“Christ, I can feel the water soaking into my undergarments,” Samson complained. “I’d even take the summer heat of my hometown above this.”

“What was your hometown like?” Dane asked. Samson peered sideways at the boy, his pallid, freckled skin contrasting the reddish tan of Samson’s arms.

“It was wealthy,” he replied. “Lots of folks with good money. We had a large white church at the center of town. I can remember it as clear as day.”

“Why’d you leave if you were rich?”

“Blood money,” Samson replied so calmly it startled Dane. “Made from the blood of my mother’s people.”

Samson came from the vast kingdom of Sagería. Dane had never heard anything to depose the idea that Samson was pure-blooded Sagerían, not an ounce of doubt in his mind. He was tall and strong, with thick Sagerían brows and a smart nose.

“I know the look,” Samson said as Dane studied him. “I’m a half-breed. My mother came from Harana.”

The water felt suddenly colder around Dane’s thighs. Harana, a small kingdom easily overpowered and absorbed by Sagería, was not often mentioned without Sagería. Villages in Harana had been pillaged and set aflame by Sagerían conquistadors.

“So, your father forced himself upon a Harano woman?”

“As many of them did,” Samson answered, his tone not quite fully indifferent—yet still flat, as if those words were so frequently spoken that it was muscle memory. “He took me with him when he returned to Sagería. No one knew I was different except myself, and I only discovered the truth when I was nearly sixteen—by accident on a drunken night with my father.” Samson grimaced. Dane noticed that his stubble had started to grow since they left the ship and Samson’s razor behind. He suddenly looked like his true age. “It was the one night I wished he’d taken the bottle to my head like usual. Never in a million years could I have prepared for his confession.”

“Still, I don’t know if I would have left,” Dane said. “You even had a church! I would kill to see the inside of one of them. Do you regret leaving?”

Samson didn’t feel angered by his words, as he himself had toyed with them many times over. To leave such a prosperous place, all for a history he neither had nor was guaranteed to be accepted into? Even he found it foolish most days.

“The church was a classical church,” Samson replied instead of answering, his head filling with images that he fished from his memory from fifteen years ago when he’d packed and left at age one and twenty. “Centuries of labor. A curve on every ridge, an engraving on every sill. It was a lovely church. Oh, and the panes,” he lamented dreamily like a child describing candy, “the colored glass always shone brilliantly in the light. I took up an apprenticeship for that kind of glasswork when I was fourteen.”

“Glass work?” Dane asked, eyeing the man’s bulky figure and thick ropes of muscle that coiled around his every limb. Samson shrugged, his shoulder muscles bulging as he did so, as if agreeing with the strangeness of it. “How unexpected.”

“I never expected you to be a doctor,” Samson responded. "You always knock out more teeth than you fix.”

“I don’t fix teeth.”

“Don’t get smart with me, boy.”

“Yes, sir.”

Samson watched the boy smirk and turn away. He shook his head, raised his leg almost out of the water as best he could, and brought it down in one grand, rumbling motion. In an instant, a great wave splashed up against Dane’s dry side, coating him in murky water. He let out a shriek, and Samson laughed, the sound roiling inside his firm gut.

It began to kick up a game of splashing. The whole crew was slowly absorbed into the fun. Rani, unbeknownst to the crew, had whistled to the water and called it to life beneath her. It wasn’t until the water began receding from the rear of the group that people began to notice and look toward the siren, her hands raised in preparation to douse them all. There was a moment in which she paused, smiling sweetly, as the crew’s eyes widened in terror before they felt her power take hold of their minds. Then she dropped her hands and her song, watching as the water unraveled and chased the crew down the stream.

Samson felt his head submerge as he scooped up his last bit of air, holding it until the water returned to its original level, still rocking about here and there. All he could do was grin, eyes locked with the siren. She displayed a certain amount of superiority, as if to say, what fun you all have, but you still cannot best me.

“Siren!” he called out, unable to hide his smile, “that’s fighting dirty!”

“The water is my domain,” she warned with a wag of her finger. “You chose to impose upon it.”

“The water belongs to anyone who dares to brave it,” Samson replied haughtily. He let an air of playful arrogance salt his tongue, nearly ripping a laugh from the siren.

“I believe the other sirens would love you,” she said, turning back around. For a moment, Samson couldn’t tell if she meant to eat him or to be in his company. He settled on both and watched as the crew sputtered murky water out of their lips, shaking off their arms and slapping the liquid from their ears. Behind him, Dane desperately trudged through the murky water toward Samson, just as sopping as everybody else. For a moment, Dane looked up and caught sight of a strange chain around Samson’s neck. His collar stuck to his skin, and through it, the outline of a cross could be seen from the corner of Dane’s eye.

“No,” Samson said as Dane appeared in his peripheral, the doctor spitting up water with his look of boyish arrogance replaced with an agitated stupor, “I don’t regret leaving.”

He had the sudden realization that Dane was frowning.

“Say, how did you start stitching people up?” Samson asked. Dane sighed.

“It started after I’d spent so long treating my own wounds. It was easy to fall into it.”

“Well, it’s good money.”

“That’s not why I do it.”

Samson blinked in surprise. “Really? What’s your reason? Did your sister make you do it as a service to all the people you beat up?” He laughed. Dane did not. Dane’s expression set for a moment.

“I just…” his words trailed off. He sighed and tried again. “I wanted a way to help people. So that, maybe, it would outweigh the punches I put out. I guess I wanted to do something other than draw blood.”

Samson stared at Dane for ages.

“It’s stupid,” Dane muttered.

“No, it’s just not what I expected! You’re usually so…”

“Hot-headed?” Dane offered. Samson felt a pang of guilt.

“...Yes.” Samson didn’t know what to say. He’d been through thick and thin with this boy, but never had he seen Dane admit to such motives behind his occupation.

The first night Dane had appeared on deck, it was out of desperation. Samson had gotten cut with a rusty blade, and the wound was on the verge of infection.

“So, you’re the idiot with the nasty cut?” Dane had asked, staring down at Samson. The burly man eyed the gangly blonde boy with a glower on his face.

“Watch your mouth, pipsqueak.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Dane replied, dropping a small bag on the floor. He knelt on the deck and watched Samson roll up his dark pant sleeve, freezing as the wound came into view. “Holy gods,” Dane breathed. He couldn’t help the grimace that took hold of his face. “You’re lucky to still have this leg.”

“You won’t have to amputate it, will you?” Samson asked, suddenly dropping his fearsome pirate facade in favor of the terror that truly plagued him. Dane tilted his head, reaching into his small bag.

“I make no promises.”

As he rummaged through his bag, Samson’s eyes scrutinized him.

“Say, what happened to you?” Samson asked upon seeing the busted lip and bloody cheek of the boy. Dane shrugged.

“Bar fight.”

“Some big folks gang up on you?”

“Nah, a guy spilled his drink on me. I gave him and his buddies a few pieces of my mind.”

Samson gulped.

“Right, and you’re a…doctor.” His voice wobbled nervously. This boy was of little reassurance to his injured leg.

“I’m a doctor when it’s needed.”

“That’s not helping.”

He dipped a handkerchief into a bottle of something, then pressed it harshly against Samson’s leg, earning a howl of agony.

“What’s not helping is your mouth. Here, drink this.” Dane took the bottle he’d dipped the handkerchief in and shoved it into Samson’s open jaw. Samson would’ve protested if the taste of mead had not filled his mouth and washed away his complaints.

“Say,” Samson finally said as Dane continued to scrub at his wound, pulling the mead from his mouth, “you speak the empire’s tongue so well. How long ago did you move here?”

“Born and raised,” Dane answered.

“Oh. I just assumed, what with the hair—” A sharp glare from Dane silenced him. He cleared his throat. Silence filled the cabin, and Samson felt his cheeks flush in shame from his words. “You joining us on board?” he asked in a desperate attempt to stifle the tense air.

“Hah!” Dane barked back. “No way. I couldn’t possibly leave my—” he stopped and turned toward the door for a moment, peering out across the harbor. Then he turned back. “Well, if you insist!” he declared a little too desperately. “You’ll need someone to redress this in a few days anyway.” He tapped his fingers against Samson’s knee.

“Oh, if you can’t leave someone behind, then—”

“No, no worries. She, uh,” a flash of hurt crossed Dane’s expression. The flickering cabin lights illuminated his face gently as he said, “She doesn’t need me giving her more problems.”

Samson tilted his head before reaching out to grab the boy by the shoulders.

“Fine by me! I kind of like you and your fiery hair!”


Chapter 26: 
Fire and Rain

The empress’s festival was rapidly approaching now. If Rani had felt the nearness before, it was nothing compared to the panic that had begun to settle over the crew. Daiyu had allowed the first two traveling days for relaxation, but on the third day, the planning began. She’d started with Rani, sinking the information into her brain so heavily that she’d seemed to hunch over the pressure. Or perhaps that was the tiredness from her hunger. Either way, she blamed the captain.

“Are you listening?” the captain asked, staring at her. Rani glared at Daiyu and said nothing. A flash of annoyance clouded the captain’s face, and she sighed, turning her attention back to the road. She could sense that it was more than this that bothered the siren—it was her very presence that seemed to elicit such cruel glares. She couldn’t fathom that her refusal to feed on Rani’s blood would be met with such resentment.

It wasn’t until they had crested a final hill and began a small trek up to the nearest town, drawing closer with every step, that the captain dared speak to Rani again.

“We need to get you new clothes.”

Rani let a small grunt slip from her lips in indignation. Nevertheless, she followed quietly once the crew splintered off into groups, Chen dragging himself closely behind the captain and Rani. His demeanor had seemed to change ever since they entered town, and Rani couldn’t be certain as to why.

The town was small and slanted, one of the first towns bordering the capital. As they entered, they crossed a handful of rice paddy fields, workers occasionally lifting their heads in curiosity. Every time this occurred, their eyes would pass over the group and search for their faces—resulting in the crew dipping their heads down—and the workers would return to their tasks when they found nothing of interest.

The shops were small and quiet. Rani seemed to perk up once they finally reached the glass windows, and she practically pranced around, staring into random storefronts to check for clothes of interest. It had been such a long time since she’d bought new clothes, and with the tattered orange rags that clung to her form, she wanted nothing more than to purchase a whole new wardrobe.

The captain was quietly relieved upon seeing the siren’s eyes light up again, even though they seemed to darken every time she met Daiyu’s gaze.

“Let’s go in here,” Rani announced, slipping inside before they even said yes. As Chen and Daiyu slid inside behind her, they watched the siren dig between racks and folds of silken fabrics in pursuit of something eye-catching. She seemed to find a section she liked, and Daiyu watched her huddle in one corner for quite some time.

“Looking for anything in particular?” a frail woman asked, emerging from a small office-like closet no bigger than a shoebox. She had squinted eyes, a leathery face, and a scalp that seemed to be balding with every word she spoke. Daiyu bowed her head to hide her face, her hat’s veil shifting.

“Just looking to replace some worn traveling clothes.”

The elderly woman looked Daiyu up and down and scoffed. “No kidding,” she commented plainly, taking in the dirt and grime coating Daiyu’s clothes. She realized that her clothes, as well as Chen’s, must also be in rough enough shape to draw attention. She sighed and turned to Chen.

“She’s right, we should get new clothes,” Daiyu told him. Chen, whose shoulders were wound tensely into his body, nodded silently. His throat bobbed, and Daiyu wondered what was troubling him.

“Oh, I love this!” Rani cried with a delighted giggle, emerging from what she had apparently discovered to be a room to change in. She adorned an intricately beaded lehenga doused in her signature screaming orange color—a color Daiyu nearly shielded her eyes from in a way one would shield themselves from the sun.

She spun, the skirt’s hem lifting and sweeping around her. The skirt was coated in yellow and red beading, forming different shapes of gorgeous flowers and small flying fish. Indeed, she looked beautiful. Daiyu wasn’t certain whether the sirens all happened to be beautiful or if they had somehow gained a newfound ability to dazzle everyone around them. Rani looked like a carved statue, all made up of curves and glittering beauty. Daiyu concluded that at least part of Rani’s enrapturing presence must be natural. She imagined a human Rani, whom she assumed must’ve been greatly revered and popular. Perhaps a renowned musician or a dancer.

“How much time will it take to tailor?” Daiyu asked the shopkeeper plainly, and Rani folded her arms and turned up her nose at the lack of reactions from her audience. Her eyes fell on Chen, who was silently picking through a rack of coats. There was a tiredness in his expression, a sort of defeat—and though Rani tried to ignore it, her eyes kept pulling back to the boy’s face. He’d gone from pestering Daiyu about some sort of lost conversation of theirs to a shell of his regular self in a few hours.

“Hey,” she called out, approaching Chen. His eyes flicked to her. “What’s the matter with you?”

Chen’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinized her. “Nothing,” he answered, turning back to the coat rack. His hands discovered a sleek blue coat with small clouds covering the sleeves and sides of the chest, and he pulled it out, seemingly content with the selection.

Rani waited patiently as the shopkeeper took in her waistline, and Daiyu and Chen found clothes that weren’t covered in muddy water. The captain stuck to her usual colors of red and black, eventually discovering a coat with embroidered silver dragons lining its hems. Rani eyed the fabric, the silver shifting under the dim shop lights.

It began to rain halfway through their time inside the shop. Rani watched the rain carefully from the window, eyeing the way it patted against the streets and soaked everything in sight. Daiyu was certain the rest of the crew would be cursing the weather, but the siren looked positively overjoyed.

The town looked gloomy in a matter of minutes, dark rain clouds hovering above their heads like grey parasols.

“Come,” Daiyu called out, at last finishing with their purchases. Chen followed, pulling his coat off his shoulders and over his head for defense against the rain. Rani and Daiyu took no such precautions, rain splattering her hair mere moments after abandoning the small roof outside. Rani kept her mouth shut as they moved through the slick streets, her old clothes—still hugging her figure—soaking in the rain as droplets slid across her lashes and gathered at her chin.

For a moment, she paused behind the captain and Chen, peering up at the rain. Every time it hit her eyes, she felt a small transformation take hold. She reached out and allowed rain to gather in her palm.

“Siren,” the captain said, halting and looking over her shoulder. Her dark hair was soaked, only held up by the silver ornaments strung within it. Rani watched water drip from the captain’s lashes to her lips, a hint of smudging showing on her makeup. “Let’s go.”

Rani pulled her eyes from the skies, peering through the rain at the captain. She let her fingers spread apart, and the water that was gathered there fell to the ground. Chen remained stiff beside the captain, his head hidden from view beneath his raised coat. Rani took a few sweeping strides to catch up to them, smiling. Together, they picked their way through the weather toward a tavern with beds, already finding the rest of the crew inside, pulling off waterlogged boots and shaking their hair out like mutts.

Kali stood in the corner, staying carefully still as she waited for her wings to dry. Rani could see the recoil on her face every time a small breeze swept by, her wings quivering chillingly. Rani let out a high whistle, ignoring the way everyone’s eyes glossed over for a moment, and focused on lifting the water from Kali’s wings. When the deed was done, the fae gave her a wicked glare, insisting she didn’t need any help.

When the day hours had finally drained, and people began to go to their rooms, the first floor of the tavern slowly emptied. Rani sat curled up inside a windowsill, watching the rain through the thick paper window film with a dreamy expression. The only other occupants were Daiyu and Chen, Daiyu slaving over a map in the corner. Chen was in a corner of his own, picking at his spear with his nails, slowly prying dirt off the surface, and rubbing the bronze with his sleeve.

Daiyu rose with a huff, seemingly searching for something before retreating down the hall toward the stairs. It was only then that Rani turned her gaze across the room, draped in blue darkness, and spoke.

“You gonna tell me, or am I going to have to sing it out of you?” she asked, her voice colder than usual. Chen startled, shoulders jumping as his eyes whipped toward her. She unfolded herself from the window, striding across the room as if she expected the tables and kneeling cushions to move around her. With her confidence, Chen almost believed they would.

He cleared his throat. “Tell you what?” he asked, but the gumption he’d tried to gather had all but given up on his wobbly voice.

“What exactly is it about this town that throws you off?” Rani asked, tearing the spear from Chen’s hands to stare at her own reflection. It gave off a dull sheen, and she offered Chen a contented nod at his hasty handiwork. Chen let his hands drop with a narrow stare up at her.

“It’s none of your business,” he replied matter-of-factly. Rani clicked her tongue, setting the spear against the wall beside him.

“See, that’s what I told myself, too.” Chen’s brows furrowed at this. “But there’s something in those big dark eyes of yours that won’t stop annoying me.” She reached forward, tugging sharply on his ear. “Out with it.”

Chen hissed as she pulled on the cartilage, glaring up at her through gritted teeth. He smacked her hand away, leaning back. Rani watched him shut his eyes and take in a sharp breath.

“It was where I grew up, before my parents—” he cut himself off sharply. The siren’s eyes softened, their bright yellow mellowing. “It was a fire,” he admitted. “Only I was saved.”

“So, what do you want to do?” Rani asked. Chen’s eyes slid open, and he stared up at her, his glare pulling slowly away.

“Get out of here, mostly,” he admitted as his shoulders slumped. Rani hesitated.

“You could go…look,” she offered. Chen rose with a harsh chuckle.

“What? Go stare at the ashes?”

“I’m just saying it would’ve been nice for me to still have a home to see, even if it’s just a pile of rubble.”

Sarasia was deeply broken, but the fractured statues and crumbling palace weren’t the worst of it. The worst of it was that not even a trace of Nitara’s hard-earned home had remained. None of the familiar orange walls nor blue carpets had been seen after scouring the sea floor for years. Not even a sparse fruit bowl could be found swaying through the ocean’s currents.

“My father was a harvester,” Chen told her. “My mother was a collector of stories. She had a large personal collection. The fire started from a fallen candle that caught her collection.”

“There might be some left.”

Chen shook his head. “The place has definitely been looted already.”

“You really think they’d take books? Looters look for jewelry.”

“You don’t often take no for an answer, do you, siren?” Chen asked, and Rani smiled.

“Sirens don’t ask, we order.” She turned to the door, Chen right behind her. For a moment, she stopped and flashed Chen an impish smile. “Though, between us, it’s more of a me thing.”

The weather hadn’t yet let up, pounding down all around them. Chen didn’t bother pulling his coat over his head; instead, he shielded the rain from his eyes and stormed through the streets, which still shone wetly like steel.

“What were you like as a mortal?” Chen asked, shouting the words over the rain. Somewhere in the distance, over the hills, a series of rumblings followed a clap of thunder. It lit up the sky, illuminating Rani’s siren features as her ears, eyes, and teeth transformed into that of a monster’s.

“Why do you ask?” Her teeth flashed from behind her parting lips.

“You seem so far detached from mortality. I’m curious.”

Rani smiled, lifting her eyes to the sky.

“I was trouble,” she said. "I was always getting into fights and never picking my battles wisely. My mother hated it.” Chen stared at the siren, her bright yellow eyes viciously repelling the darkness. They should’ve caused his heart to stall in terror, but Chen found he felt no such emotion.

“I know the feeling,” he replied. “My dad didn’t know what to do with me some days.”

Rani tilted her head back and laughed viciously.

“Let me guess, you tried to play hero too many times.”

Chen’s ears burned at her mocking tone, but a moment later, Rani shrugged.

“I always chased fights,” Rani told him, lifting her hand to cup the rain as they turned down a new road, “so people would be too afraid to insult my mother. At least your reasons are more noble than your family pride.”

“Did people insult your mother often?”

“Oh, yes,” she replied. “All too regularly. My father died soon after my birth, and my mother took on roles that didn’t befit a lady.” Her tone turned mocking. He didn’t bother to hide his surprise, and Rani understood why he expressed this. “Before the empire began and the first empress changed everything, women were held to strict standards. I suppose that’s the only thing I can thank her for.” She smiled, but it was a tart smile with no warmth.

Chen was about to respond when his feet halted. They stared up at a broken down building, its skeleton peeking out through angular beams and dark splotches of burnt wood. Rani gaped up at the view as Chen took a step closer, his breath tighter than before.

“Some fire it was,” Rani commented with a low whistle that caused Chen’s eyes to gloss over for a moment. She picked her way through the rubble, following Chen as he lifted shattered beams and stepped around broken pieces of pottery. He grunted as he thrust a beam away, kneeling to dig through some more space that was no longer hidden beneath it.

Rani left him to look around, digging through empty drawers on her own. Her eyes latched onto a small corner that must have been the space for Chen’s mother’s collection. The makings of torn paper and crackled characters stared up at her as Rani knelt to the mess. She swept a few pieces of broken wood out of the way, staring quietly at the ground for a moment before calling back to Chen.

“Didn’t you say the fire caught your mother’s stories?” she asked, shouting over her shoulder but not peeling her eyes away from the floor.

“Yeah, it made the house completely unsalvageable.”

“Chen,” Rani said sharply, an order in her tone. Chen hobbled over to her, picking his way through the mess.

“What?” he asked, following Rani’s gaze to the floor. There, sitting in a disorderly state, were dozens of bound stacks of papers. Chen gasped, lifting one into his hands. It appeared to be roughly handled, the edges torn and the spine falling apart, but there was barely an ash in sight. It was as if they hadn’t been touched by the flames whatsoever. “That’s not possible,” he muttered. Rani kicked away more of the rubble, watching as more and more books were unearthed, all in the same ill-handled yet fire-less state.

“It looks like these were searched through,” she commented, eyeing the way each and every story seemed to have been dug through roughly. “What could possibly warrant searching through stories?”

Chen looked up at her, his eyes narrow, his jaw set. Rani rubbed at her temple.

“If the books didn’t catch flame, what actually happened?” he asked as if Rani could answer him. Rain ran down his shoulders and face, shining against his skin and gathering in the creases near his grimacing lips. Rani shook her head.

