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A Note to the Reader

It’s doubtful that the worlds of my fantasy novels have a method of date-keeping equivalent to our Gregorian calendar or our seven days of the week. When I use our months and weekdays while relating this story, consider it a friendly translation I’m providing for you, from their world to ours. I want your mind to be free to enter these characters’ lives—not tangled up in confusion about what day or month it is.

Please note that this story contains brief references to sexual assault and sexual abuse witnessed or experienced by characters before the action of the story.

Also, in case it is helpful: There is a cast of characters at the end of this book.
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PART ONE


1.

If