“Did they ever do anything to anger someone? Maybe even anger the empire itself?”

“They were middle-class harvesters!” he cried, rising to his feet. “What could they possibly have done to warrant this?” He gestured to the burn marks. Rani studied them carefully.

“That’s strange,” she whispered. She lifted one of the beams, studying the burn closer. “This doesn’t look like a natural burn.” Her eyes widened. She stared around them at the outskirts of the books. Everywhere that there was a book, the surrounding wood held no burn marks. “Chen,” she said, but he cut her off.

“Don’t,” he warned. “Don’t say it.”

Rani’s eyes met his, her gaze shimmering with sympathy.

“Was your mother or father a…”

“They were ordinary!” he cried angrily, tossing one of the books to the floor. “They couldn’t possibly have—” he stopped. Rani watched something flash across his face, some distant recognition.

“What is it?” Rani asked. Chen turned and stared at an empty cabinet for far too long.

“My mother’s herbs,” he muttered. “She always kept strange herbs on hand. In a small box hidden underneath the kitchen floorboards.”

Rani’s eyes widened as her brows shot up. “She was an herbalist fae?”

Chen’s eyes whipped to her, wide with anger. “Don’t say that.”

“Chen, this wasn’t an accident. Someone deliberately—”

“Stop.”

“Chen,” Rani warned. He swallowed. “Why would they be after the stories?”

“I don’t know!” he cried, backing up. “I have no idea why my mother would hide her stories or why they never told me that—” he tripped over a broken table, falling back with a sharp cry. When he hit the floor, he huffed and rose to his knees. Rani watched him through pitying eyes, sweeping across the floor to offer her hand. Chen began to take it when he caught sight of a small iron latch set in the ground. He abandoned Rani’s hand, suspiciously eyeing the latch until he reached down and yanked it.

The space below was hollow and small. It seemed to house nothing but dust, but a slight bump in the center of the space showed splintering wood. Chen pried the wood apart, a small gleam of something pale and matte passing through.

“Is that another story?” Rani asked as Chen lifted the thick packet into his hands. It looked different than the others, with much more care placed into the delicate bindings. It looked ancient, but the pale, aged yellow of the rice paper didn’t look torn or damaged in any way.

“The Gui and the Lotus,” Chen read. The painted symbols were a strong gold color, standing out on the cover of the binding. “I don’t understand. Why would my mother hide this book?”

“It has to be something inside. We should read it.”

Chen rose, staring at the packet in his hands. “Fine,” he said. “Let’s read it at the tavern.”

He tucked it under his coat and picked his way toward the road. Rani heard another monstrous clap of thunder, illuminating Chen’s figure. She frowned.

The tavern was warm. Chen found himself far more grateful for this than he realized as he pulled off his water-filled shoes and shook them over a small pot already collecting water from a drip on the ceiling. He set the book down on the table before him, sliding down onto another chair in front of it. Rani swiftly sat opposite him.

“Do you want to do it?” she asked softly. Every step following their discovery seemed to melt her, her wicked exterior vanishing as she treated him more delicately. Chen’s blood boiled as he wished for her to anger him, as he wished for any reason to pick a fight. He could feel his emotions slipping, but the siren never stopped handling him kindly. It felt foreign, to say the least.

He slid the story toward her. Rani took it with a grimace, flipping the pages open. She cleared her throat.

“There was once a poor family that moved to a new town in hopes of gathering more fish to sell. They had but one daughter, a dreamer who hoped to live a happy life someday. She was as pure as a lotus.”

“On a crisp winter morning, the lotus met a girl as cold as the snow. She was beautiful, but her heart had been filled with ice, lodged there since birth. Pure as she was, the lotus wished to warm the bīng měirén’s heart—”

Rani interrupted herself to ask, “What’s a bīng měirén?”

“A cold but beautiful woman.”

“Oh.” Rani cleared her throat and continued.

“—and so, they kept each other company, waiting as the harsh winter months passed by. Soon, flowers bloomed everywhere, and the pair were happy. But the bīng měirén revealed to the lotus that her family was lavish and wealthy, and they would never approve of her being with the lotus. Heartbroken, the lotus pleaded with the bīng měirén to break away from her family.”

Rani’s lips pressed together. “I don’t understand,” she said. “What is this supposed to be?”

She turned to look at Chen. His fingers dug so harshly into the table she could see lines forming. His gaze remained on the table, but Rani felt a shiver at his intense expression.

“Keep going,” he ordered. Rani shrugged, turning her eyes back to the page.

“To the lotus’ joy, the bīng měirén agreed. They built a small home together and moved in, their days filled with laughter.

“But all was not well. The ice in the bīng měirén’s heart only grew, and soon, she became a gui. As time passed, the lotus began to fear that the gui would take her life. The lotus was unsure of what to do when a fox spirit visited her in her dreams. The fox told her that she could remove the ice from the gui’s heart if she followed the fox’s instructions.

“The girl, desperate, did everything the fox asked of her. She found a knife and took it to her bed that night. When the gui was fast asleep, the lotus shed tears onto the surface of the knife, imbuing it with her sorrow.”

Before she could finish the page, a loud bang erupted from the door. Rani turned to see a group of armored hunters filing inside; at the forefront stood General Sǐwáng. Rani dove beneath the table before they saw her, quickly shifting her ears and eyes to a mortal disguise. Between the table legs, she could see Chen rush for his spear, but the general swiftly lunged over a table and grabbed the spear first.

“You again,” Chen hissed. For a man with no weapon, he stood tall, reaching for a small hunting knife tucked against his side. He slowly moved in front of Rani’s spot to hide her as she ducked out and crept beneath another table. In the distance, Rani could see her harpoon lying slack against the wooden floor.

“Me again, indeed,” the general said. “How is your side feeling? Healing swiftly?” his lip curled up in vicious delight. Rani continued slowly dragging herself along the floor, pleading with anything that would listen for Chen to continue his distraction.

“Why don’t you hand me my weapon, and you can find out?”

The general glanced at Chen’s spear, turning it over in his palm.

“This isn’t yours. What fallen hunter did you take this from?”

“Does it matter? They’re long dead,” Chen replied.

“I think I shall be keeping this,” the general mused.

Rani was within arm’s length of her harpoon now, desperately outstretching her hand to grasp the base.

“A pity. I rather liked that spear.”

The general’s tongue slid across his lower lip. Chen eyed the hunters behind him. Too many. A sudden movement from behind him appeared as a large hooked harpoon was thrust into the nearest hunter’s head. Rani yanked her harpoon free, the motion splattering her face with blood. The general’s eyes widened, and he staggered back momentarily, staring at the mutilated face of his comrade. His eyes lingered on the hunter’s gashed mouth. Rani grinned as she studied the general’s own scarred lips. Got you.

“I like your scar. Want a matching one?” Rani asked, relishing in the flinch the general offered. Chen stared incredulously at how easily she’d shaken him and sharply recalled what Rani was: a monster that had crawled out from the sea. When had he forgotten? Was her kindness really so great as to make him look past the jagged teeth and blood-stained hands?

“Get the boy,” the general snapped. His hunters rushed toward Chen. They were expecting him to be still healing from his stab; they didn’t expect him to easily evade their swings, only to plant his knife in the closest hunter’s gut.

“Care to dance?” Rani asked, eyeing the general as he approached, reaching for his sword and dropping Chen’s spear. She reached into her mind to call forth a song, hungry for her powers—until the general extracted a blade that shone unnaturally. It had a slight glittering blue sheen, and Rani hesitated. Charmed steel. She felt a sudden explosion of terror.

He came prepared to kill a vampire. She repeated this to herself a dozen times more, just to calm her nerves that he didn’t know what she was. But the words didn’t calm her; they frightened her. Daiyu was upstairs, unknowingly waiting for the general to cut her apart. Something about this stirred a flow of rage that felt unfamiliar to Rani.

“You’re new,” the general commented as he shoved his blade toward Rani’s shoulder. She jumped out of the way with moments to spare, her heart pumping viciously. If he drew even a single drop of blood, they would know upon seeing its gilded color. The weight of this realization crashed down upon her head. “Was it the thieving compensation?” the general asked. “Because the vampire’s bounty is worth far more, I’ll have you know.”

After five hundred years, it better be, Rani thought. She raised her harpoon to block another swing, and his steel crashed against the hook of her weapon. It reached for Rani’s nose, and she leaned back as the charmed steel wafted waves of suppression across her body.

“How much?” Rani asked, hoping her voice sounded casual as she silently cursed everything that moved. She rushed back and around a table, placing the object between them. With one hefty slice, the table splintered down the center from the general’s blow. For a moment, he paused, looking pleased that she was considering. Rani smiled. “So I can know how many times to cut you apart,” she added, and he glared at her, his scar converging as his thin lips pursed. “Try again. I’m not driven by greed.”

She took her own swing at him, and it cut into his shoulder between the armor as he hissed, but she gasped as his fist hit her diaphragm. The breath left her lungs as she crashed into a chair beneath her, shattering its legs. She was writhing on the floor now, and just as the general thrust his blade near her chest, she rolled out of the way. With a wheezy gasp, the air finally flooded her chest, and she pulled herself to her feet.

“What are you driven by, then?” the general asked. “What makes a woman follow such a cold-blooded creature?”

Rani’s grip tightened as she lamented being unable to admit that she, too, was a cold-blooded monster. Oh, how she’d adore the look on his face.

“She showed you mercy, and this is how you repay it?” Rani asked. The general’s expression darkened. The dim lobby light flickered across his scar as the pale skin gleamed.

“Mercy?” he asked, a sudden rage infecting his voice as it harshened. “Is it mercy to slaughter an army and leave one alive to feel the burden?”

“Don’t speak as if you’re doing this for your fallen friends. You and I both know that’s not what you’re here for.”

He lifted his blade again, the center clashing against Rani’s harpoon. It chipped the wood in the center ever so slightly as her feet slid back. She wasn’t used to being on the defense. It had been centuries since she’d fought without magic, yet here she stood, struggling to keep an enemy at bay. It was pathetic.

“You’re correct,” the general said. “I’m here because I want to rid the empire of one more vermin. And do you want to know how many immortals I’ve killed?”

Rani’s eyes narrowed.

“You’re disgusting,” she breathed calmly. The general grinned.

“Hundreds.”

Rani felt her stomach drop. At the same moment, her grip loosened enough for the general’s blade to dip into her shoulder, and she screamed as it burned into her flesh. The panic surged through her mind as she scrambled back like a scorched bird flapping its wings. This charmed steel was much more potent than the collector’s. She felt as though a flame had caught on her that wouldn’t go out, and she screamed in pain again, swatting at the wound desperately as she stumbled around like a drunken sailor.

Her back hit something solid as a thick cloth was wrapped around her, concealing the cut and the seeping golden blood just in time. Rani looked up to see the captain, weapon raised, staring at the general with a gaze that could have crumbled statues.

“General,” she said sharply in warning. He laughed, the sound drawing more terror from Rani’s thundering heart. Hundreds. The words echoed inside her mind. Rani felt faint. She leaned against the captain, her eyes narrowing as dozens of emotions surged through her in cycles. The captain’s hands remained on her shoulders, firm in a way Rani was thankful for.

She could sing. She could sing them all to death, every last hunter in that room. But every time she reached for their hearts, they were locked tightly inside their chests, leaving Rani feeling helpless—no, helpless wasn’t the right word. Brittle. Breakable. Mortal. Their hearts were stubborn, their minds not easily bendable. These were true soldiers. Rani feared she’d make too many mistakes and let one slip away to expose her identity to the empress. And if that happened, then Daiyu would fail.

The captain was beyond anger. Without her large coat and only the thin sleeves of her shirt, Rani and Chen could see the tension in every curved muscled edge of her arms. For a moment, as she flexed one of her hands, her muscles jumped. Then she gripped her guandao, released Rani, and slammed her weapon into the general’s blade. The force sent him stumbling, and he caught himself with great strain. Rani noticed the small droplets of gold along his blade’s edge and felt her blood run cold. He would see any moment now, and he would recognize the color of her blood as inhuman. It would all be over.

Except Daiyu pulled her weapon aside and allowed the general’s blade to bite into her forearm. Her expression twisted in pain as the blade split her flesh apart. New blood flowed over the top of Rani’s, concealing it as the captain grunted. The general seemed stunned, momentarily frozen as he eyed the vampire.

“If you think you can kill me with magic steel alone,” Daiyu uttered, every word poised to maim—though Rani winced at the tremble encased in them, “you are sorely mistaken.” Daiyu straightened as she slid her weapon into place before her again, but Rani was watching the silvery crimson blood run down her arm, staining her white sleeves a silvery red.

“If you keep this up, I won’t have to be the one to kill you,” the general responded. “But how I’d love to add your fangs to my collection.”

Nausea writhed inside Rani’s gut. The pain in her shoulder had begun to subside, and she took a small peek at the cut, only to find that it was barely a sliver. This felt like a kick to the gut as she cursed its minuscule size in comparison to the ghastly pain she’d felt.

The captain easily overpowered the general with strength. His hands were shaking as they gripped his sword like a vice, struggling to hold Daiyu’s blade at bay.

“All those kills, and you still can’t best me,” she declared. “How disappointing.”

He grunted and stumbled against a fallen chair, sprawling into a heap on the floor. He held his blade up and shivered against the captain’s stern strikes.

“I’m afraid your newest member wore me down a bit early,” he explained, achingly leaning back as Daiyu’s blade shoved onward. “She’s determined, I’ll give her that. But I guess one little cut takes all the fight out of her.” At the mention of Rani, the captain’s eyes widened. She suddenly yanked her blade back and underneath the charmed sword, swinging upwards to toss his blade through the air. Within an instant, one claw had wrapped around his throat, her nails digging in and drawing blood.

“Don’t you dare speak of her!” Daiyu shouted. It was only when the general’s eyes widened that she realized her mistake. His face split into a wide grin. Daiyu felt her own blade vanish as it was torn from her grip and planted in her side. She shuddered and gasped.

The general slammed his foot into her shin, swinging them both until he was atop her. Daiyu kneed him in the abdomen, kicking him further away with her foot. When they both rose, it was in similar, staggering fashions as Daiyu felt pain rip from her chest: another attack. Just as she collapsed against a table, pain singing her limbs, the general turned. Daiyu felt fear grip her by the throat.

“Get the girl! She—” his words devolved into a piercing scream as the general’s sword drove through his chest. It gleamed in the low light, sending blood across tables and chairs that cut lines of contrast into their maple wood. His voice faltered to a shuddering gasp as he looked down, his eyes wide. The blade in his gut shifted disgustingly through blood and tissue, and the general let another hiss, like steam from a teapot, escape his lips. When the blade moved once more, it finally left the general’s skin, leaving a large trench of blood planted in his core.

The general collapsed in a pool of his own blood at the captain’s feet. Daiyu’s eyes left the body, instead rising to meet Chen, who huffed raggedly, two hands still gripping the general’s charmed sword like a lifeline.

The room fell silent. The hunters halted their advance, and Rani stared wide-eyed at Chen, who slowly dropped the general’s blade. He picked up his spear again, swinging it toward the hunters.

“Well? The door is behind you!” he shouted. One jumped forward and scooped up the general’s form, dragging him off as the rest retreated. The lobby slowly emptied out, leaving the three amidst a bloody mess of fallen tables and chairs. Daiyu stumbled against the wall, leaning on it as she stared at Chen.

“You killed him,” Rani uttered. “You killed him!” she yelled with a huge grin, yanking him by the arm to plant a slap on his back. He coughed.

“I feel disgusting,” he commented.

“Ah, that’s just how murder feels!”

“Not the murder, the blood. I need to wash up.”

He staggered off in search of the bath house. Rani watched him go with a small, prideful smile. Then, it fell away entirely. She turned to see the captain still hunched against the wall. Rani made her way over, wiping her bloodied hands on her skirts. Thank the gods they were still her old ones. The captain had proposed saving the new clothes until the day of the festival, and it had been proven a wise decision several times already.

“Captain?” Rani asked cautiously as the captain’s breathing remained heavy.

“I’m fine,” Daiyu responded sharply. The panic from the general’s shortened declaration had all but remained in her mind. He had seen the look in Daiyu’s eye when he’d mentioned Rani. He had seen.

Rani tilted her head as the captain looked across the room. She had the feeling the captain was avoiding her gaze. She chewed on her lip. “Will your arm be alright?” Rani asked, her gaze falling to the large charmed steel-made gash across her pale skin. It was double the length of Rani’s cut.

The captain finally met her stare, and Rani suddenly remembered that her face was covered in blood. She reached up and wiped at what she could, suddenly feeling ashamed of the captain seeing her covered in blood, but the captain didn’t react.

“He didn’t see your blood?” Daiyu asked. Rani nodded in confirmation.

“Thanks to you. You…you didn’t have to do that,” she said gently. The captain studied her. In the silence, Rani could hear Daiyu’s shallow breathing worsen. “Are you sure you’re alright?” she asked, bringing her hand toward the captain’s cheek. It was then that the captain did something so unlike her—she flinched. Rani pulled back.

“I couldn’t let them know what you were,” Daiyu explained stiltedly. “Don’t think that was some grand sacrifice.”

Rani blinked. Then her eyes narrowed. She took a step back. “Fine.”

Daiyu opened her mouth to speak, her head pounding. Instead, she stood in silence and watched Rani leave.

The captain returned to her rooms, pulled free a multitude of maps, and littered the floor with them, absentmindedly staining the edges with her blood. Her head replayed the moment when Rani cried out in pain when the charmed steel sizzled against her skin. She’d never heard the siren scream like that—not when Daiyu herself had threatened Rani, had wrapped her claws around her throat—she hadn’t once seemed scared. Every time the scream replayed in her thoughts, Daiyu would flinch, knowing she had caused it.


Chapter 27: 
Reveal

“What is this?” the empress roared, grasping the iron bars with her bare hands and falling into them to stare between the gaps. Princess Yemaya’s head snapped up, her eyes dazed and unfocused. As they finally focused, her eyes narrowed.

“What is what?” she asked sharply. The empress let out such a strong breath that a slight rumble could be heard within it, but she raised a hand and beckoned to someone behind her.

A thud. A hunter tossed what appeared to be another hunter’s corpse, the carcass rolling to face Yemaya. Her breath hitched as she stared at the corpse. It was brutally mutilated, the man’s skin covered in red blotches the color of blood. Some parts were purpling beneath his greying skin, causing the princess to turn away. She could still feel the man’s glassy eyes bore into her head from the cold ground.

“This,” the empress said as her nose wrinkled, “is one of the hunters assigned to our collector. Tell me what you see.”

The princess held her head away from the sight. The empress shoved the key into the lock and tore the cell’s door open, marching inside. She grabbed the fae’s jaw and yanked it in the direction of the body.

“Tell me,” she muttered, “what you see.”

The princess’s eyes scoured the cadaver, each inch of purpled skin repulsing her.

“Broken blood vessels,” she whispered.

“And how would someone conceivably murder eleven hunters by bursting blood vessels from the inside? That is,” she said, raising her voice to a shrill scream, “impossible! What are you hiding?”

“I told you my target wasn’t there for the collector’s death.”

The empress studied the fae, then dropped her jaw and rose. “I want to know what you’re hiding from me.”

The fae remained silent. The empress’s festival was only a day away. She could see the empress’s ceremonial garb gleam on her arms and head, the golden colors like sun rays.

“I know you can’t lie,” the empress hissed. “So tell me the truth. What aren’t you telling me?”

Yemaya could feel the tingling build-up of magic on her tongue, propelling her words forward.

“It was another crew member.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know her name.”

“Good thing I didn’t ask for her name. What does she do?”

“Hurts people.”

She felt the air around her rise with a chill, the silence trailing about only heightening her senses. Her own breath sounded like a wild animal’s, pounding in her ears.

With one shove from the empress, the princess’s chest dipped toward the floor, and a hand gripped the top left of her numerous wings. She barely had a moment to recognize what was happening before the empress planted a foot on her shoulder and began to tug gently.

“The truth, if you please. Not half of it, not some of it, all of it.”

Yemaya sucked in a breath. “Don’t,” she whispered. The empress tugged on the wing again, and she heard a small whimper leave the fae’s mouth.  “I-I-“ the fae said.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Yemaya felt her tongue tingle as the words were propelled out, despite her every effort to keep her lips sealed. She bit down on her tongue so strongly, her mouth filled with purple blood as the words were wrenched from her.

“She’s a siren.”

Silence. The quiet sounds of the dungeon filled her ears, small metallic clinks and gentle shuffles of fabric as people moved. She could hear her own ragged breaths. Then it happened.

The empress ripped the wing, the princess screaming as she felt the root stretch and shred unnaturally. Her screams ran ragged, a rasp fading in her throat, tears blurring her vision. When the root was severed from the wing, she felt shimmering blood run down her shoulder in purple streaks. Prickles of sweat broke out across her skin as she sobbed, rearing up and pinning her wings between the wall and her back for protection.

The empress gripped the torn wing in her fingers like a scrunched roll of paper, the wing’s veins fading as all color drained from it. She stared at the object, a flash of repulsion crossing her face. Yemaya watched as the empress dropped it abruptly, backing up until she hit the wall. Yemaya’s whole body was shaking, her eyes wide with shock as tears squeezed free from them.

“You,” she whispered, “what have you done?”

The empress’s expression gradually twisted to fit Yemaya’s own, shock and horror mixed with some sort of pain. She looked like a kicked rabbit, her nose twitching. Yemaya’s shock and agony turned to rage, wondering how the empress could possibly feel victimized by her own actions.

“You are a monster!” Yemaya roared, her voice grated with strong rasps. “You will never know peace for what you’ve done!”

The empress turned and rushed out of the cell, slamming the door behind her. She flew down the hallway, rushing in the direction of the stairs. Outside the fae’s cell, the hunter’s body remained, shaking lightly as the hunters that pursued the empress stepped over the corpse as if it were nothing. The crunch of bones told Yemaya his body was being shattered with every step, and she shivered, momentarily too horrified to feel the hissing pain radiating from her shoulder blades.

The empress emerged into the hallway above ground, the hunters who were standing guard on the surface turning to stare at her. She rushed past them, ignoring the way their stares followed her down the hall, ignoring the servants she crashed into and the other palace dwellers who watched her run through the palace halls.

She broke out through a set of heavy oak doors, floral engravings creeping up the sides. The doors opened into a garden swimming with verdant plants and small ponds of gilded fish. She collapsed to the grassy floor, staring at her blood-stained fingertips. Her left hand remained clean, not a drop of purple sliding around upon the pale skin. Her right, however, glimmered.

She screamed, the sound echoing above the plants and trees, shaking birds from them.

The sound of footsteps chased after her, the door’s hinges creaking as two hunters pushed them aside. Empress Chuang pressed a hand to her mouth, picturing the rumors that would arise, rumors about her sanity eluding her at last. They would say the empire’s curse was seeping in. They would say it was time to let her rot and bring in the next empress.

Chuang rose sharply, turning to face the hunters. The first hunter flinched, his eyes meeting the empress’s jaw. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came as he took a small step back, shaking with terror.

The empress reached up. Upon touching her jaw, she realized she’d clamped her mouth shut with the bloody hand. A large purple handprint currently sat across her skin.

The empress quickly rubbed the blood off her face with her sleeve, ridding herself of the color as best she could.

“hunters,” she said, and they snapped stiffly to attention. “Remove all water from the festival preparations quietly.”

The hunters’ eyes scoured the empress’s face for a sign of amusement. She leveled their stares, waiting for a single one to challenge her. They didn’t. The hunter who had seen her first bowed and thumped a hand across his chest, turning to instruct the rest of the group. Discreetly, they shared incredulous stares, wondering how they would possibly remove water from the entire festival. There were flowers, jugs of liquid, fountains, and ponds that were all seen as crucial pieces. But none dared to refute the empress, obediently going about their discussions of how to best remove all water.

Warm water was already prepared for the empress’s bath, waiting for her presence. She undressed and sank into the tub, releasing a long sigh as her neck touched the edge of the basin.

“A siren,” she murmured bitterly, pressing a hand to her temple. Then she laughed for far too long. “A siren recruited into a pirate crew,” she added. She pulled her hand away, watching the water swirl around her body. Water a siren could use to harm her. She shot up so quickly she slipped and fell, head first, into the edge of the bath. A shuddering pain erupted from her forehead, and she reached up, feeling blood seep from the fresh gash running there. It ran the length of her scalp to one of her brows, and she screamed, thrashing around until the blood began to slide into the bath water. It sank like an anchor.


Chapter 28: 
Heartless

When Chen appeared in the doorway an hour after murdering the general, his skin was clean, and he adorned a new set of clothes. Daiyu didn’t falter until he dropped a thick binding of paper against the floor. Daiyu’s eyes widened as she read the title.

“I’m here for the truth. No more secrets. Why are you dying?” he asked.

“Where did you find this?” she asked, a strange depth to her tone.

“I found it in my old home today. The empire murdered my mother and father for hiding it.” He paused, thinking back on the contents inside and the story it told. The captain’s expression hardened. She turned away, pulling open a drawer and stuffing a map inside. She reached for more of the maps on the floor, shoving them into darkness as well. “Daiyu, who was Fei Min?”

“I am not discussing this with you.”

Chen felt his blood boil.

“Of course. It’s just more secrets. Always more secrets! Well, I just murdered a man in cold blood for you. My mother died for this!” Chen shouted before he could think. “She died for you while you stand there and keep more from me!” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “What does it all mean, Daiyu? The hearts, the mission, the fact that you’re dying!”

Daiyu didn’t move as more memories wrapped themselves around her head. Rani’s scream echoed into her thoughts. It was all her fault.

Chen felt his chest tighten. “Gods, captain, you can’t even look at me!” he cried.

“That’s not true!” she yelled, but as soon as she turned and met his gaze, her eyes flinched away. As she moved, Chen saw that her lower lashes were glistening in the light of the window, and Chen felt his mouth go dry.

“You’re…crying,” he whispered. “You can cry.” The words clattered across the floor, and Daiyu laughed, but the sound fell flat.

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Daiyu asked. The ends of her words were wobbly. Chen found himself blinking continuously, as if every time his eyes opened again, she’d suddenly no longer have tears building up in her gaze. It seemed like a mirage that could slip away at any moment.

“I just…” Chen went quiet. The captain reached up and wiped at her eyes, dampening her sleeve. “I didn’t think you were capable of crying.”

“Of course you didn’t,” Daiyu responded. “You think I am some untouchable god.” She shifted, stepping forward, her fists curling. “You think that just because I can’t be killed like you can, I must be different. But unlike real gods, Chen,” she peered down at him, “I was a woman once.”

Her eyes met his again, and this time, the tears streamed steadily down her face. She covered her face in shame. The whiplash of it all hadn’t finished hitting Chen, who numbly shook his head as if to wake himself up.

“In that book you hold,” she said, tapping a finger against the pages as she turned her tear-streaked face away, “I was tricked into thinking someone could love me, regardless of these fangs or these claws.” She reached up and grazed her thumb against her teeth before pulling it back and staring at the open palm. “But I was a fool. The greed of man is stronger than love.”

“What do you mean?” Chen asked. His grip on the story was so tight now that the pages were beginning to wrinkle permanently. Daiyu’s lips pressed into a thin line, but she sighed and sat on the edge of her bed.

“There is an ancient story about winning an immortal’s heart. The tale goes that as long as you are its keeper, you will be happy. And I gave her my heart. I thought it was enough.” More tears rolled down her face, making her look agonizingly human. “But there is another side to the tale, just as there are two sides to every coin. If you forcefully take an immortal’s heart, you can have whatever your own heart desires and more.”

The story fell from Chen’s hands and landed with a smack against the floor. Daiyu slowly rose before him. Chen watched as she reached up and toyed with her collar. Then, in one swift tear, she ripped her shirt and undershirt clean through the center. Chen’s hand flew to his mouth to cover an unpreventable gasp at the sight of a gaping hole, so large he could stick his hand through it, planted in the center of the captain’s chest, buried between her breasts. The space held no blood or ribs; the edges were healed over in blackened marks that reached partially across her skin. The room’s light spilled through it, shimmering across the scarred flesh.

“You wanted the truth?” she asked, a hint of blame in her tone. You asked for this, it said. “She carved my heart out and left me in a pool of my blood while she built an empire out of what she stole.”

Chen traced the jagged edges of her scars with his gaze, unable to speak for ages. The rain began to slow outside, the pattering against the window quieting to a whisper. The captain gasped as pain struck her chest, the familiar ache blossoming from the cut. Chen finally shot up to catch her as she doubled over, settling her against the wall as she pressed a hand to her exposed chest. A shimmering black smoke wafted across the carving, and Chen found he couldn’t pull his stare away. He could hear faint whimpers echo from her mouth.

“This is why you’re dying,” he whispered. Daiyu finally met his gaze as his eyes shot up. At the same moment, he could see hunger flash across her eyes. Her breathing quickened as she nodded, her form still slumping to meet Chen’s height with small grunts of agony. “That’s why you need to steal it back,” Chen added. Again, Daiyu nodded. She pushed herself off Chen, clamping her other hand over her mouth to repel the urge to sink her teeth into him. She was famished, and her low energy wasn’t doing her any favors.

Chen’s head overflowed, memories of Daiyu saying that their mission was to steal from the heart of the Shāngxīn Empire. “Oh, my gods,” he said as his voice raised while he stumbled back. “This is why Rani’s song didn’t work!” Daiyu nodded. “Does the current empress know about how the empire was built?”

Another nod.

“Are we going to kill her?”

Daiyu hesitated for a moment. After some consideration, she dipped her head and said, “Yes.” She wasn’t sure what she expected, but when relief flooded Chen’s eyes, she knew it wasn’t that. And suddenly, she, too, felt sick with relief. It washed over her, and she suddenly sighed, releasing years of weight with the action.

“Good,” Chen muttered. He sank to the floor, burying his head in his hands as it ached. “Does it…hurt?” Daiyu tilted her head. “Regularly, I mean? Not the attacks.”

“I suppose it does. But it’s not a sharp pain. It’s more like…” Daiyu paused. “I’m constantly aching to be whole again.” She reached up and pressed a hand over the space, smoothing her fingers along the edges. “I always feel like something’s missing.”

“That’s sick,” Chen breathed.

“I won’t pretend to be a saint myself, Chen. I’ve done many things I’m not proud of.”

“But at least you can admit it,” Chen replied with a glare. “Instead of hiding behind done-up lies.” Daiyu smiled at him as he folded his arms. “And as for Min,” he began, “your only crime was falling for a real monster.”

Daiyu laughed. It was a deep, rumbling laugh that could’ve split a mountain with its strength.

“I didn’t know you could laugh like that,” he said.

“Then I suppose there is much we must learn about each other.”

“Yes, I suppose there is.”


Chapter 29: 
A Reason to Stay

“You have blood on your cheek,” the captain informed Rani most helpfully. Rani reached up and swiped at her skin, the red spot vanishing. By the looks of its vibrant color, it hadn’t been more than an hour since she’d fed.

The crew was up and stretching, preparing for their day’s journey as they watched the streets outside. The rain had finally stopped, and everyone watched as the street’s largest puddles began shrinking. Still, when the captain opened the door and everyone filed out, the humid air could be felt clinging to one’s skin, as could the distant scent of petrichor wafting around the town.

The first thing that happened that morning was Kali commenting on the noise downstairs. When the truth was revealed, Dane, Samson, and Kali were stunned. Dane and Samson took to squeezing every last detail from Chen about his night of victory, and Kali ignored him other than asking if it felt satisfying.

“Let’s begin,” Daiyu declared as they crossed to the edge of town. As soon as they were out of earshot, the talks began. “You all need to listen well.” At this, she stared at Rani, who crossed her arms and looked away.

The rain started up again not long after nightfall. At first, the captain warned the crew not to complain and that they would keep going, but when the thunder began, cracking the sky open, she relented and allowed Dane to scout ahead for shelter. It didn’t take long for him to unearth a small cave, beckoning the crew inside.

“Oh, thank the heavens,” Chen hissed, dragging his frigid body inside. “I wouldn’t have lasted another minute.”

Someone managed to get a fire started, and before Samson could even ask who could get firewood, Daiyu cut in.

“I’ll go,” she announced. “The rest of you, get warm.”

Rani rose, pulling off the wall and stalking to the entrance.

“Vampire,” Rani called out, her voice darting between the trees. The captain lifted her head, her crimson eyes narrowing when she recognized Rani.

Rani watched the rain run along the log’s ridges. She could see mountains of moss within them, mocking the valleys surrounding the empire. “And here I thought I’d be nice and help keep the sticks dry.” She hummed, chasing the water out of the stick with the song. In one swift snap, her fingers and ears became webbed again. The captain watched the way water gathered between Rani’s fingers, moistening the orange material. The siren’s lips parted around a sharp-toothed smile. She was a vision cloaked in rain, her curls dragging and separating as they became soaked through, her forehead tilted toward the skies. Daiyu watched as her expression molded into quiet contentment.

Daiyu snapped her head away.

“Go back to the cave,” she ordered. “You can dry the sticks when I return.”

She dug further into the forest, collecting more wood as she went. Still, Rani silently followed. The rain continued pouring down, causing everything in sight to shine, from the trees to the occasional leaves still hanging on as a last hint of autumn.

“Just feed,” Rani pleaded exasperatedly, holding out her arm. “I’m a siren; I’m not going to die from a simple feeding. I’m your safest option.”

“You are my most dangerous option,” Daiyu replied. “Or have you forgotten the greed that comes with a vampire’s desire for blood?”

“I separated you before. I can do it again. Do you really think you’re that much stronger than me?”

Daiyu watched as Rani took a long step forward, holding her arm up beside the captain’s head. The captain watched Rani’s breath swirl before her, mixing with the cold like a hazy fog.

“I refuse.”

Rani’s expression darkened. The captain’s hands were shaking, her fangs flashing as Rani watched her pupils dilate.

“I’m not going to let another immortal die because of their own stupidity,” Rani uttered. She brought her wrist to her lips, opening her jaws to once again tear through the flesh with her serrated teeth. Daiyu was quicker. She grasped both of the siren’s wrists and shoved her backward until she hit a thick tree’s base. Rani let out a soundless breath, glaring up at the captain, struggling in her grip.

“I am sorry about your mother, siren.” Daiyu watched Rani’s eyes flash in warning as she said it. “But your blood is too much for me to handle.”

“All because it’s siren blood?” Rani asked, nearly shouting, as she craned her neck upwards to breathe the angered words across Daiyu’s complexion. The words sat on Daiyu’s tongue, moments from tumbling off. She feared one more moment of Rani’s piercing yellow eyes would be all Daiyu needed to break.

Because it’s yours, Daiyu thought, and she could feel her tongue begin to move around the words. In one weak, desperate attempt to close her mouth around them—and in part due to the hunger clouding her mind—she bent down and seized the siren’s craned neck with her teeth.

The siren let out an agonized breath, her fingers curling from beneath Daiyu’s hold to keep from letting out a further shout. The pain was stronger at her neck than it had been at her wrist, the wound already pumping adrenaline into her heart. But the rain grounded her, pouring down her head and shoulders from between the bare tree’s branches.

The minutes passed by slowly. Rani’s wrists tensed and untensed from her clenching fingers, the only sign she allowed to be shown of her suffering.

The hunger took hold again. It pushed away all Daiyu’s fears, all her worries, swallowing them whole as more sweet blood poured into her mouth. This must be the gods’ drink, Daiyu thought, for it was far too perfect and lovely not to be meant for some higher power. She felt foolish and unworthy of having it.

Her hands slid from the siren’s arms to the nape of her neck and her waist, digging into the flesh as she buried her fangs deeper into Rani’s skin. More, that’s what Daiyu needed, more. Her actions suggested Rani’s blood would vanish the moment she stopped, and she’d never see it again.

The hand that had dug into Rani’s waist found her back, pulling her flush against Daiyu. This was no longer bloodlust; this had evolved, and Daiyu was too distracted to notice. It wasn’t until a harsh, webbed hand yanked her back by the hair that Daiyu’s thoughts finally began to return to her. Everything seemed hazy, her eyes unfocused, and she chased every feature on Rani’s face absentmindedly. The forest became a blur of deep emeralds, and the rain was nothing but a mere tap on her skin. The siren’s lips were moving, words slipping out that Daiyu could not hear. Daiyu slid her tongue over every bit of leftover blood along her lips, desperate for the supply to continue.

“Captain,” Rani addressed her, the tone finally breaching Daiyu’s ears. Daiyu blinked, suddenly aware of far too many things at once—their proximity, for one, as she noticed the way her hands still tugged on Rani’s back, the blood dribbling from Rani’s neck, and the way Rani’s eyes scoured her face with a mixture of amusement and curiosity. “Are you drunk?” Rani asked, stifling a wicked laugh. Daiyu couldn’t think straight. Yes? No? Was that even possible? She’d never felt that way from blood before. But the siren was right—her mind was somewhere far out of reach.

“I…I’m so sorry,” she said, the words slightly slurred. Rani threw her head back and laughed. Daiyu shook her head and was once again reminded of their painful proximity when the siren’s breath fanned across her lips.

“I don’t believe you,” she whispered, daring to lean closer. Daiyu’s eyes fell to her lips. They were so close that a single movement of Daiyu’s head and their lips would meet. She found herself inching forward, bit by bit, her nose brushing against Rani’s cheek as she tilted her head. The siren’s eyes began to droop, the piercing yellow of her irises shrinking like waning moons. She felt one of the siren’s hands snake up to her cheek, sliding down. It neared her collarbone, then inched toward the space where a heart would be.

The only warning Rani received was a sudden terror flashing across the captain’s face like lightning before Daiyu threw herself away as if from an assailant. One hand reached up to cover her collarbone where Rani had touched, and the other shot up to her mouth, smothering it in her palm as if concealing a weapon. In an instant, everything was turned on its head, a wide distance placed between them.

Cold sobriety fell across Rani, the same sort of sharp awareness that came moments after diving into bone-chilling water. Despite being completely innocent, Rani felt a sudden wave of guilt at the captain’s widened, darting eyes, the whites flashing like an animal caught in a snare. She felt as though a single movement would send Daiyu running.

“Why…” Rani said, her voice smaller and shakier than she’d hoped, riddled with hurt and confusion, “must you always do that? I don’t understand! Why is it that you don’t balk at the sight of blood on my hands, but the moment they go to hold you, they turn into weapons?”

Daiyu said and did nothing—precisely nothing, for all she did was stand there like a hollow doll, her expression falling into something neutral as the hurt washed away.

“You asked me to stay,” Rani recalled, “that night. But how can you ask that of me when you are the one forcing me away? Tell me, Daiyu, why I should stay. Give me a reason.”

When Daiyu’s voice answered, it was bruised by an honesty that pained Rani.

“I cannot.”

Rani laughed sourly, reaching up to run a hand through her soaked curls.

“I know,” she said, repeating it to herself in her head thrice more. “I will be your weapon against the empire, captain. And nothing more.”

Rani turned and took a few steps away, then glanced over her shoulder, waiting. The captain’s stoic face stared back, her lipstick effectively smeared with a mixture of Rani’s blood, gleaming the color of sunlight that didn’t seem to fit the dreary, muddy forest. When silence followed, Rani relented and returned to the cave.

She planted herself down next to Chen when she returned, the boy raising a brow in her direction. But, to his credit, he said nothing as she twisted her hair in her hands.

“So, how’s being part fae treating you?” Rani asked, but Chen shushed her, glancing around suspiciously.

“Don’t say it so loud,” he muttered. “I haven’t told anyone.”

“Not even Kali?”

“Especially not Kali.” Chen’s face twisted. “Can you imagine how she’d react?”

Rani considered it, then shrugged and leaned back against the humid cave wall. “She might be able to…I don’t know, awaken some magical power.” At the last words, she raised her hands and wriggled them like sparks were flying from her fingertips.

“I don’t have magic,” Chen shot back. “I would’ve done something by mistake at this point in my life.”

“You’ve done plenty of things by mistake.”

“Magical mistakes.”

Rani seemed skeptical, but she didn’t argue further. Just as she reached up and pulled her hair to ring the water from it, Chen’s voice softened.

“And thank you,” he told her, “for yesterday.”

Rani smiled, her dimples catching the fire’s glow.

“Not all of you mortals are bad,” she stated. Then, she added, “Though I don’t think you count as fully mortal anymore.”

“Do you think I’ll live longer?” Chen asked. Rani shook her head, water droplets flying onto Chen’s face.

“Who’s to say?”

Chen said nothing in response, and Rani was content to melt into the wall and lazily watch the crew milling about. Samson was telling Dane an exaggerated, daring tale, and the boy was completely enraptured, his expressions shifting as easily as the wind. Samson brought his hands up to the fire and began to form figures in the shadows, using his puppets to aid his story. Rani felt her lungs contract and rise, the rain outside softening every beat in her chest.

“I’m starting to understand why my mother cared about you stupid mortals so much,” she whispered, and Chen’s head swiveled to stare at her. The siren shut her eyes and placed her hands behind her neck, cradling the weight.

“Be careful,” he whispered back. "Say that any louder, and the crew might think you like them.”

Rani opened her eyes and threw a punch into Chen’s arm, earning a wheeze from him. He was about to retaliate when Rani’s hair shifted, and Chen caught sight of two bloody puncture marks along her neck. Rani was laughing at his pain, clutching her stomach. When her laughter had subsided, she met his eyes and recognized where his gaze led. In one fell swoop, she scooped her hair into place to cover the spot.

“Don’t mind it,” she said. “It’s nothing.”

“I never said anything.”

“You wanted to.”

“What are you going to do after this?” Chen asked, ignoring the injury and Rani’s words entirely.

“Go home,” Rani answered, but she could hear her own uncertainty within her voice. “Fine, I don’t know. I’m not exactly popular in Sarasia.”

Chen’s eyes widened. “You’re unpopular?” he asked sarcastically.

Rani laughed. “It’s not that. They’re terrified of me.”

“That makes more sense.”

Rani graciously ignored his comment. “Say, what are you going to do after this?”

Chen’s amused expression set suddenly, his eyes following the floor until they met the crackling, dancing flames behind Samson.

“I don’t know. Perhaps I should bring my parent's killer to justice.”

“Don’t,” Rani interjected sharply, her face snapping to him. Her eyes were wide with desperation, and Chen gazed at her, visibly surprised by the outburst. Rani quickly retracted. “It doesn’t bring what you think it does.”

Against all odds, Chen grinned.

“You’re not as mean as you think you are,” he said fondly.

“And you’re not as stupid as you behave.”

The entrance to the cave suddenly held a dark figure, Daiyu’s blood-red form marching inside. She dumped a pile of dry sticks on the floor, then turned, catching Rani’s eye momentarily. The captain’s gaze quickly shot away as she traversed the crew’s forms, settling into a corner shrouded in darkness.


Chapter 30: 
So it Begins

Three hours before the collapse

Daiyu was nervous. Rani had no real proof of this other than the militant vigilance in her stature and voice, but she could feel it. Rani supposed she would be nervous in the captain’s shoes as well.

The first day of the festival had begun. The streets were littered with paper lanterns, puppet commanders, and dancers prancing about, swathed in shimmering bolts of embroidered silk. The crew fit right in, adorning appropriate clothes for a festival—if they didn’t take into account the weaponry hidden amongst their fabrics. Rani had seen Samson tuck a few darts into his calf, a blade into his sleeve, and at least a few other weapons she couldn’t detect. It seemed the entire crew was following suit, but Rani couldn’t seem to locate every weapon.

“You have your sarangi?” the captain asked Rani rather redundantly, for the vast instrument was currently strapped behind her back and in clear view.

“Hmm, no, let me check,” Rani shot back sarcastically, twisting and spinning like a cat chasing her tail. “I don’t see it!” she cried dramatically. “Oh, no, where has it gone?”

“Just don’t attract too much attention,” Daiyu muttered sharply. Rani’s lips pursed in annoyance.

“Oh, come now, captain. You know better than that. After all, I look positively radiant! How wouldn’t I attract attention!” She gestured to her golden lehenga, the orange beading across the skirt catching the light.

The captain did not offer her a response. She simply turned to Dane and Samson. If it wasn’t about the mission, she hadn’t spared Rani a single glance. Rani had to steel her expression every time their eyes met. It used to be so easy to hide her thoughts behind a wicked grin, but with Daiyu, she just couldn’t keep her face in check. It disturbed her.

“Do you have everything?” Daiyu asked. Samson nodded, bowing his head to her. “If all goes well, I’ll see everyone at the center of the Zuǒ Xīnshì Palace.” The crew nodded. Daiyu slowly pulled her veiled hat atop her head, situating it so no one could see her eyes. “Best of luck.”

Rani, Samson, Kali, and Dane split from the group immediately. They traversed the main street of Yǒng Village, the village that sat at the palace’s base until an opening appeared that took them into the valley of the empire. Everyone did their best to lift their clothes and avoid the scratching of the underbrush, except for Kali, who fluttered through the forest above the ground.

“There,” Kali said sharply, jerking to the right. “I sense a caravan.”

The group followed Kali as she led the way, ducking through the bushes and behind trees. When Kali raised a fist, they froze, waiting for her next move. A small sparrow spread its wings and leaped from a tree branch, zipping across the grey sky. The fae waved her hand as it started to glow with writhing green vines. They slunk from her wrist to the forest floor just as the sounds of pounding oxen hooves began to echo through the trees. Rani watched the bare branches tremble whilst Kali’s vines crept on.

They heard the carts appear. Rani kept herself pressed against a thick tree, made especially vulnerable by her bright fabrics. A loud thud echoed through the forest, shaking the ground beneath everyone’s feet. Rani sucked in a tight breath. A man could be heard cursing colorfully before his boots hit the ground.

“Apologies,” the man’s thick voice immediately called out, sounding flustered. Judging by the tone and the way it sounded muffled by a heavy mustache, he might have been an older man. “I’ll only be a moment. One of the oxen has fallen.”

Kali hovered above them, peering through the gaps in the tree’s expanding branches to tell them to go. When she turned and nodded, Samson began traversing to the back of the caravan. Kali provided cover by sending her vines to the other side of the road and shaking the underbrush, the rustling grabbing the caravan’s attention while Rani, Samson, and Dane continued picking their way down the roadside. Their steps were agonizingly slow, relying on stealth—and Kali’s distraction—to avoid attention. Rani couldn’t shake the feeling that she stuck out far more than anyone else. She felt exposed and vulnerable in her bright clothes.

They broke out from behind the trees at last, and Rani took in the series of expensive, vast carriages. Four palace hunters flanked the furthest in the back, and she smiled.

“Time to work your magic,” Samson whispered, nudging her. She nodded, letting out one singular chirping note that mimicked a bird. Her companions took this as a sign to cover their ears. Her whistling picked up again. The caravan’s hunters and the man who had gotten up to lift the oxen onto its feet stared at the trees for merely a moment, then turned away. No one took notice of the four hunters at the back of the caravan rocking back and forth on their heels, their lids drooping, as Rani put them to sleep.

The hunters collapsed. Dane and Samson uncovered their ears and followed Rani onto the road, stepping over the hunter’s bodies to climb up into the back carriage. Two shocked entertainers sat inside, opening their mouths to speak, when Samson grabbed one by the collar and pressed a blade to their throat.

“Shhh,” he whispered, his gaze flicking to the second entertainer to silence them, too.

Rani sang quietly, putting them into a trance that caused them to stumble out of the carriage and off into the forest. When they collapsed into the bushes quietly, Rani dropped her song.

Dane sighed, uncovering his ears and crumbling into the nearest seat. “Captain wasn’t kidding. You make everything ten times easier.” He grinned in Rani’s direction, to which she winked and sat down opposite him. The carriage was coated in thick hues of red and orange, sigils drawn onto the walls for protection from ‘monsters.’ Rani smirked at the symbols—some protection they had offered.

A rumbling shook the ground in front of their carriage, and Rani recognized the pounding of hooves. She prayed the hunters behind them had awoken until the barking of orders confirmed they had, and they remembered no siren encounter.

“We’re one successful step in,” Rani commented, her lips curling into a grin.

“Don’t say that yet,” Samson warned with a grimace. “You’re testing the gods.”

“Never took you for a religious type,” Rani replied. Dane stared at Samson as if he, too, wondered about the burly man’s devotion. Samson shrugged.

“If my ancestors believed it, I have to give them some merit. Besides, if I want to head to Harana and become a monk after this, I’d better avoid discounting religion.”

“A monk?” Rani laughed. “You’re going to a fallen kingdom to become a monk?”

Samson smiled, taking up a seat next to Dane as soon as their carriage rattled to a slow strut. “You laugh now, siren, but soon,” he pulled a glinting necklace from beneath his collar, revealing an ebony rosary peppered with black pearls, “I’ll be in an abbey.”

“Can you believe this?” Rani asked, casting Dane an incredulous stare. Dane shrugged.

“I can. Samson is full of surprises. But I didn’t know he was heading back to Harana.” He turned to Samson just as Samson pushed stray hairs out of his eyes. “Are you searching for your mother?”

“Yes, indeed,” Samson answered. "But I’m becoming a monk before that. I don’t want to meet her as, well…” He gestured to the length of his figure, covered in muscles and pale scars that contrasted the sun-touched skin and dark hair. Rani nodded. She couldn’t imagine appearing before a lost family member looking like a proper ruffian.

“So. Monk, mother,” Rani nearly sang, then turned to Dane. "And what about you? Are you going to become a monk, too?” Her tone was teasing; they could all hear it. But Samson wasn’t bothered at all.

“No offense to the future monk or the siren,” Dane began, “but I would rather hurl myself into the Lapsus Regnum sea than touch a church.” He shivered. “My sister only managed to drag me to one of those once, and once was enough.”

“What, did you drop an incense stick and burn the carpet?” Rani asked. Dane didn’t answer; he shrank a little further into his seat, which resulted in Rani bursting into laughter. Dane’s face reddened to match his hair.

“S’not funny,” he muttered. The carriage rattled down the road, clomping hooves tearing at the ground so far beneath them. “I’m going to convince my sister to move.”

“Where?” Samson asked.

“Anywhere but here.”

“Then come to Harana with me.”

“Really?” Dane asked. He smiled, and Rani thought his beaming was so bright she’d have to shield her eyes. His boyish face made it hard to remember how fierce a fighter he could be. Samson reached over and mashed his hand into Dane’s nest of fiery hair, pushing the boy’s head down. Dane grinned and elbowed Samson, but Rani let out a sharp whistle, freezing both of them with glossy eyes.

“Let’s not shake the carriage lest they notice something’s off,” she warned, releasing her spell.

“Where are you going after this, Rani?” Samson asked politely, his deep voice warm from smiling.

“You pirates are all so nosy. But, I’m not entirely sure.” She was about to say more when a shout could be heard over the clip-clopping, and suddenly, everything halted. Talking could be heard from the carriages in front, and the swinging of hinges told Rani they were asking for travel passes. Dane produced a singular passport. It consisted of three sections of paper pasted together, listing what Rani had brought with her and the names of hunters who saw them during their travels. Rani only hoped the forgery was good enough not to warrant a fight right at the Xīnzáng Bànmó Gates.

Rani studied the passport and read the descriptions. Of her companions, Dane was listed as a slave with medicinal practice, and Samson was listed as a guard. A knock came on the door. Rani stiffened, nodding to Dane to open it. He leaned over and pushed the door open, revealing three hunters dressed in their empire-issued festival attire—red and gold with dramatic flourishes of embroidery. One, a fresh-faced man who could’ve been mistaken for a teen had it not been for his wickedly sharp poise, stepped forward.

“Passport,” he requested, holding out his palm. Rani passed the paper to Dane, who, in turn, placed it in the hunter's palm. They watched, trying not to lean forward, as the hunter’s eyes scoured the forgery. His face remained as blank as a slate, and Rani wished more than anything that a different hunter had taken the job of checking their passports.

The man’s eyes flicked up to Dane, then shot across the carriage in an arc to land on Rani, who felt she hadn’t been this nervous since the captain had grasped her throat on the night of the storm. She felt her heart begin to thunder; at the same time, a cool sweat broke out on her neck. However, she forced herself to lean back and pick at her nails nonchalantly. She noticed his gaze drop to her bare feet, twist in confusion, and then roll back to a neutral expression.

“May we see your instrument?” It was more an order than a request. Rani flicked her hand toward Dane as if to say, just do whatever he needs, trying to play the role of a nonchalant lady.

Dane passed over the bag, to which the hunter had his two companions unlatch the lid and rummage around inside. They picked up the bow separately, turning it every which way. Rani’s breath caught as their hands passed over the string.

One of the hunters set the bow back into the bag, his eyes once again creeping up Dane’s figure. When his eyes landed on Dane’s bright hair, his crooked nose scrunched up.

“Such strange hair,” he commented sourly under his breath, stepping back. A flash of annoyance passed Dane’s face, and he turned his cheek away.

“And you have a nose that could attract a bird as a mate,” he muttered. Rani felt her heart drop. In a flash, the hunter had planted one foot on the edge of their carriage floor and grasped a fistful of Dane’s collar.

“What did you say?” he asked, and Rani felt her stomach knot itself tightly together. Her eyes met Samson’s, who shared a similar look of grim panic.

Rani snapped her fingers, glancing from Samson to Dane to signal some sort of action that she wouldn’t have to take. She was trying to maintain an air of dignity, and punching a hunter square in the nose, she felt, didn’t apply to this concept. Samson noticed what she wanted and lurched forward to yank Dane by the back of his collar. The hunter’s hold on Dane released as Samson pulled him away, giving Dane a look that he hoped reflected an angry guard.

“You will not address the empress’s hunters in such a way!” he barked, and Dane visibly struggled to shift his face into anything that didn’t resemble spite.

“My…apologies,” he murmured as if it were painful. Rani turned her face toward the hunter.

“I would also like to apologize on his behalf; he’s new,” she explained with a smile that melted the hunter’s anger into enrapture. “I hope you won’t take it to heart,” she purred, imagining throttling both him and Dane in the back of her head. To everyone’s shared relief, the hunter became a babbling mess, simply retreating to the safety of his fellow hunters. They dismissed the carriage and walked off, and as soon as Rani had reached forth and shut the door, both she and Samson turned their gazes to Dane.

“Are you mad?” Rani asked, reaching out and grabbing him by the ear.

“Sorry!” he shot back like an insult.

“What did you go and do that for?”

“He insulted my hair!”

“Wallahi! We’re trying to tear an empire apart; your hair is the least of our worries,” she said sharply. “If you can’t keep your mouth shut, and I have to bat my lashes at one more hunter, I will make sure you don’t have any hair to worry about anymore!” She released his ear, the force sending Dane tumbling back into his seat. He rubbed the cartilage she’d pulled, looking down at his feet with a fierce glare.

Their carriage rumbled to a start.

“Ready to entertain?” Samson asked Rani. She nodded. They all felt it—the carriages halting, the shouting of orders. They had reached the mountain’s grand steps.

Two hours and ten minutes before the collapse


Chapter 31: 
Falsehoods

Two hours and forty-five minutes before the collapse

Kali spotted the captain from a few feet away, still waiting in the darkness of the alley. As if sensing the fae, her eyes shot through the dark and scoured Kali’s gaze sharply.

“They’re in the caravan,” Kali told Daiyu before she could even ask. Daiyu nodded, pulling herself away from the darkness and out onto the main street with Kali. The fae had her wings tucked carefully under a festival garb cloak decorated with purple stars. Meanwhile, the hood was pulled over her pointed ears. Daiyu had on her signature veiled hat, aiding her efforts to hide her teeth from view.

Kali didn’t have to ask what came next. Together, they weaved through the crowds in search of an area to escape town. When they finally found it, the two ducked out of view and began their walk in the direction of the mountain’s base. If all went well, they’d see the caravan stop and let all its passengers out, where the passengers would have to walk the rest of the way to the gates by foot. The steep climbing of the mountain’s steps reminded every visitor that they were not exempt from being treated like commoners; it was a disgusting display of power. Kali knew for a fact the empress had never been seen walking up the steps.

But the fact that the empress had never walked her way into the palace meant there was another way in. Kali searched the forest’s roots, digging her way into the mountain for another entrance. The captain’s theory had been that there was an underground system, but Kali felt no such thing thus far.

Daiyu watched Kali’s icy eyes sway back and forth like she was concussed, the telltale sign of her magic. She could see everything from below the earth’s surface up into the trees, but nothing that was not of earthen material could be detected. Daiyu watched the way Kali managed to avoid stepping on broken roots and crackling branches as if it were second nature to know where everything lay. Daiyu, on the other hand, had to avoid snapping branches without the aid of magic.

“There’s nothing inside the mountain besides natural formations,” Kali explained, ducking around a tree without so much as batting an eye in its direction. “It’s possible she’s put an unnatural source there, however.”

Daiyu nodded, though Kali couldn’t see it. “I can dig my way through the mountain if need be,” Daiyu reminded her, feeling the nerves in her claws spark and twitch. Her pulse had been rushing to her ears all day, and she felt ready to burst into battle every waking moment.

A rustling sang through the air beside them. Daiyu’s eyes snapped to the movement, watching the bushes shake when suddenly, Chen burst from the greenery.

“Did you see them go through?” Daiyu asked. Chen had been positioned in the trees to ensure Rani passed the travel pass check. Chen nodded, hoping it would ease the captain’s stiffness a bit. When it did not, Chen chose not to mention the scuffle Dane had nearly caused; the captain could have the boy’s head later, but now they needed to work.

“I told you my forgery would work,” the fae before them said, a slight, dreamy haze clinging to her words as she stepped down a small ledge.

“It figures that you fae are good at lying on paper. I thought you couldn’t lie at all?” Chen asked.

“We can’t,” she said with a copious dose of sinisterness in her tone. They could almost hear the smirk in it. “Everything I wrote was true. I listed the things we brought and the guards we saw on our travels. You know, the ones we murdered.”

“What about pretending Dane is a slave and Samson, a guard?” Chen asked suspiciously.

“Dane slaves away to treat our wounds, and Samson helps guard us from danger.”

“And the weapons in their inventory? You didn’t write about those,” Chen pointed out, stumbling down a small ravine as he failed to watch his step.

“I never said I wrote our entire inventory. I listed some things we brought. Perhaps they should’ve been more clear about how much of our inventory to write.”

Chen was sufficiently impressed, annoyed, and annoyed that he was impressed. But he had to admit, the fae had gone to great lengths to bend and shape the truth. If he’d inherited more of his mother’s blood, perhaps he could’ve lied and used fae magic.

Kali stopped walking abruptly, causing Chen and Daiyu to look up. The mountain’s backside was large and stocky, pointing up to the sky like a rocky, outstretched hand into the heavens. Clouds hovered high above them, obscuring the blue sky from view.

“Nothing,” Kali stated as she pressed a hand to the mountainside. “I feel nothing.” She stepped far back behind Daiyu, Chen following suit. They watched as Daiyu rolled up one of her silver dragon-embroidered sleeves and raised her claws. In long, sharp punches, she gutted out chunks of the mountainside like a beast. Kali nearly winced as she watched the massacre of dirt, soil, and stray creatures fly out.

“Does it hurt you when the earth is damaged?” Chen asked, eyeing Kali’s face. She narrowed her eyes at him suspiciously.

“Why are you suddenly so interested in my magic?”

Chen felt a surge of panic at her question, forcing his face into indifference while he was shriveling up inside.

“Anansi was so different from you,” he replied, hoping to alleviate suspicion of himself by redirecting Kali into rage at her brother’s name. It worked as her brows furrowed and her teeth gnashed together.

“I’ll kill him when this is over,” she muttered. “But first, I’ll make him clear my name.”

“Clear your name of what?”

Kali’s eyes flashed again. They eyed him up and down for a moment before she turned away. “Murdering the princess.”

From beneath the purpled hood, her ears pinned down and back, much like an angered ox.

Daiyu emerged from the destruction she’d created, eyeing Kali.

“Come check again.”

Kali shrugged. “Sure.” She moved over to the dugout hallway, creeping inside. It was easy, considering her frame was much smaller than Daiyu’s, and she even had a bit of room to jump if need be. Once she was at the end of the hallway, she reached up, her eyes glowing lightly through the dark as her fingers rooted themselves into the soil. She sent waves of magic through the innards of it all, sliding across every microorganism living there. She expected nothing. She expected not an ounce of earthen magic.

She didn’t expect an entire interconnected framework of tunnels produced by fae. Kali tore her hand back, a flurry of emotions surging through her. She could feel the emotions of the fae who had built the tunnels—every bit of anger, resentment, and regret. When she turned back to the captain, hovering in the frame of light at the entrance, her eyes were shimmering with tears.

“It’s glamoured,” she uttered incredulously, bringing a hand to her mouth. The voices of hundreds of fae invaded her mind, the smell of bones filling her nostrils like toxins. She tightened her fists, preparing for another wave of anguish as she brought her hand up to the roof, flinching when she made contact and more anguish was stuffed inside her heart. As soon as her fingers were dug in again, her vines shot out, lifting chunks of packed soil until she stared up and saw a neat opening into a vast, dimly lit tunnel large enough for an army. She stared out at Daiyu. “All of this was fae-made.”

Daiyu’s eyes widened.

Two hours and twenty-six minutes before the collapse


Chapter 32: 
Entertainment

One hour and thirty minutes before the collapse

Rani felt like her legs were going to cave at any moment. She was doing better than Dane and Samson, who were mere mortals and practically dragging themselves up the steps, but even the siren felt her breath turn to ragged heaves, especially with the sarangi basket on her back. She felt like now would’ve been an appropriate time for Dane to crack another one of his immature jokes, but the boy was too exhausted to do so. A film of sweat broke out on his face, his cheeks burning red despite the swirling of breath before him from the cool elevation. The coolness was a small mercy; the more steps they climbed, the colder the air became. She stared up at the gleaming castle shadowed by winter clouds.

Ahead of them, marching dutifully up the mountain, was a row of hunters looking as relaxed as people who had done this a hundred times—which they had, Rani reminded herself angrily, biting her inner cheek to do something, anything, to distract herself from the pain in her shaking legs.

It felt like hours had passed by the time they reached the first gate. Rani stared up and felt like she’d discovered heaven, a smile splitting her face at the sight of the gleaming iron material as the sun bounded off its surface. She shook her head, reminding herself that the empire was not her savior and that she was there to take it down. It was a rather intelligent move—making the walk up the mountain so miserable that the sight of the palace brought relief. It was a wicked mind trick, and Rani had to admit, she respected it.

Rani’s feet left the last step as she pulled her sarangi bag off her back and set it down gently, relieved to feel the winter chill blast her shoulders in full. The rest of the caravan emerged slowly from the steps. By that point, one hunter had retrieved a small blade the size of a letter opener and situated himself before the gate. The hunters began their work of opening the Xīnzáng Bànmó Gates. Rani watched, entranced, as the gates heaved agape to reveal four vast but separate palaces of glittering, curved corners, layered roofs, and large red pillars. Small steps led up to each one, and large fences ran the length of each palace, accompanied by another set of gates. The gate to the Zuǒ Xīnshì Palace stood to the left back corner, its stature flying overhead the rest of the palaces due to the building sitting on a large platform above the others. Rani stared at the guards standing there. They were mere pinpricks in the distance that she could barely make out.

A few other people from the caravans approached the hunter with the blade, lifting their hands palms up. The first to go, a woman who looked to be twice Dane’s age, winced as the blade dug into her skin. The hunter studied her crimson blood as it welled into a ball. Once satisfied, he allowed her to pass.

The line marched by slowly. Rani once again felt panic surge through her veins. It would fall apart. They would see her golden blood, and they’d kill her on the spot. It didn’t help that the hunter was taking his time, eyeing each cut with a gaze as sharp as his blade. When it became Rani’s turn, she slowly outstretched her hand, palm up. The hunter gripped her wrist and brought the blade to her finger. The pale iron seemed to put a tremble in her grip, and Rani felt terror begin to seize her every motion as the hunter’s eyes dug into her expression. They were slightly droopy and crowned by rings of exhaustion.

He knew. The hunter’s lips parted, and Rani shivered in anticipation of a fight.

“First time?” he asked. “There’s no need to be nervous.”

All the breath left Rani’s throat, and she stared silently for a few moments before laughing nervously, allowing a small amount of real fear to infuse her mannerisms into playing along. She was silently thankful for such an excellent cover.

“Was it that obvious?” she asked. His sleepy eyes narrowed.

“Everyone trembles their first time,” he explained, then nudged the tip of the blade into her skin. Rani sucked in a breath, her shoulders jolting, and yanked her finger up to her lips before any golden blood could seep out. Placing the pad of her finger between her lips, she bit down on the back of her molars, a small pouch hidden back there bursting upon impact. Just like Dane had said, blood-like liquid dribbled out, coating her teeth. Rani redirected the liquid toward her finger with her tongue.

Before she took too long, she pulled the finger from her lips and pretended to wince at the pain of the sliver. The hunter studied the red-colored liquid that slid from her cut, leaning closer ever so slightly. Rani gritted her teeth harder as the silence stretched on.

“See, it wasn’t so bad,” the man said matter-of-factly, gesturing over his shoulder for her to pass through the gates. Rani let out a fake, sheepish giggle and continued on. She looked up to see Dane and Samson waiting inside, standing beside an old well, both unable to mask their relieved expressions. Rani sent Dane a bloody thumbs-up. He grinned.

“The hard part is over,” Samson whispered. “Good work, Rani.”

Rani smiled. They continued walking toward the next gate. Rani remembered seeing the palace from Daiyu’s blueprints, but the blueprints could not show her the beautiful gardens and courtyards that occupied the space between the front gate and the four individual palace gates. The botanicals were well-kept and filled to the brim with blossoming buds in the color of ivory. Rani studied each bud with a small, content smile. It impressed her that the palace still managed to keep flowers blooming when the winter had already begun to appear, the first hint of frost sparkling on each individual petal.

Following the hunters through a small archway of contorted vines, the group marveled at the sight of the guest palace’s gates peeking around the corner. But when they finally turned to meet the gates, Rani found every bit of awe evaporated from her heart.

A platform the sooty color of charcoal grey. A wooden wagon, scorched by flames. And piled atop it all, a mound of burned bodies. Rani found that her feet could no longer move as she stared at the mound. Her eyes, against her every wish, picked apart what used to be arms, legs, and sharp teeth. She could see dark claws and skin that seemed tighter around its host's bones, no doubt due to the heat. She could not decipher what was man or woman or where one body ended and another began. Her mouth had gone bone dry, the fake blood retreating along with her saliva. She could make out a small pointed wing on the disfigured form of a child.

One of the hunters called back to the group. “Apologies,” he said, his voice crisp and slightly lifted like a dramatic actor on stage, “we’re filling up the burial pits too fast. This is naught but a momentary solution.”

His words rang in her ears. The mound of corpses was nothing more than a spec of disease in their eyes; no more than a mere, unpalatable scene that was considered rude in the same way a deboned dinner fish’s guts splayed out in the open were.

Rani wished she could tear out the hunters’ entrails and burn them the same as the corpses. Dane and Samson had already frozen ahead of her, looking back with quiet, pleading eyes. Don’t cause a scene, they said, flashing. Rani’s fingers trembled as fury engulfed her. But she sucked in a breath and gripped her skirts, picking up her feet which had turned to solid iron beneath her. She would’ve been content to walk away at that moment. But a low sound rumbled through the air, filled with tired agony. Rani’s head snapped to the side, one hand flying to her mouth at the realization that not all of them were corpses yet. Shivers crawled across her skin like bugs, and a forceful breath was pushed from her lips before she could control it, bordering on a pained whimper as she heard the person groan again.

“Rani,” Dane whispered, fear tainting her name in his mouth. Rani’s eyes dug through the corpses, still against her will, searching for the one still breathing. She shook her head slightly.

Dane began walking towards her. Rani’s gaze snapped forward. Four hunters. Six other entertainers. Their minds and hearts were weak, not difficult to control like the generals had been, nor did they have much strength in numbers. Before she could change her mind, her whistling tune pierced the air, bending and snapping toward the mound of bodies. It reached into the bemoaned immortal and soothed them into a deep sleep. She hoped they would pass before waking again. When they no longer let out agonizing cries, Rani dropped her tune, and the air returned to its regular rhythm. The four hunters and the six entertainers looked around, blinking dazedly. Dane and Samson gathered their bearings for a moment, their faces slack and dragging down, before their terror returned.

“That was too risky!” Dane hissed, finally within earshot of Rani. He gestured for her to keep walking, and she did so, pressing her lips shut almost painfully, for she was mere moments from singing him to sleep as well.

The hunters marched them to the guest palace, ordering for the next set of gates to be opened before allowing the group to roam freely up the steps. Everyone filed inside, ogling at the beauty of the palace’s interior. Painted koi fish swam above them, and different colored spots of compacted shells made up of mock lily pads were trapped inside the floor below. A hunter led them toward their rooms. Rani realized that it was an interconnected floor of rooms separated by shoji mechanisms made of amber-colored wood.

As soon as the door shut, Dane plopped to the ground in an exhausted heap.

“The first empress was a psychopath for creating those steps,” he declared.

“They could still be outside the door!” Samson warned, his voice a whisper-shout. Dane’s mouth shut tightly as Rani walked over to a large bed and tossed her sarangi basket onto its firm surface. She pulled it out, sat on the floor, and toyed with some of the knobs at the top.

“All work, no play?” Dane asked Rani, watching her fingers fly across the knobs. “This place is a palace. Breathe it in!”

The sharp look she cast was met with a sudden straightening of Samson’s spine.

“Sorry,” he added. He sounded genuine this time. “That can’t be easy to see.”

He was right; it wasn’t. Rani had to breathe in and remind herself that mortals in the empire grew up surrounded by those sights. So often was it drilled into them that immortals barely felt pain; seeing pyres and gallows was like stepping on a roach rather than slaughter. Even the games Sarasian children played often used this idea, such as a game in which two people would inflict pains (albeit they were trivial, seeing as they were children with little imagination for true torment) on the chosen ‘immortal’ of the group and wait for someone to forfeit.

“This palace isn’t as pretty as Sarasia’s was,” Rani muttered coldly back, “and we didn’t have these ridiculous steps.”

“Dane’s right, though,” Samson added. “You should relax a bit. The hard part is over. We’re in! Now, we just need to figure out how to breach the Zuǒ Xīnshì Palace.”

“You don’t suppose they’d just let us walk in there, do you?” Dane asked, his sentence ending in a laugh. Rani rolled her eyes and opened her mouth to speak, but she was promptly cut off by a knock at their door. Dane turned his head, staring at it for a moment.

“Pardon us, but you’re being summoned to the empress’s palace,” a gruff, muffled voice behind the door called out. Dane shot to his feet, staring wide-eyed at Samson and Rani. They shared the same incredulous stare.

“Apparently, they will,” Samson murmured, rushing over and opening the door. “Of course,” he told the hunter with a smile, studying his slightly different uniform. He had on expensive wrist bracers and a small medallion around his neck that did little to offset the blaring red colors of his uniform. The hunter bowed, instructed them to gather their items, and resolved to wait by the door. When Rani had re-packed her sarangi, they all filed out into the hall. The hunter informed them to follow before marching them out of the palace’s long hallway and back into the cold. This time, the chill wasn’t so pleasant, and Rani pulled her dupatta tighter around herself.

They weaved between outside courtyards and gardens, cutting through one area that should’ve held ponds, but all Rani could see were empty spaces in the shape of ponds. It was strange; she found that not even the palace halls were decorated with potted plants. The only plants that were still around were outside. Was the palace experiencing a drought?

The empress’s palace was frighteningly large and seemed to be weighed down by gold. Rani watched the gates groan open painfully, the hunters beside them working up a sweat due to pulling their hefty chains. When the gates were fully open, their leading hunter ushered them inside, following them up the short staircase to reach the doors. Two hunters beside the doors were the ones to pull them open, their spears glinting in the morning sun.

Once inside, Rani, Dane, and Samson were swept up by the army of people, all dressed in expensive clothing and partaking in festivities. There were two long tables of feast foods lining both walls, and Rani could make out an entire honey-glazed pig, large platters of steaming fish, greens positively drowning in sweet sauce, and desserts that had only been lightly touched as of yet. Above them, a caisson ceiling seemed to gawk at their humble clothes. Rani couldn't believe she felt judged by a ceiling, but this one made her feel she had no choice but to let it disrespect her. It was vibrant and dramatic, and the performers who danced across it doing tricks on swinging ropes seemed to be melded into its extravagance perfectly, their performers’ clothes shimmering.

The hunter led them through the crowd and toward the large dais which supported the throne. At the start of the empire, many found it strange that there was to be only one throne, but the first empress expressed that only those of direct lineage from her—and those chosen for the crown if there were multiple—would sit upon any throne. Marriage came only in the form of a king or queen consort, for the empress wanted to ensure no one would have more power than her bloodline.

They broke through the crowd of people and stared up at the throne, the woman sitting atop it seeming to snap her eyes to them. Rani studied Empress Chuang, eyeing the way she stood out with her dark green fabrics heavily laden with accessories. Her head, which was teeming with gold that seemed to try and hide the existence of her real, held dark hair. Rani sank to the floor with Dane and Samson, trying her best to ignore the feeling that the empress’s dark eyes were only trained on her. When Rani rose from her bow, the empress’s eyes were still on her, her red lips pursing as the dots beside the woman’s mouth drew downwards.

The hunter beside them bowed and called their names up to the empress, who waved a hand to dismiss the hunter. He marched up the steps to stand beside the throne, his eyes falling on Rani and her crew once again.

The empress slowly rose, stopping the entire room in their tracks. With another wave of her hand, the crowd dissolved back into laughter, dancing, and spectating of entertainers swallowing flaming swords and swinging across the ceiling. The empress slowly descended her steps, approaching the trio at its base. The fabrics around her were looser than most; a sheer drape of gold lay across her green dress, exposing her arms beneath it. Rani could see the careful stitching of it all; not a single stray thread was showing.

When the empress was within earshot of the group, she folded her arms before her and smiled.

“I will show you into another chamber. Please, follow me.”

Rani, Dane, and Samson picked up their feet to follow when she turned sharply and raised a hand.

“Not you two,” she said, her voice lilting casually as she stared at Samson and Dane. "Just the entertainer will do.”

Rani didn’t bat an eye; she let her face show no concern. But she really wasn’t concerned. She hoped Dane and Samson would also pretend not to be perturbed.

“Enjoy the festivities,” Empress Chuang told Dane and Samson as she gestured to the crowds. Then she turned and began walking, Rani following closely behind. The hunter who had led Rani to the empress flanked them both.

The throne room broke off into a series of hallways that Rani could barely navigate. The empress made every step seem purposeful. As they continued walking, the windows grew more scarce, and the natural light began to slip away because of it. Rani watched the last sliver of cool grey light grasp her painted ankles before vanishing behind her.

The empress turned a corner and stared at a pair of guards surrounding a modest silver door. She nodded to them and watched as the door was pulled open, Rani following the empress inside.

When the decorated hunter was in and the door shut, she took in the room’s shadowy ambiance. The only light came from incense burners and small candles upon standing tables, which cast long stretches of flickering orange onto the room’s only two inhabitants. There was a tall woman with a long face who eyed Rani a bit longer than anyone usually did, her narrow eyes searching Rani from top to bottom. She pushed up a pair of spectacles on her nose, the lenses flashing with candlelight.

The second inhabitant was a woman in the corner, cloaked in shadows and heavy fabrics that concealed her every feature. Rani could barely tell where their face began.

“Do you enjoy music, Your Imperial Majesty?” Rani asked, turning back to her. She was watching the woman’s expression for a hint that might suggest she knew something. The empress smiled. There was an underlying tension, but Rani had already seen that in the throne room long before she had been spotted.

“On occasion, when played by the right people,” the empress responded. Rani took in a breath and stepped over to the table, sinking to the floor and reaching for her sarangi.

“What kind of music do you like?” she asked as she popped open the case. The instrument allowed itself to be lifted into her cradling arms.

“The ones without a voice,” Her Imperial Majesty answered coolly, a sudden snap in her voice. Rani smiled as she pulled the sarangi into her lap.

“That’s a shame,” she said, opening her mouth to begin her siren song. The dark room filled abruptly with an unknown fog, and Rani coughed as the oxygen rapidly left her lungs. The fog clogged up the atmosphere, and she could barely see through the thick color of violets. In a sick cycle, she desperately breathed in, only to grow worse as more toxic air invaded her lungs. Rani keeled over, her instrument still clutched in one hand while the other dropped her sarangi bow.

When she looked up, clawing at her own neck with her nails, the empress was staring down at her, eyes cold and black as ore. She was gripping a silk fan over her mouth, the fan giving off a slight pale luminescence. Rani turned behind her to see the woman with the spectacles holding something shriveled and wilted over the room’s incense burners. More purple smoke curled into the air like tendrils. She, too, gripped a circular silk fan over her mouth. Rani wasn’t at all surprised to see the empress’s hunter lift one as well.

“Don’t move, gui,” the empress warned, her tone suddenly sharp and drastic, her complexion riddled with wrinkles that hadn’t seemed to be visible before. She’d seemed to age dozens of years in a matter of moments, but Rani couldn’t be sure if it was simply the fog clouding her expression.

Rani coughed, her throat rapidly sucking in more of the toxins. She heard a sharp sound, and soon, a gleaming blade reflected her own expression inches before her face. It was filled with terror and exhaustion, tears squeezing from her lashes from the lack of oxygen. Rani felt a shiver run down her spine as she desperately tried to tug her voice into commission. She felt like screaming; her lips parted to do so, her muscles pulled into the same pose.

In Rani’s peripheral, she caught sight of the strange cloaked woman. She was straining forward in desperate shakes as if trying to escape some sort of restraints. Rani recognized the feeling. She turned back to the empress with a mixture of anger and agony, her disguise morphing and falling away as she felt her ears snap and shift and her teeth twist back into fangs. The empress’s lip curled up in disgust behind her fan at the sight.

“Let’s see what a siren can do without their pretty songs,” the empress declared. The hunter’s blade rose and swung, and Rani rolled out of the way. She gritted her teeth and bared them in warning, but the hunter did little more than narrow his sharp eyes. Suddenly, the door burst open.

“Your Majesty!” a hunter cried, his brows twitching as he reared back to avoid the toxins. “It’s the vampire!”

Rani’s eyes widened. The empress’s expression mirrored her own, but it soon crumbled into rage. She turned back to the hunter beside Rani and the woman with spectacles.

“End this gui quickly,” she warned, her lips curling in disgust as her gaze fell to Rani. “I have a bigger demon to hunt.” Rani felt a panic surge through her as the empress rushed off to find Daiyu, the door swinging shut with a final bang.

Forty-four minutes before the collapse


Chapter 33: 
Tunnels

Two hours and twenty-three minutes before the collapse

Chen watched the natural light slowly vanish as they sank deeper into the mountain’s heart, the lanterns flickering on the walls offering little glow. He could barely make out his own feet, let alone the path in front of them. They trusted Kali to lead, her hand scraping the tunnel’s walls, her face screwed shut in despair and concentration. Every time they turned down a new tunnel, her expression seemed to shift, as if she were being hurt anew.

Kali strained her breath as she tried to hide the toll the magic was taking on her. Chen and Daiyu both noticed, but neither dared acknowledge her struggle. She wasn’t sure if this was to avoid her feelings or spare them.

The tunnels continued up, branching off into such a multitude of subsections that Chen could only imagine the entire system as resembling a spider web.

The sounds of skittering passed by only occasionally, and Chen tried his best to ignore them. He dared not picture what vile vermin lived in the ground they now walked upon.

“Something just touched my leg,” Chen hissed, stomping his foot on the ground. “I swear, these rats better back away.”

Kali turned to face him, confusion suffusing her gaze. “I don’t sense anything,” she commented, pushing her fingers deeper into the dirt wall and shutting her eyes. When she opened them, there was a touch of concern. “There are no rats until just around the corner.”

Daiyu backed up to them, raising a hand in position to strike something. “It must be a defense mechanism of some kind. Brace yourselves.”

“What could they possibly stick in a giant tunnel that’s small enough to hide on the floor that’s not organic?” Chen asked, his voice wobbling at the end. He didn’t want to picture anything of the sort.

A rumbling echoed from around the corner, and Chen pivoted to face its direction, backing up. The rumbling came again. Daiyu crouched slightly to the ground.

“Kali, anything?”

“No,” she repeated. The dim lights around them flickered out. Chen sucked in a breath as everything went dark.

“That’s not a good sign,” he whispered. The rumbling quieted for a moment, just long enough for Chen to hear his own heartbeat in his ears, drumming through the silence. Then, a mighty, echoing roar came, blowing gusts of air against everyone’s faces.

“What the hell makes that sound!” Chen cried, pulling his spear free. He could barely see, squinting through the darkness as the gust of wind warmed his face.

“Oh, gods,” Kali muttered. If they could see her face, they would’ve realized she’d gone horribly pale.

“What?” Daiyu asked sharply. “What is it?”

“A fae beast.”

“What form?” Daiyu asked swiftly.

“A white tiger.”

“Shit!” Chen cried, feeling something writhe over his foot again. This time, he could tell it felt fuzzy—a tail. He sliced wildly, the tail thumping away from his blade. It raised into the air like a snake, and Chen watched the form begin to illuminate like the edges of a drawing, fanning from its tail to the rest of its body. The fae beast roared, its mountainous face lighting up in shimmering blue smoke just as it appeared inches from Chen’s nose. Chen thrust his spear forward, the blade digging toward the beast’s jaws. But instead of blood and flesh, the blade found air, simply whirling through the smoke as the jaws dissipated and re-formed.

“You can’t touch it with organic material! That includes blades and your human touch!” Kali warned. “It has to be fae material! Daiyu, you’re made of fae material! Hit it!” Chen thought that would’ve been nice to know before. Kali raised a fist and brought it sharply down, vines grasping at the creature’s smoky fur. The vines were able to touch it, wrapping around the tiger’s neck and dragging it toward the earth.

“How did it even end up here?” Chen asked, scrambling backward until his back hit the wall. Daiyu raised her claws as the beast reared its monstrous head, tearing through the vines as a roar caused Chen to cover his ears. Chen watched as the captain brought her hand down, colliding with the beast’s face. Her claws dug down into its eye, blue blood spurting from its skin as it roared in agony and lifted its own claws. Daiyu held her hands over her head, and its paws met her arms. A game of push-and-shove followed as Daiyu repelled it with her inhuman strength.

“That’s good!” Kali shouted at Daiyu. Chen felt a sudden pang of uselessness as Kali shot more vines into the air, combining her efforts with the tunnel walls to ensnare the tiger.

It was big; Chen studied its massive form and thick tail, unable to tear his eyes away from the sight of the blood seeping from its face. He stared at the good eye, large and dark, an inkling of white glossing over its surface. The eye widened until a ring of white appeared. For a moment, it looked scared, and he briefly wondered how many other beasts like this one lived in the fae realm. He wished he could see the world his mother had lived in.

The beast’s eyes locked with Kali's, momentarily trapped in her vines, which suspended it in the middle of the tunnel.

“If it’s angry, we’re going in the direction of something it’s supposed to protect,” Daiyu said, and Kali nodded to her, her hands raised over her head. Then she looked back at the beast.

“It’s so strange; they’re never this aggressive,” she mused. Chen watched the beast shake agonizingly, its roars shrinking into meek growls as Kali approached.

“Do you think it knows where to go down here?” Chen asked, desperately wetting his dry lips.

“If it’s bound to the tunnels, I guarantee it does.” She stared across the tunnel at him, her eyes fixing on his face, which she searched vehemently. The beast took advantage of her distraction, shaking itself and snapping its massive jaws at the vines. When a few of them had successfully caught in its mouth, it tore through them, sending Kali reeling in pain. She screamed, her knees slamming into the ground.

Chen steeled himself, dropped his spear, and launched himself forward, reaching for one of the tiger’s ears. Just before his fingers met the smoky substance, he shut his eyes, terrified his hand would go straight through. It was a long shot. But his hand found purchase in the smoke, and it only took a moment for him to marvel at the softness of its texture before he swung his right leg over the beast’s back and grasped its other ear, yanking back harshly. Kali stared up at him, gawking, her jaw unhinged.

“How did you touch it?” Kali breathed, staring at him. Daiyu was casting him the same look.

“Daiyu isn’t the only one with secrets,” he replied. “Get on.”

Daiyu leaped onto the beast’s back, sliding into place behind Chen. Before Chen could wonder how to make the beast move, Daiyu dug her claws into its side, pushing the tiger onward as it jumped into motion. Kali quickly shed her cloak and flew after them. The beast’s reluctance finally began to melt away, accepting the directions Chen gave by tugging on its ears.

After a few long minutes, the tiger began to slow. Chen blinked through the dark. The tiger shook beneath them with a grand roar that illuminated a massive door. It was made of dark earth and shimmering with more fae magic.

“This is it,” Kali called out, finally landing and pressing a hand to the wall beside the door. “This is the heart of the empire.” She turned back to meet Daiyu’s red gaze. The captain’s expression darkened. She slid off the beast’s back, landing with a thunk. Kali studied her expression as it wandered across the door and then back down the tunnels.

“Chen, Kali,” Daiyu began, “I have a job for you.”

Chen’s eyes narrowed.

“Don’t tell me you’re planning on going alone.”

Daiyu folded her arms, staring down her nose at him. “I have something else for you to do.

One hour and twelve minutes before the collapse


Chapter 34: 
Trust II

Thirty-eight minutes before the collapse

Empress Chuang tore across the floor, her skirts dragging behind her. They weighed heavily, but nothing could possibly weigh heavier than everything at stake as she flung doors open and burst around corners. At some point, she could feel the first decoration slip from her hair, scattering across the floor in a sharp sound that made her jump. When she turned to see it was a mere golden comb, she scoffed and kept going. It wasn’t long after when the air began to lift through her hair, though the empress did not take notice, even as it began to unravel.

The dead end appeared. The empress tried to crash to a halt, but her skirts caught under her feet, and she slammed into the wall. She sent her fingers flying across its surface, searching for the mechanism. When she heard a hefty click, the empress sucked in a breath as the wall peeled back, and she dove into the darkness. The path was winding and narrow, and she felt her sleeves snag against the rough material, tearing up to the elbow. Still, the empress did not take notice. She could see a sliver of light ahead and reached for it, her feet stumbling down the stairs as it grew larger and brighter.

There came a bang from the small room on the other side, and Empress Chuang stepped out to find the monster of the Shāngxīn Empire caught in a web of shining string. It gleamed like silver, but the material dug into Daiyu’s arms like knives—charmed steel. Daiyu hissed as it coaxed silvery blood from her shoulders, arms, legs, and back. The empress’s lips pressed together and separated over the course of ages.

“You won’t escape them,” she commented, the words dragging out with a slight lull. Daiyu’s gaze snapped up to her. In this room, there was nowhere to hide, just two people standing mere feet away. Daiyu’s eyes gleamed through the darkness.

“Give me what I’m owed,” Daiyu responded, her tone laced with turbulent rage. It was well-concealed, but the empress could see her mask slipping. The empress let out a hum and took one step closer. Daiyu thrashed about, the string digging in, earning a pained grunt.

“The more you thrash, the deeper they go,” the empress informed her, her eyes picking out the blood slowly seeping into the captain’s fabric. It was nearly invisible against the sea of crimson Daiyu adorned, and it would have been if not for the silvery shimmer of vampire blood. Daiyu ignored her and continued to scrape the soles of her feet across the floor, hoping to push herself far enough forward to sink her fangs into anything. Her fingers twitched and tensed around the air, pleading to catch the string and split it in two.

The empress watched her quietly for a few long moments, then scoffed and looked away. When her voice rolled across the air again, it was no longer regal, only sour and bitter. “It’s just like you to hear exactly how to escape a trap and still flail about,” she commented. Then, she met the captain’s gaze again. “You must’ve noticed the two platforms. If only one is stepped on, the mechanism activates.” Daiyu’s eyes narrowed. “I’m saying,” the empress informed her, “that all this could’ve been avoided had you brought someone you trust. Then again,” she knelt down, reaching out to grip Daiyu’s jaw, squeezing so tight it left marks of red, “we both know that’s not really your style.”

Daiyu’s jaw snapped toward the empress’s hand, but her grip remained unyielding as she glared at the seething vamp. Daiyu felt the empress’s touch burn into her skin like scalding iron, and for a moment, the pain of the charmed twine vanished, replaced by a desperate, carnal desire to be free of the woman’s touch. For a moment, she flinched and winced, pulling her head back and shaking it like prey caught in a hunter’s trap. The empress only tightened her hold until she was crushing every bit of skin possible. Daiyu’s breath vanished, her throat threatening to toss up bile at the repulsive sensation of her hands on Daiyu’s skin.

“Must we play this game every hundred years?” the empress asked. “Aren’t you tired of burying more sons and daughters?”

“Give me back what is mine,” Daiyu hissed, “and this will all be over.”

“Over?” the empress asked. “Over?” Daiyu hesitated as her voice raised, echoing through the room. “You think this will be over?” she screamed, still mere inches from the vampire’s face. Her tone began to shake, her hand trembling fiercely. “This will never be over! Not until I finish every last monster in this world!” She laughed, the sound dragging out sharply and cleanly as a slice to the neck. Daiyu’s eyes widened as the empress rose, her hand never leaving Daiyu’s jaw, instead yanking her until her neck was strained to look up.

“Why?” Daiyu asked. The empress’s eyes narrowed.

“Because it’s how things should be.”

Daiyu’s lips pressed together for a moment. The empress's touch against her skin burned worse than the charmed steel, but she pushed her words out through the nausea stubbornly.

“But what if it isn’t right?”

Daiyu watched her flinch. Deep down inside, she knew the woman before her still remembered when she had said those words to Daiyu. The empress shook her head as if to rid herself of the pesky memories. She yanked Daiyu’s jaw further up for a moment, watching her gaze as it hardened.

“I am the savior!” the empress declared, one hand pressing against her chest. “I was destined for this!”

“Heavens above,” Daiyu breathed, her eyes tracing the empress’s expression. “You’ve truly gone mad.” The empress flinched at these words. Daiyu felt her nausea vanish, replaced by something that burned its way into her words. “Aren’t you tired? Of all this?” She swallowed thickly. “Not only have you faked your death a dozen times over, but you’ve invented a curse of madness to cover your tracks. It may have started as a farce, but it has truly infected you.”

The empress sucked in a breath. In the vampire’s eyes, she saw mirrors of the hunters who had found her in the garden, keeled over with fae blood pressed into her skin. It was a simple, uncontrollable pity.

“How many of your children and spouses have you slaughtered when they discovered the truth? I hear you’ve hidden away your daughter, but we both know you murdered her as a baby only to take her place when the time is right.”

The empress slammed the back of her hand into the vampire’s jaw, whipping Daiyu’s head into a turn. At this, anger suffused Daiyu’s stare. The empress shuddered and stumbled back a few steps. She leaned away from Daiyu.

“Min” was the only word that left Daiyu’s mouth. The empress suddenly snapped forward again, clenching and raising her fist threateningly.

“Don’t call me that!” she yelled. Daiyu’s eyes narrowed, two pools of endless blood. Min reached up and grasped her own head, cradling it as visions of a blood-coated knife and stained sheets filled her thoughts. They piled on top of each other, weighing her down to the floor in a flurry of screams.

“Why?” Daiyu shouted over her. “It’s your name, isn’t it? Fei Min!” She screamed, her voice finally carving through Min’s cries. She watched the woman keel over, holding her hands over her head for a moment. “Fei Min!” she repeated, and in an instant, Min’s cries stopped. Her eyes dragged across the floor and trailed up Daiyu’s body, more nausea flooding Daiyu’s gut as her stare seized the vampire’s every limb. It felt more invasive than any collector’s examination ever had.

“You can’t have it,” Min uttered. “The things I had to do to get it, the…” her hands shook as she pulled them from her head, “the sins I’ve committed…it can’t all be for nothing.” Her head snapped up. “You surely think you’re clever for this heist. After all, a fae and a siren?”

The captain’s expression fell. In an instant, she suddenly returned to thrashing forward, this time wilder and more determined, and the twine began to pull harder, digging entire inches into her skin. She seemed to take no notice, shoving forward until the twine grew deep enough to nearly touch the bone. The empress stared, wide-eyed, at the erratic behavior.

“Min!” Daiyu screamed, “What have you done to her!”

“I took her voice,” she said with a laugh that dragged on for ages.

“No!” Daiyu shouted. She struggled powerlessly in the web of steel.

“Yes,” Min muttered. “She’s going to die, along with this crew of yours. But this time, things will be different. Because you’re here.” She stood, stepping over to Daiyu once again. “I have not laid eyes on you in more than five hundred years.”

Daiyu gasped and veered back as Min grasped the bottom of her jaw again, this time her palm facing up, and pulled her forward until she could feel the mad empress’s breath across her lips. Her eyes flew about as she pulled against the empress’s hold. She thrashed until she could barely keep up the strain, then squeezed her eyes shut.

The building shook abruptly. A crack appeared along the floor, creeping up the walls in fragments. Gravity shifted, and Min was tossed back and sprawled across the floor in a green heap. When her eyes lifted to Daiyu again, the vampire didn’t have the energy to look victorious as the empress realized what had happened.

“What was that?” Min asked quietly. Daiyu huffed ghastly breaths as if it would be her last.

“The people I trust.”

Twenty-two minutes before the collapse


Chapter 35: 
Sarangi

Forty minutes before the collapse

Rani sized up her opponents. She tried not to let logic invade her thoughts because if she did, all that would run through her head would be I’m dead. I’m dead. I’m dead. She had nothing but a small hidden blade on her sarangi bow’s end, and that would do little more than scratch the hunter’s sword.

“Let’s see what a siren can do without their pretty songs,” the empress had said. It echoed in Rani’s mind. What could she do? Her eyes narrowed as the hunter raised his blade again. Time seemed to slow down—or perhaps it was simply her body’s way of keeping her alive by speeding up her thoughts; either way, she could see the hunter bringing his blade up for another strike. One she knew, this time, she could not dodge.

An idea formed. A bad one. One so stupid it would take a miracle to work. Her fingers flew desperately toward her sarangi strings, the bow in her left hand sliding rather viciously across them as she furiously pushed out note after note. Within her own sped-up mind, she paid close attention to how crisp each note sounded.

She expected a blade to bite down on her flesh at any moment. Instead, the sound of dried flowers scattering to the ground rang from her right. Rani stared at the doctor, who gazed down at her with a dreamy, empty expression. Her lips were slightly parted in a smile, and her eyes were wide and glossy. Without the dried flowers burning more toxins into the air, Rani’s mind was clearer, and her breath had returned, if only through her nose. Rani felt a surge of adrenaline burn within her fingertips, urging the song further along. She locked eyes with the hunter, who seemed deliciously petrified.

Who says I need my voice to make music? Rani thought, the sound echoing only in her thoughts. She wished she could say it now, just to push the hunter’s fear over the edge.

The song wasn’t as pungent as her raw singing. She found it much more difficult to concentrate on controlling more than just one person as if her mind was coated in honey every time she reached to puppet their heart. Her attention focused on the hunter, lulling him into a deep sleep. At the same time, the woman with glasses raised a hand, poising a syringe between her fingers. Rani lifted her bow. With a single click on the end of it, a small switchblade flicked out. She swung it in the woman’s direction, the blade catching the flesh of her thigh. Rani dug it in further, earning a sharp cry from the woman, who stumbled. Rani yanked it out. The woman clutched her thigh, crouching down in pain.

While she writhed in pain, Rani rose to go after the empress, but the sounds of struggling chains alerted her to the figure still trapped in the corner. Rani cautiously circled the table and approached. Upon seeing metal restraints binding the woman’s wrists, she reached down and strummed her sarangi again, pulling the sweat from her skin toward the restraint’s keyhole. With a sharp click, they opened, and the woman shot up, tossing the dark cloak off her shoulders. Rani jumped back, fearing it was a trap, but the woman’s eyes left her instantly. She stared at her own shoulders as a set of wings burst open. She reached up and tore the cloak from her face, revealing a metal contraption on her lips that was promptly torn off.

“Thank you,” was the first thing she said as Rani gawked up at the woman’s glittering wings. There were only five, and where there should have been a top one on the left, there was only absent space. Rani watched the wings’ dimness begin to creep away, light suffusing them rapidly in its place.

You’re a monarch, Rani tried to say, lips moving but no sound exiting her mouth. She blinked. Surely, her voice should’ve returned now that the toxins were gone. The monarch woman towered over her with a tall, angular form. She grimaced, her purple eyes gleaming with guilt.

“I’ve been held hostage,” the woman commented, practically reading Rani’s mind. “I am Princess Yemaya.” She bowed at this as if Rani had just revealed herself to be royalty, not the other way around. Rani swiftly bowed back, her eyes raising. “I’ve been watching you through your friend’s eyes for some time,” she admitted. Rani’s jaw fell open. So you’re the spy, she tried to say. But what friend was she talking about?

Rani turned and brought her blade to the walls, digging her blade into the wood and carving a question into it. ‘Friend?’ it asked in big scratchy letters.

“Yes, I believe his name is Chen,” she said, reaching out to touch the wall and run her fingers along the grooves to confirm it was real. Her piercing eyes turned back to Rani. “Where is Kali?” she asked suddenly. It dawned on Rani suddenly that this must be Kali’s monarch.

Rani’s expression set as she pointed to the floor.

“No,” the princess whispered. Despite the rags she wore and the grime in her long wisps of braids, she still looked ethereal. “She can’t come here, no one can!”

Rani shook her head.

“Call her off! Call your whole operation off if you must!” Yemaya shouted exasperatedly, but she met Rani’s gaze and knew it was futile. She was about to say more when the entire palace shook, and the ceiling beams above them began to shake dust onto them. Rani felt her legs wobble, grabbing onto the wall for support.

Rani stared at the princess, her eyes reflecting the words running through her head. What was that? The princess’s eyes widened.

“Iniko,” she whispered.

Ini-who? Rani thought.

The door opened with a bang, and a group of hunters filed in, taking quick steps and raising their weapons. Rani raised her sarangi bow, preparing to swing her blade once again, but in one fell swoop, the princess raised her hand, and a tree appeared. It rose from the earth, impaling the hunters on its branches as it grew denser and denser, pushing against the ceiling. The princess could feel Rani’s gaping stare on her, and she tossed the siren a look. “You sing people to death,” she pointed out. “Gods forbid they face Mother Nature’s wrath.” Rani shrugged in agreement and followed the princess across the room, watching her wings flutter and stretch toward the air, yet her feet never left the ground.

Before Rani knew it, the tree was parting in the center, bending around the princess’s dancing hands. They slipped through easily, rushing off down the hall. Rani had ditched her heavy sarangi, clutching the bladed bow in her right hand in preparation for the next opponent. She gestured wildly to her throat in hopes the princess would understand her question. The princess studied her and shook her head with a grimace.

“I don’t know how long the effects will last,” she admitted, her eyes filled with quiet guilt as she looked away. “I’ve never been forced to use toxins such as that. It isn’t meant for non-fae.”

Rani’s brows furrowed, but she looked back ahead. Another rumbling shook the palace. But this time, it was harsher. It felt as if the whole mountain were slowly crumbling beneath them. As they rounded the corner, gravity shifted, and they both slammed against the wall painfully. Princess Yemaya raised a hand, propelling them forward over a twisting, winding path of vines that seemed more stable than the solid ground beneath them.

The throne room came into view. The pair burst into it, staring at the cracking walls as the ground splintered. The throne, seemingly untouched, began to sink beneath the crumbling floor. The crowd inside began to panic, rushing off as Yemaya and Rani pushed against them, breaking off into a hallway at long last. They only made it around one more turn before a group of hunters headed their direction, halted, and raised their blades. Yemaya commanded more plants to attack, impaling hunters with cacti and more trees. Rani thrashed through hunters with her blade, her anger fueling every slice. She twisted her knife into the gut of an older man, the man gasping as she planted a kick into his gut. He went flying, slamming against the wall as Rani shoved through the sounds of battle. She tossed a glance back at the princess, but the fae simply nodded as if to say, Go.

Rani did go. She followed the cracks in the floor to where they grew, hoping that was any indication of where the heart of the palace lay. It seemed she was right as Rani’s bare foot met a hard, pronged object. She hissed wordlessly and stumbled back to see a golden comb lying across the path. She picked it up and eyed another accessory a foot away. The trail led her to a dead end, but Rani’s eyes narrowed as she studied the wall.

With a slam, her blade dug into the wall, shredding it until she could see the hidden mechanisms. Rani dug her fingers into them, hearing a dull click moments before the shredded wall opened up. Clutching her bloodied knife in hand, she plunged into the darkness. The walls shook violently around her, threatening to cave at any moment. Rani heard a particularly sharp quake start behind her and dove out of the way mere moments before the walls collapsed, crushing the space. Rani took in a shaky breath. There was no way out but forward. She rose, darting through the long hallway that seemed to stretch on forever.

When the light appeared, Rani felt a hint of relief. Sounds echoed from the room. Rani heard the captain’s voice. Her relief grew as she stumbled down a few steps and shoved her shoulder into the frame of a door, bursting out. The captain lay kneeling on the ground, bound by strings that cut into her from every angle, shadowed by the figure of the empress, who turned abruptly at the sound behind her. A slight gleam bounced off Rani’s harpoon, strapped to the captain’s back.

Rani’s eyes widened as she caught sight of the empress, who had been the picture of regality earlier in the day, now covered in hair that was partially undone and dangling off her shoulders. Her clothes hung to her form in soiled tatters, shredded as if by a beast’s claws. But her eyes were the most shocking, peeled back as if held there by some unknown force, boring into Rani. The siren’s jaw set. She raised her fist and clutched her bladed bow within it, but the empress staggered back, pulling a small gleaming blade from her waist and holding it to Daiyu’s throat.

“Stop where you are,” the empress warned. Rani froze upon seeing the blade's charmed steel shine in the low light. She lowered her fist, but it hung at her side, clenched and trembling in barely contained rage.

“Rani,” Daiyu said, her voice flooded with both relief and terror, “go.”

Rani shook her head, wishing more than anything she could use her voice. There was so much left unsaid.

“Don’t bother,” the empress added. “You’re dead either way.”

At this, Daiyu began to move, but the empress pressed the blade into her skin, the point digging in. Daiyu sucked in a tight breath, and Rani’s brows furrowed to an almost painful tension. As a matter of fact, her whole body had gone so taught she wasn’t sure how she’d ever unwind again.

“Leave her out of this,” Daiyu warned the empress. Her dark eyes narrowed.

“Does she know?” the empress asked, glancing back at Rani. Rani’s jaw clenched as the empress’s eyes roved over her. For a moment, Rani wondered what she was talking about. In the next second, she realized she didn’t care. Daiyu was before her, bound in steel and blood and under the watchful eye of a blade. That was all that mattered. But Daiyu’s eyes widened at the empress’s question.

“Min, don’t!” she begged, but it was too late. The empress raised the blade in her hand, and Rani watched the arc of it drive through the air until the edge aimed for the captain’s chest. Rani parted her lips to scream, but no sound came out, even as the blade delved into Daiyu’s chest, tearing through fabric. Daiyu’s eyes never left Rani’s as the siren’s knees hit the ground. Her hands flew instinctively up to her mouth as she watched the blade. The empress threw her head back and laughed, watching the siren’s expression as she pulled the blade free of the torn fabric, the edge just as clean as it had been when it appeared.

“Don’t mock the gods by pretending to have something as human as a heart,” the empress said, the words filling the room to the brim. Daiyu’s expression had paled to a nearly painful white. She avoided Rani’s gaze now, her shoulders drawn up and forward around her head. Her shoulders and legs were trembling at the way the knife had plunged into her chest. It was just like the vision she’d had in the middle of a quiet night when she still thought it was all some strange nightmare. But the searing of the charmed twine and the smell of her own blood grounded her, as well as the burning pit of shame in her gut.

“Just leave her out of this,” Daiyu muttered weakly. Rani shook her head, pushing to her feet before the empress once again pressed the blade to Daiyu’s chin. She tilted her head at the siren.

“You still want to save her?” the empress asked Rani. “Can’t you get this through your webbed ears, or are they too waterlogged? Allow me to put it into words, siren: your captain is naught but a rotting corpse. She has no heart!” The empress grabbed Daiyu’s head and shoved it toward Rani again, forcing their eyes to meet. Daiyu flinched back, her gaze scampering away at Rani’s shocked expression.

The walls shook again. A chunk of the ceiling slammed toward the ground, and the empress stumbled away. Rani seized the opportunity to scramble forward and grab the twine binding the captain, digging her webbed hands into the burning material until she bled.

Fifteen minutes before the collapse


Chapter 36: 
The Mad Empress

Thirty-seven minutes before the collapse

Dane hungrily devoured the entire food table from top to bottom, barely stopping to decipher what was what. Samson watched him, his lips occasionally curling in disgust and fear that the display would draw attention. No one paid them the slightest attention, however, as they were too engrossed in their own activities.

“You eat like a pig,” Samson muttered behind his back, turning away.

“This food is divine!” Dane replied. “If I don’t taste it all, the world will end, simple as that.”

“Aren’t you at all worried? Rani was isolated from us.”

“She’s a siren! A fearsome sea monster! What could possibly take her down?”

Samson grimaced, picturing every different tactic.

“They could cut her vocal cords out. Or slit her throat. Or-”

“Samson!” Dane cut him off. “Come on, if you stand there worrying, it’ll draw more attention. You should pretend to be happy!”

“Oh, like you’re doing? Is that what we’re calling it?” He raised his fingers, bringing them down in quotations. “‘Pretending?’”

Dane nudged his shoulder, holding up a dish of chicken feet.

“Come on,” he drawled, dragging the words out. “You should relax. Don’t get your muscles in a bunch.”

His grimace sank into a deep frown. But he reached out and grabbed a chicken leg, bringing it up to his mouth.

“Whatever. But if you eat like this with my mother around, I’m kicking you out.”

“Say, what do you think she’s like?”

Samson stared at the concave ceiling, watching artists swing from loose bars with ribbons dancing from their outfits.

“I hope she’s nice. I hope she’s happy to see me.” He smiled as he popped the chicken leg into his mouth, biting down on the chewy texture. Dane grinned.

“I hope she knows you’re a terrible cook.”

“Hey!” Samson shouted around the chicken leg. He swallowed, about to defend his pride, when the ground beneath them trembled. They grasped the table’s edge to steady themselves.

“What was that?” Dane asked. The crowd reflected the same question, murmuring. The empress’s throne still sat empty, and her advisors began to exchange odd looks.

A crack appeared along the floor. The guests were screaming now, running for the exit as Dane and Samson worked against the crowd.

“We have to find Rani!” Samson shouted.

The room continued to tremble as more cracks appeared. Dane slid from Samson’s arms and ran with him, bounding down the halls as they whipped their heads in every direction.

“Rani?” Dane shouted. He gritted his teeth. “Rani!”

The carpet was beginning to burst at the seams everywhere they looked; the palace was falling apart.

“This is a lot of damage,” Samson mused as they continued down the halls. “Captain must’ve found a weak point.”

“Good for her, bad for us.”

They arrived at a fork in the halls. Dane stared back and forth, his fists curling.

“Damn,” he muttered. “Want to take first guess?”

Samson shook his head. “It’s all yours.”

A dagger flew through the air, nicking Dane’s cheek. He reached up and clasped the skin in surprise, staring in the direction of where it had come from, but saw nothing. Samson took off in its direction.

“Check the walls!” Samson shouted, throwing a punch into the wall. It was hollow and crumpled in on impact, revealing a woman with a crossbow aimed directly at Samson’s nose. Dane dove for the burly man, sending them both sprawled on the floor as the woman’s arrow hit the wall across from them with a thunk.

The woman attempted to crawl out and run, but Dane jumped up, grabbed the arrow she’d fired, and dug it into her calf. She screamed as it impacted and stumbled to the ground. Samson grinned at Dane as he stood.

“Thanks,” he said, clasping the boy's shoulder. Dane raised his dagger and planted it into the woman’s shoulder, pinning her to the floor. Samson grimaced. “We’re definitely going the right way. If they’ve got this area guarded, the palace’s heart must be close.”

They rounded the corner, staring at a wide berth of ground that suddenly broke off in the center. Across the hall, a door sat. Between them and it, spitting upwards from the depths, was a pit of writhing flames.

“And here I thought fire moats were an exaggeration,” Dane muttered.

“Any bright ideas?” Samson asked. It was not a jump that either could make.

“Pile up the chunks of the broken floor,” Dane commanded.

“This is why I keep you around,” Samson said, turning to begin the hard work of hefting chunks into the pit. Dane assisted, tossing smaller chunks into holes where the flames still leaped up in gaping arcs. The fire began to warm them too much, perspiration breaking out along their skin. Their breaths slowly began to outweigh the crackles of the pit, and the flames grew scarcer.

Dane took a jump first, landing on the highest chunk and slowly maneuvering closer to the next piece. The ground beneath every step shook, and the heat burst across his skin, but Dane swallowed the beating of his heart and jumped again. And again. Soon, he was within arm’s reach of the other side, grasping the edge and hauling himself up.

“Shouldn’t be too hard,” he called out, watching Samson slide into the pit. He watched the flames nervously, jumping from spot to spot. Dane held out his hand, and Samson took it, grasping the edge with his other. He began to haul himself up, excited for the heat of the flames to stop mauling him.

He grunted. His grip slipped. Dane tightened his grasp in alarm, but the perspiration made everything slick. He exhaled sharply, digging his knees into the ground as Samson tried to haul himself again.

Several things happened all at once. Dane caught a glimpse of the injured hunter from before, her hand drawn back with a blade between her fingers. She fired it, and Dane’s eyes widened. A thud, followed by a squelch, followed by a scream. A deep, guttural scream, one that Dane had never heard Samson make before. Their eyes were still locked, Samson’s dark pupils dilating sharply as his breath caught.

Blood seeped from the knife in his back. The woman was panting, staring at them from across the floor. For a moment, Dane felt relief that she couldn’t make it across, not now that the makeshift path was beginning to fall apart. Then he felt a surge of panic that shoved enough strength into him to roll Samson beside him, crouching over the man.

“Samson!” Dane shouted. He shook the man’s shoulders. “Can you stand?”

Another dagger narrowly missed Dane’s ear. He startled and turned to see the woman watching him as she pulled another dagger free. The flame’s reflections glittered within her eyes, two pools of black that sent shivers into Dane’s skin despite the heat.

Samson coughed and began to sit up, aided by Dane’s grip. When he was somewhat upright, he fell slightly forward, brought a hand up to his chest, and coughed, blood bursting from his lips. They both fell silent as they caught sight of the blood. Samson shook his head. His movements slowed as if fighting to stay conscious. An idleness danced behind his eyes that sent terror into Dane’s expression.

“Get up,” he muttered, the panic rising. “Get up!”

“Go…” Samson muttered. His form slumped into Dane’s arms, and the boy struggled to keep him upright.

“No!” Dane shouted, his voice breaking halfway through. He felt his vision begin to blur. Samson coughed, more blood spilling from between his unshaven lips. The same stubble Dane had teased him about mere weeks prior. Samson shook his head weakly, reaching over and fumbling until his hand found Dane’s cheek. Dane could no longer support Samson’s weight, and Samson’s form dropped to the ground. He stared up at Dane, his fingers still loosely against the boy’s cheek as his expression shifted. He no longer seemed aware of the situation, smiling at Dane’s face lazily just as he had a dozen times while soaking in alcohol.

Dane was about to beg once more when a blinding pain flashed through his face as a blow rattled his skull. He reached up to feel the hilt of a small throwing knife lodged in his left socket. Dane barely found the energy to scream as blood began to run down his hands, warm and thin against his skin. He looked down to see Samson’s eyes widen slightly as if the dying man could still sense something was wrong before his gaze rolled toward the ceiling.

Dane’s gaze, blurry and now limited to one eye, swiveled to face the woman across the room. The fire still sat in her dark eyes. Dane must’ve been seething because she flinched back as if struck. Dane hunched over Samson’s body, burying his face in the man’s chest, which no longer held a warm, gentle beating. The blood began to pool beneath them both, and Dane couldn’t discern whose was whose.

Something cool touched his forehead. Dane rose, staring at the man’s necklace, the metal chain folded in several spirals against his skin. He wrapped his fingers underneath Samson’s necklace, yanking it free as the woman fired her last dagger. He dove out of harm’s way as it hit the wall behind him. Dane scrambled to his feet and ran.

The running was hard. Not only did he suddenly have no sight on his left side, but the hot tears that leaked from his good eye made everything a blur of gold and red, interrupted by occasional flashes of shadows as rubble crashed down all around him. Dane stumbled out of the way of shapes he could see falling toward him, but several times over, chunks of foundation rained down across his back and arms. He reached up and held arms over his head, barreling through the halls.

Muffled sounds could be heard from around the corner, but for a moment, Dane couldn’t tell where a door may be. The tears had stopped, but the pain from the dagger had surfaced at last, white-hot and continuous. If not for the coolness of the rosary grounding him between his fingers, Dane would’ve collapsed and waited for the ceiling to crush him. He pressed the rosary to his forehead. Then he slowly reached out, feeling across the walls.

A sudden crash could be heard in front of him, and Dane took a few steps back, shielding his good eye from the light that spilled in. Once it focused, he saw an opening in the wall, leading to a hidden room. Dane’s eyes widened as he realized who was inside. He stumbled up the rubble, relishing momentarily in the cool outside air, then tucked himself into the crack in the wall.

The voices became clear, and as did the people inside. The captain’s gaze shifted to him suddenly, her guandao in one hand, Rani tucked close against her chest in the other.

“Dane!” Daiyu roared. “The box!”

Dane’s eyes whipped across the dark room to see a hidden staircase, revealed by the crashing of the walls and ceiling, that led into a pit. Within the pit sat a simple wooden box.

The empress rounded on Dane, but this only gave the captain the opportunity to lunge for her, knocking them both to the ground. She pressed her blade against the empress’s throat. The empress let out squeaky gasps before thrusting a blade into Daiyu’s side, shoving the captain off her.

“I’ll kill you,” the empress hissed, “I’ll kill you and all your accomplices!” She rushed toward Dane again, but Daiyu grasped the empress’s ankle, knocking her down.

Dane took the steps down into the pit, two at a time. In his fingers, he still clutched Samson’s bloody rosary.

Spikes shot from the floor surrounding the box, narrowly missing Dane’s leg as he jumped back. Of course they’d have another defense mechanism.

Daiyu’s gaze whipped in the direction of a suddenly spawning tree, catching sight of an unfamiliar woman.

“Where’s Kali?” the strange woman shouted, rushing over to Daiyu as the vampire rose and dusted herself off.

“Who are you?” Daiyu asked, eyeing the woman. For the first time in ages, the vampire had to look slightly up to meet someone’s gaze.

“Princess Yemaya. Where is Kali?”

Daiyu’s expression hardened.

“Beneath the palace, destroying every last tunnel with the help of that strange beast.” Yemaya’s eyes widened.

“Iniko is…helping?” she asked, tilting her head.

“The beast is yours?”

The empress darted around Princess Yemaya’s large tree, but Rani stomped her feet against the ground and pointed toward the woman. Yemaya flicked a root into the empress’s path, causing her to stumble to the ground. Daiyu’s eyes narrowed as they flicked toward the empress.

She approached the sprawled-out woman, bringing her blade into the air. Min shuffled back, blood dripping from her nose as she stared up at Daiyu.

“You’re dying,” the empress said, her voice falling and rising in anger and petulance.

“So I am,” Daiyu replied.

Dane reached slowly out for the box, but it was useless. The box was too far away, defended by its large defense of spikes. He began to step back up the stairs when a woman’s face appeared over the edge, her purple eyes gleaming unnaturally through the dark. Then she lifted a hand.

Min stared up at the expressions of the siren and the vampire. The siren, too, adorned a look of pity.

“I am not mad,” she hissed. “I did the world a service. I created an empire! Look around!” She screamed, slamming her hands against the ground and picking up chunks of rubble. “I built this! All of it!”

Rani flinched at the empress’s expression. She was laughing maniacally by now, writhing pathetically under the captain’s blade. But it was Daiyu who seemed more shaken, her teeth clenching as her voice trembled.

“For five hundred and thirty-eight years,” Daiyu uttered, “I’ve dreamed of the day I could finally kill you. But now,” her lips curled up into a sneer, “I can’t even stomach the thought of soiling my blade with your filthy blood.”

The floor rumbled as the ceiling began to crash down. Dane scrambled away from a fallen chunk as it shattered on the floor beside him, sending him onto the hard-pressed material on his side. The princess appeared, casting a looming shadow of moss above her and Dane, catching falling material in the net-like substance.

Daiyu stumbled back, and Rani grabbed her arm, pulling the both of them down. They were separated from the empress now by a crack that ran multiple feet apart on all sides. Min grimaced, blood swirling with her saliva-coated teeth, turning them yellow.

“You won’t stop me! Not after all I’ve done to get here!” Min shouted, scrambling to her feet before lunging for Dane. The princess stepped before him, her wings shimmering as her expression darkened.

“I told you you would never know peace for what you’ve done to me,” Yemaya uttered, the words echoing as an onslaught of nature’s fury unleashed upon the woman, spiked thorns bursting into her arms and legs, blood sinking into the green color of her tattered skirts. Min screamed as a branch exploded from one of her eyes, reaching up to grasp the agonized, mutilated organ as it fell out into her hand. Dane flinched at the sight, once again aware of his own ravaged eye. Still, Min staggered forward in sick drags, her legs filled with bloodied vegetation that dragged her skirts down. Rani shivered at the sight.

“Does immortality feel like a gift now?” Daiyu roared, Min’s eyes temporarily jumping to her as she reached for the box, still safely in Dane’s arms, too far for her to reach even if she jumped. “Tell me, Min, is it everything you wanted? Is it worth giving up what you already had?” The captain’s voice rasped around every word. Her grip was agonizingly tight on the siren. Rani willed herself to speak, but nothing stirred her voice into words. It felt nearly painful to beg her throat for a reaction.

Another rumble. The floor thrashed, and Rani and the captain were viciously pulled apart, the crack in the floor deepening until one side slid down to form a cliff. Rani bitterly scraped her nails against the floor to steady herself. She was near the cliff’s edge now, her feet dangling precariously. But she rose and began to stumble away as the captain shoved through the rubble toward her.

A roar shook the walls. The princess raised her head at the sound just in time for Min to slam herself into the princess, pinning her to the ground as the thorns that protruded from Min’s body now struck Yemaya’s skin. She screamed, shoving at the empress, cursing wildly as they both thrashed about.

The collapse

The roar shattered the walls. Everything came crashing down, the mountain writhing in agony. They must’ve fallen more than halfway down the mountainside now, and Rani felt herself slide over the edge of the crack, her fingers desperately latching to the side. She gasped as a piece of the wall crashed into her shoulder, pain erupting from the dislocated socket.

The captain reached the crack, her arm extending toward Rani.

“Captain!” Dane shouted, rushing up to the edge across from Daiyu, waving the box in his hands. He held it out over the open air that was expanding by the second. Daiyu stared at the box, her eyes widening. Five hundred years. Five hundred years, and she’d been crawling the earth for something torn from her body unjustly, and it lay just one jump away. Rani winced, her grip slipping. The captain’s gaze fell to her, her eyes wide with fear and panic.

Rani’s grip slipped. She felt her body become weightless, falling into the darkness that eagerly reached up to claim her.

A cold hand wrapped firmly around hers. Her weight suddenly returned as gravity attempted to drag her further down into the deep cliff of darkness. From here, she could see the earth packed inside the mountain.

Daiyu grunted, pulling Rani up slightly and pushing her feet into the ledge. But another roar appeared, and she, too, was tossed over the side. She grabbed the thin edge with such force that her claws sank into it.

“Dane, run!” the captain shouted. “Run as far as you can, and don’t look back!”

The boy peered over the edge and gulped, slowly slinking back before turning and tearing across the floor, Samson’s rosary dangling from his grip. He was suddenly stopped by the fae princess, who grabbed his arm and yanked him to a standstill.

“Quickly!” she cried, gesturing to his eye. “Give me your blood!”

Dane didn’t stop to think before he reached up to tear the knife from his eye, screaming as it loosened. Once it came cleanly out, he dropped it into the fae’s palm. She reached out and ran the blade along her flesh, drawing streaks of purple blood from her skin that mixed with Dane’s. He watched incredulously as the mixture began to glow in different colors that slowly spun around each other. When it was done, Yemaya reached up and pressed her palm to his eye. Dane gasped and muffled a shout at the electric pain that shot through him, but a moment later, the pain suddenly crashed to a halt. Yemaya pulled her hand away.

“Can you see?” she asked, hesitant. Dane lifted a hand to the left side of his face, his heart pounding as he pondered this question. Yemaya watched his face.

“No,” he said softly. He reached out and felt the skin surrounding the socket, now healed over with scar tissue. At least he was no longer bleeding. “Thank you for trying,” he said, offering a shaky smile, and Yemaya nodded. She released his arm as her expression turned grave.

“Go,” she ordered. He did.

Across the floor, Daiyu planted her feet on the edge, one hand around Rani’s.

“Don’t you dare let go!” Daiyu shouted. Rani stared down into the darkness. Her eyes whipped back up to the captain, studying the woman’s strained expression and clenched teeth, her fangs sharp and digging into her own lower lip, drawing silvery red blood from the puncture. Rani’s mouth tried to form a sound, but nothing would come. She began to loosen and stretch her grip from within Daiyu’s, which caused Daiyu’s eyes to stretch in terror.

“Rani, stop!” Daiyu cried. Her grip tightened to a crushing vice, and Rani winced. Her eyes narrowed in concentration, her lips still moving rapidly, desperately. Suddenly, she felt something stir inside her throat.

“...go,” left her mouth. A meek whisper, one that couldn’t be heard over the crashes and thuds around them. Daiyu tilted her head at the sound. Rani’s brows furrowed, her dimples appearing as she grinned from ear to ear. “Let…go.”

Daiyu’s lip continued to bleed from her fangs.

“No!” she hissed. Anansi’s words filled her head. All that you seek is already with you. The words repeated over and over, grasping at every one of her panicked thoughts.

“Please,” Rani repeated softly. She shook her head desperately as Daiyu’s face further contorted in agony and fear.

“Would you have me beg, siren? I will do it!” Daiyu shouted. “I will beg! You are my heart, Rani, all of it! Please, I can’t let you go!”

Rani’s eyes widened. Then she laughed, the sound ripping from her like music.

“Let go,” Rani finally said, her voice stronger at last. Her smile was gentle as she squeezed Daiyu’s hand. “Trust me.”

Daiyu’s grip softened, but it wasn’t until the siren tore her hand away that she slipped away. She vanished into the darkness. Daiyu turned away, pressed her head to the wall, and covered her mouth with her free hand. She squeezed her eyes shut as she waited, terrified, for the sound of skin and bones to crunch together in one sharp thud.

But the thud never came.

It was a splash. 


Chapter 37: 
Over

The collapse

Chen yanked the fae beast’s fur to the left. The creature obliged, dragging its claws against the tunnel walls. The structure was caving in all around them, and had it not been for Kali’s vines to protect them, he surely would’ve been crushed. Kali had long since settled on the beast’s back instead of flying, and while she insisted it was because she could defend Chen better, he knew nothing scared Kali more than getting her wings taken off by a falling ceiling. But above all, what Chen wanted to ask had been on his mind for the undetermined amount of time they’d been crashing through tunnels.

“How are we getting out of here?” he finally asked as the tiger slashed its claws through a wall to their left.

Kali scoffed behind him. “Since you’ve had such smart ideas all day, why don’t you just give me your orders?”

At this, Chen turned to look at the fae. “Do you have a problem?” he asked as politely as he could muster—which, for Kali, wasn’t at all. “I mean, really. Why do you always have a problem with me?”

“You’re the captain’s loyal dog. You bother me by association.”

“Fine. Then why do you have a problem with me today?”

Kali stiffened, and for a moment, her concentration slipped. Her vines loosened, and a chunk of earth narrowly missed them, only avoided thanks to the tiger jumping out of the way with an indignant roar that shook the walls. Then she lifted her arms again, more vines strengthening her hold. She felt the magic build up on her tongue before the honest words finally left.

“Because you didn’t tell any of us you were fae.” Her eyes widened as she said it, and she turned away for a moment afterward. Chen’s eyes narrowed.

“Why would my keeping that a secret bother you?”

Kali reached up and rubbed one of her eyes, a sudden exhaustion filling her gaze.

“You think it’s easy being abandoned by my people?” she snapped. Chen’s glare softened as he realized, for the first time, Kali was right. It must’ve felt lonely. Her cheeks flushed for a moment before she said something that truly shook Chen. “You remind me of my brother.”

“I remind you of Anansi?” Chen asked, not bothering to hide his shock. The tiger rumbled beneath them. “Are we talking about the same Anansi? Literal god? The keeper of all knowledge?”

Kali bit her lip. She felt the urge to steer the conversation away from questions—a fae’s greatest grievance—but for some reason, she didn’t.

“You’re always two steps ahead of people, and you behave like everything will always work out in the end. Just like him. It annoys me.” She found that, as soon as she started to speak, like a rock pulled from a waterfall’s edge, the words only continued to flow. “And this whole time, you were fae! If you had told me, then maybe—” her voice cut out, but only for a moment before shrinking and resurfacing again, “maybe I wouldn’t have felt so lonely.”

“I didn’t think you got lonely,” Chen admitted. “You always act so angry when people talk to you, and I guess I assumed it was because you don’t like any of us.”

Silence fell, and Chen looked back for a moment, staring at the fae.

“This is the part where you say you don’t like us,” he informed her. The fae flushed harder and turned away, and Chen’s jaw dropped open. “Oh my gods,” he muttered, “you actually like us! Say it! Say you’ve grown fond of our little group of thieves!”

“I won’t!” she cried.

“You won’t, but it’s not that you can’t,” Chen sang. He felt her fist plant into his arm and grunted, rubbing the spot with a sour expression. Then he laughed. A rumble shook the walls around them, and at first, Chen paid no mind, already accustomed to the tiger’s earth-shattering claws. Then he realized the beast wasn’t clawing at anything. Both he and Kali turned to stare at the sound, and the sight caused the pair to gasp. Streams of water, which were both thick and numerous, were sliding beneath their feet up the tunnel toward the door Daiyu had left them at.

“It’s going uphill?” Kali asked, cocking one brow up in curiosity and amazement. Chen suddenly sucked in a panicked breath and was about to say more when a sudden booming sound alerted them to a vast, crashing wave that was headed up toward them. The water continued to grow in size, and soon, the beast’s paws were half-submerged in water. The tiger growled in complaint, rearing its front paws and slamming them down in heaving shakes. Kali and Chen cried out in alarm as the motion tossed them back, and somewhere amidst the fall, Chen grasped a handful of the tiger’s tail. He felt Kali’s fingers dig into his shoulder desperately, and he clung back, shutting his eyes as the water rose to their feet and sent cold, foamy spray across his face. He strained his neck to look at Kali, whose eyes were wide as saucers as stray droplets dampened her shivering wings. Wherever the water touched them, the wings darkened and lost a touch of saturation.

“It’s still rising!” Chen shouted desperately, attempting to swing Kali back onto the tiger’s back. But the beast was half submerged in water by now, and Chen felt the first bit of dampness sink its claws into his clothes. He barely had time to shudder at the cold sensation before it reached his waist, then his shoulders, then his back. Kali’s hand began to loosen around his arm, and he tightened his grip in response. He felt her desperately try to fly up with Chen in tow, but her wings had weakened, and the ceiling wasn’t safe from the waves.

Chen shook his head at Kali and watched as she took a deep breath that mirrored his own mere moments before the water crept up and submerged the both of them. The flow of the water pulled them along, and Chen could barely make anything out of the darkness as it snuffed out every light source around. He resorted to shutting his eyes and praying for the end of the source to be close. The water seemed to whirl and press in all around him, and he felt the first bit of oxygen leave his mouth, forming bubbles quickly swept away by all the motion. Chen squeezed his eyes tighter, so tightly he could see sparks dance behind them as the time dragged on and the oxygen continued to slip away. Being submerged underwater made time feel much slower, and Chen figured he could have a thousand thoughts in a single second. He wondered, briefly, if this was what Rani had felt before she died. All the adrenaline had left his body, replaced by an eerie calm that washed over him from the crown of his head to the tips of his feet.

The calm vanished as the last bit of oxygen left Chen’s mouth. He felt his lungs flex and attempt to expand, and Chen suddenly felt the panic return, moving his arms out as if to grasp at air that was nowhere in sight. And just when his mouth opened and his mouth filled with cold water, a light appeared. Then it grew and expanded into the shape of a crack, then a ceiling, then an entire room. He stared out through the chilled water at the floor, seemingly far away. But that didn’t make sense. How would he be in midair?

The answer came when, a few feet before him, Rani’s dazzlingly bright eyes pierced through the water and into him. Daiyu was wrapped in her arms, staring at Chen with an appalled expression. The captain’s hat was long gone, her hair soaked. Rani’s lips were parted around her siren song. Chen went to speak but suddenly remembered what he was encapsulated within. Instead, he took a mouthful of mountain water. Rani’s eyes widened in alarm as she watched Chen cough and quickly set him on the ground using the water surrounding him. The air suddenly enveloped Chen as the ground connected with his knees gently. He coughed up the water in his mouth, his breath seizing and shaking as it slowly returned in sparse gasps. Chen finally peered up at the room, his eyes wide and alert. Beside him lay the tiger, sprawled on its side, wheezing just like Kali, who shivered as she tugged one of her wings into her hand.

“Kali!” an unfamiliar voice called out, and Chen watched as Kali’s expression twisted sourly before she looked up. It softened in an instant into something gentle and teary.

“Princess?” she asked incredulously as a woman appeared, five glittering wings drawn from her back. Chen’s jaw fell open. But his expression was quickly torn back to Rani, who hovered with water wrapped around her waist, stemming from the large pit of waves that thrashed within the crack beneath her. Clutched in the siren’s arms, eyes stretched open as she peered at the ground, was the captain. She seemed somewhat baffled at their position—having grown accustomed to being the carrier, not the carried—and Chen would’ve found the time to laugh if he wasn’t suffocating.

“Let’s see how you fare against me without my hands bound!” Rani shouted through her piercing notes, and Chen followed Rani’s cool gaze to the empress, or what was left of her bloody and broken form. It was all so distracting; he hadn’t realized that Rani was expertly excluding everyone from her trance. Not even the empress was under her spell as if Rani wanted her to be aware of everything.

Rani released the captain, setting her onto the ground before slashing her freed arms up. The motion was followed by a sudden strike of water slamming into the empress’s face, sending her tumbling by the force. Chen winced. Min shoved herself up onto her forearms, staring at Rani with eyes shining like steel.

“You can’t kill me!” she screamed. “I am this world’s savior! I will not fall!”

Rani slowly descended and stepped forward onto the ledge, the water parting around her. Her skirts clung wetly to her skin, which shone in a way Chen could only recall seeing in the Lapsus Regnum Sea.

“You are no savior,” Rani uttered. “Don’t hide in sheep’s clothing.” She swung her hand again, sending a slash of pressurized water across the empress’s torso, making her tumble a few feet. Rani took quick strides until she was standing over the empress, then dropped her song for a moment to study the woman as she coughed, clutching her mangled limbs.

“You’re a monster,” the empress hissed.

“Indeed,” was Rani’s response. “And I’ll tear you apart like one.”

Min's eyes widened, and Rani smiled as she shivered. The water came in unrestricted slashes, repeatedly slamming Min from all sides.

More of the mostly ruined palace began to crumble, but Daiyu watched in amazement as Rani held up the structure with the pressure of her water. It flooded into the room, twisting into spirals that weaved together like entangled streams. But the captain could hear that her song was beginning to weaken. Daiyu put a hand on Rani’s shoulder, and the siren halted, turning. She pushed her song harder to hold up the room until Yemaya took over, winding strong roots over everything and holding the roof over their heads. Rani finally dropped her song completely and stumbled into the arm Daiyu had on her shoulder.

By now, Min’s face was blossoming with bruises, and Yemaya’s plants had vanished from her skin, leaving behind the ravaged shreds of flesh instead. Her ribs were cracked, and her legs were twisted out of place, but she still breathed in shallow rasps. When Min’s voice came again, it was weak and brittle.

“Others will come for your heart,” she breathed, her eyes landing on Daiyu. Rani’s gleaming eyes narrowed as Daiyu’s expression filled with worry.

“Let them,” Rani said. “They will never have it.” Wordlessly, she turned to Daiyu and wrapped her hand over Daiyu’s mouth. Rani’s palm muffled the start of Daiyu’s words, and the captain watched in fascination as the siren leaned up to press her lips to the back of her own hand. Rani felt the captain’s arms wind around her waist as she tugged her closer. Then the siren slowly pulled away, her gaze filled with affection. The captain was about to speak when Rani’s hand found the captain’s back, unstrapping her harpoon there. She smiled, slipped away from Daiyu’s grip, and stalked back over to the empress, who desperately crawled along the floor, her legs uselessly folded beneath her. Rani planted her foot on the woman’s back, and Min’s breath caught.

“You can’t do this!” she shrieked as Rani’s blade drew near the back of her head. She could feel the steel scrape her skin. “I am the savio—” her words abruptly snapped off as Rani shoved her blade into Min’s neck, almost clean in two. It took one last swing before the whole body went limp. Everyone watched as the head rolled slightly away from its body.

“Siyora’s wish has almost been fulfilled,” Rani stated calmly. The words hung suspended over the air. Then she turned. “Shall we put it on display for the empire to see? Or should we let it roll in the dirt where it belongs?”

Daiyu stared at the head for a moment. Leaving it on the ground was a sign of great disrespect. But the thought of leaving the broken empire’s only empress like that felt wrong. “No,” she answered. “Siyora deserves her wish.” Then she paused and added, “The empire was born of blood and betrayal, but let it at least end with the small mercy of a meager display.” She walked over to Chen, helping the boy up as Rani’s eyes followed her. When Daiyu’s gaze met hers again, a small smile split her face. “We have a heart to retrieve. But first, I need my ship.”

Rani nodded.

“Where is the boy with the heart headed?” Yemaya asked. Rani thought for a moment while a silence swept over them. She could hear the sounds of the few hunters who had originally fled the crumbling palace as they tried to dig their way through the rubble. Once inside, the hunters would find their empress’s head leaning limply on a tree Yemaya had swiftly created.

“Harana,” Rani said, breaking the silence. “He’s headed for Harana.” 


Frequently Asked Questions (FRQ)

Q: What are some of your biggest inspirations?

A: I owe much of this book's inspiration to traditional fairytales. I grew up reading graphic novel versions of traditional fairytales like Cinderella, Snow White, Rapunzel, and more from my elementary school's free library. And if you know anything about classic fairytales, you know how gruesome they are. It was part of what inspired Daiyu and Min's story, especially with the carved-out heart. It was semi-inspired by Cinderella's sisters cutting off their feet—I used the idea of removing a part of themselves to get what they wanted. So, the origin of taking an immortal's heart to grant a wish was born.

Another significant influence on the story was non-American fairytales. My school's library had fairytales from other countries that I loved reading because they were so unique, and each encapsulated a new culture within them. As I'm hoping a few readers noticed, the immortals in my story occasionally have references to the culture they're based on. For example, Anansi is an actual fae figure in African mythology. He is a spider god known as a trickster and the keeper of stories/knowledge. When I decided to make fae the natural gods of my world, Anansi came to mind after quickly searching how fae behaved in African mythology. I also adore his design, especially with his spider leg wings, because one thing I wasn't going to compromise on was my undying desire to give my fae wings.

To dive further into the story of influences for Daiyu's heartlessness, the first time I came up with this idea was when I was trying to explain Daiyu's immunity to Rani's siren song. I didn't have a decent reason yet, and when I considered what it would take to avoid a siren song, I figured that because sirens force love onto someone, I could use the physical embodiment of love: the human heart. Once I got to the reveal of Daiyu's empty ribcage, the idea of the knife being coated in tears came to me mid-sentence. I thought it made perfect sense; if you are betraying someone, you have to prove that they meant enough to you to be capable of an intimate act like "betrayal." In this case, the tears they shed over their victim prove this. But instead of the tears having magic healing like the classic rendition of Rapunzel, they are used as a destructive force.

In their plainest form, however, classic fairytales inspired this book's gory, bloody, wicked parts, specifically the body horror. Even as a child, I've always been deeply fascinated with horror and generally frightening media, and this has finally translated into my writing.

Q: Do you feel empty/lost after you've finished writing a book?

A: Even more so than you could imagine. Writing a book is an emotional journey for an author because you must put yourself through every character's perspective to produce solid, multifaceted characters. It gets exceptionally lonely because all the characters, events, and possible scenes flowing through your head suddenly cease to exist when you write the last line. I always feel underwhelmed after finishing a book. Things grow too quiet in my mind, which is perhaps why it's the time I'm most prone to getting great new ideas and diving into one (I am currently guilty of this). Writing a book swallows you whole, infecting your daily life at every turn. With nothing left to create, my head feels like an empty room.

Q: Which character do you see yourself in the most?

A: This is a dangerous question, considering my choices. But maybe Chen or Rani. Rani and I have an overlap in our personalities; we love to have fun and live life from adventure to adventure. But I have more empathy (at least, I hope) for people in situations I've never been in. Empathy is where I'm more like Chen, and he and I share the feeling that people don't take us seriously because we seem too friendly.

Q: How do you organize your ideas beforehand?

A: I could improve my organization. I do no organizing. I don't recommend this, but my tactic has always been to have characters, their individual arcs, and at least the ending prepared before starting. This way, I can make the characters work towards the ending, all the while hitting the marks for their character arcs, and it ends up becoming a plot that revolves both around the characters and the plot. It's helped me ensure the plot stays driven and exciting at every turn with as few lulls as possible, even though this tactic is not recommended. Honestly, more than half the plot comes to me as I'm writing.

Q: Is there going to be a sequel?

A: Without a doubt! I don't want to give away too much, but the sequel will take place in the ruins of the Shāngxīn Empire during a time of significant political instability. New groups rise to try and claim the throne, as well as ominous rumors about a new heir. Meanwhile, Daiyu races against her slowly fading life force to find Dane. I am beyond excited about all this as we will move from the empire to other unexplored parts of the world, such as Harana and the fae realm.

Q: Were the characters or any moments inspired by anything you've experienced?

A: Yes! I've had my heart carved out of my chest by a former lover! In all seriousness, many of this book's experiences were not shared. Almost everything is made up. I'm aware it's fairly popular for authors to include parts of their own life in their writing, but at least in this book of mine, you will only find snippets here and there. Perhaps you'd find it in Rani's struggles with being a "violent daughter," as I'd put it. I'm fairly stubborn myself, and it gets me into trouble sometimes with my family, so Rani's stubbornness could be related to mine.

Q: What other authors inspire you?

A: Leigh Bardugo is a huge one. Her writing style is quite the beauty—from her incredibly powerful character work to her jaw dropping metaphors. One thing Leigh Bardugo excels at is using details to emphasize a character's personality and past. She also makes sure her audience sees her character's flaws, which makes them much more human. These are both elements I've noticed and tried very hard to emulate.

Taylor Jenkins Reed is another author I look up to. After picking up The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo on a whim at a random bookstore, I decided to read one chapter before bed and was finished (and mind-blown) by two in the morning. Her writing is truly incredible, and I adore the way she makes her readers laugh, cry, and scream all within one singular chapter, always leaving them with an insatiable hunger that demands another page. I can only dream of my books being half as good page-turners as hers.

Q: How did you come up with the story? What was your thought process in the worldbuilding?

A: Every story starts with an insignificant thought. In this case, I was watching a fashion lineup from China, and I thought the outfits were beautiful. I had this random idea pop into my head that said, Desi siren and Hanfu pirate. Indeed, that was the story's earliest beginnings. From there, I shared the idea with a few people. My closest friends aren't very interested in writing, so the real work began when I finally shared it with a camp friend of mine, Gio. Gio matched my energy and hyped me up as I explored cool ideas that could be used for the story, including what Daiyu was searching for (her heart), what Rani had that she needed (her song), and what stood in their way (the empire that was known for hunting immortals). You can see a bit of my writing process from that right there. From that point on, everything became easier. I love to base my books around specific regions/cultures, and obviously, I already have two of these set up. I made the decision to choose a specific era in China to limit my research. One of my biggest pet peeves is when an author bases a character/world on a widely diverse culture without ever narrowing it down; it starts seeming lazy to me as a reader. Choosing Tang Dynasty China made sense for several reasons: it was the longest era (and the empire in my book is supposed to have lasted longer than it should've), it is considered China's "golden age," and I simply fell in love with the Tang Dynasty era during my research.

That being said, I wanted to include real concepts. When I came across an article on orphans becoming slaves during the Tang Dynasty, I had the idea to involve this idea in my book. I can't describe specifically what pushed me to do this, only that I myself am a history lover, but sometimes I need a small reminder that it's okay to love the past while recognizing its flaws. It also made perfect sense for my tyrant-ruled empire.

This same idea about real historical events can also be traced back to the hunt for immortals, inspired by the Salem Witch Trials. There's a sense of paranoia that clings to the hunt, which is why it was described as causing distrust of outsiders like Dane. There's also the matter of Samson's backstory. I thought it was incredibly important to discuss the real history of the Philippines, which Harana is inspired by, and how they were colonized by the Spaniards. As dark as it was to write, Samson's story with his mother is a real historical retelling of things that happened when the Spanish came to the Philippines. I must say, I am excited to write more about the culture in the sequel.

While Rani's kingdom is a smaller part of the story, it was just as important to me to research that in specifics as well. South Asian representation is quite a broad statement, so I settled on India and went from there. I did quite a bit of research on the architectural styles, clothing, accessories—and, of course, the sarangi. I have to say, the first time I opened a video of a sarangi being played, I was bewitched. The melody has this gorgeous tang to it that lures you in (pun intended) and captures your attention. I grew up playing guitar, so I have grown accustomed to describing sounds, but the sarangi's description still took quite a bit of finessing to put the sound into words. And, of course, I fell in love with Indian fashion. It even got to a point where my social media feeds were covered in the most stunning beadwork lehengas and sarees ever (and don't even get me started on my Pinterest). I used so many references to come up with Rani's basic saree design and then a performer design that could somehow top her old clothes. She's a fun-loving girl, so I figured it would make sense to deck her out in glittery fabrics.

Q: Character process/their relationships?

A: I'm a firm believer in character's wants vs needs, so to create more layers of personality, that's what I did. I'll start with Daiyu. After I established what Daiyu wants (her heart), I determined what she needs. One great example of wants versus needs is Princess and the Frog, in which Tiana and Naveen are forced to navigate what they truly need instead of their surface desires (for Tiana, she needed to take breaks and live her life instead of working herself to the bone in order to achieve a goal). Daiyu is quite emotionally complex, and because of her past, her own need is to heal from Min's betrayal and learn to let go. I wanted the reader to feel the betrayal alongside her, so I twisted the perspectives to withhold information from the audience. In the chapter "Battle of Quiáo Canal," it seems as though Daiyu lost Min to a murder or some sort of death, but in reality, that scene is written about Daiyu waking up after her heart was carved out. And because I wanted the audience to be in Daiyu's perspective, I made Min out to be a good person—because part of Daiyu's character is that she's still not over Min. We can especially see this with the little mentions she offers of Min every time she interacts romantically with Rani, as if she's constantly comparing the two.

This also works with other characters. I knew I wanted Rani to be a fun-loving, somewhat morally grey individual. On the surface, she does risky things to pursue adventure, like deciding to stay captive on a pirate ship instead of escaping. She still has deeper emotions, however, especially seen in moments like meeting Kali for the first time. Rani sympathizes with Kali because she lost her mother to a collector, the kind that kills common fae for their wings. She also sympathizes with Chen later because she finds out he's an orphan; having already lost her father and then losing her mother later on, Amaira can understand his perspective. But she's only ever seen sympathizing with people whose experiences she relates to, which reflects that Rani is a bit self-centered.

Rani's want is to uncover why the captain is immune to her song. Her need, on the other hand, is to finally cope successfully with her mother's death instead of redirecting her anger toward hunting mortals. This only happens after she gets her (unsatisfying) revenge and begins to realize why her mom cared so deeply for mortals. Her character arc comes full circle when Chen discovers the truth about his family, and Rani warns him not to pursue revenge. She then admits she doesn't hate mortals anymore, breaking the cycle of her violence.

Chen's character arc is not yet complete, and I have a few things planned out for him in book two, but I can say he definitely still displays the growth I wanted him to. Chen starts out as this seemingly naive character who never stops to question Daiyu and her motives. When he finally puts his foot down and stops letting his view of Daiyu cloud his judgment, they both come out better for it, as Daiyu learns to trust more freely and Chen learns to stop accepting abuse, even from friends.

The empress, as the primary villain of this story, was an incredibly enjoyable character to write. From the get-go, I had the plot twist ready, which meant I had to take certain steps to ensure it would be a good twist. I created two separate images of her, essentially breaking her personality into two: Fei Min and Empress Chuang. Fei Min is soft and gentle and somewhat stupid, though her heart is in the right place. She also looks physically far different from her empress self, which is both due to the time and convenience of the plot twist. She no longer has the look of a peasant—tan skin and short hair that's bleached from the sun. She is more regal as the empress, who is described as having dark, intricate hair and expensive clothes. She is also quite cold, as seen in her introduction and everything thereafter. She cares only for herself and her own goals, ignoring the problems of others. As I'm hoping someone with an eye for fashion noticed, her clothes also symbolize the gap between her and Daiyu. She dresses in later Tang Dynasty clothing, involving lots of free-flowing fabric and more exposed skin. Meanwhile, Daiyu's clothes are drawn from earlier Tang Dynasty fashion as a representation of Daiyu being stuck in the past while the empress tries to forget it by pushing toward the future. Min's story is ultimately one about what hunger for power can do to a person; even though she seems warm and kind-hearted in the beginning, it's established when we first meet her that she is driven by greed, as per her statement about wanting to be rich. When the opportunity arises in the form of Daiyu's heart, she can't resist the temptation of power and takes it for herself, even at the cost of her love and happiness with Daiyu.

Dane is a character who, like Chen, has not completed his metamorphosis into a fully developed character. Much of his character will be explored in the sequel, but for now, I can say that if you found him overly hot-headed, I did my job right. However, he also shows a deeper understanding of his own actions when he admits the motivations behind his occupation. When I was in the process of making his character, I simply needed semi-dimensional background characters to strengthen the cast. But when I considered what a crew needs and a doctor was the answer, I couldn't resist the idea of making the doctor incredibly reckless. The irony of his personality and occupation are, in my opinion, delightful.

Q: Who is your favorite character?

A: This might sound crazy considering the ending, but I adore Samson. He's one of the most mature, morally-correct characters in my entire cast. For the same reasons, I love Siyora. But for my ultimate favorite, I'd have to offer the spot to Anansi. He's so fun to write because of his aloof personality, sinister behavior, and, of course, his incredible one-liners because of his whole "I am the pioneer of fate" role. He's almost a soft representation of my role in the story—the storyteller who is bound by certain events. Anansi knows that his obedience to fate means he has to take part in terrible events, just like how I have to make scenes happen that I don't particularly enjoy for the greater good of the plot. His character will be greatly explored in the second book, and I have to avoid saying anything here I might regret, but his character goes deeper than you know.

Q: What would you do if you were in a room with your characters?

A: Die, probably. You all have way too much faith in me. Just because I can create entire worlds in my mind doesn't mean I can fend off sirens and vampires.

Q: Kiss, marry, kill with Chen, Daiyu, and Rani.

A: Wow, asking the hard questions. I can't bear to kill Chen, but in my heart of hearts, I am obligated to marry Rani, which leaves only one answer: kill Daiyu, give Chen a nice little friendship peck, and marry the siren of my dreams.

Q: Did you come up with their names immediately, or were there a few iterations? If so, what were their original names?

A: Boy, do I have a story for you. Remember how I said my pet peeve is authors who take from a broad culture and don't get specific? Rani's original name was Amaira. Amaira is an Arabic name that means "princess," and the reason I chose it is that originally, Saudi Arabia was going to be my inspiration for Sarasia. Then I swapped the locations, and for the entirety of the novel, I forgot to switch Amaira's name. It wasn't until a while after I finished the book that I recognized my mistake and found the name's Indian counterpart. Even now, however, I'm struggling to remember to write Rani. Shoutout to google doc's find and replace function!

Besides my mishap with Rani, none of my characters had different names. I'm a firm believer in a name feeling right, so I spend as long as I need to find the perfect name. I often use meanings to find the character's names, but I also care about the sounds of names. Daiyu, for example, sounds phonetically sharp thanks to the D. It also means "black jade," which I thought was perfect for the energy I wanted my ruthless vampire to have. Chen's name means "dawn," and I wanted him to be a softer counterpart to Daiyu, so it fits perfectly. Kali's name is pretty cool, too. It means "time" or "black" in Sanskrit, but I was focusing on the "black" part, which makes sense for her sharp personality and the traditional use of darkness as rude. But part of Kali's jadedness stems from her fear of trusting after her brother turned his back on her. I avoided letting Kali admit any of this until the end because I wanted the reader to feel, alongside Chen, shameful for not considering Kali's emotions sooner. She's constantly on the backburner when it comes to feelings.

I'll admit, I got lazy for side characters. Dane and Samson, for example, were just nice names to me. Siyora was fun. I added her character on a whim and came up with the name on the spot after messing around with a lot of S names that I knew. It goes to show that some of a story's elements can come to life at the most unexpected times.


Pronunciation guide

(in order of appearance):

Names:

●Nitara (nee-tar-uh)

●Rani (raw-nee)

●Nisha (nee-shah)

●Chen (ch-en)

●Daiyu (die-you)

●Kali (caw-lee)

●Dane (day-n)

●Samson (Sam-sun)

●Chuang (choo-wohng)

●Sǐwáng (seh-wohng)

●Min (min)

●Fei (fay)

●Liú (lee-oo)

●Siyora (see-your-uh)

●Aleria (ah-leer-ee-uh)

●Liana (lee-aw-nuh)

●Asael Kansen (uh-say-el c-an-sen)
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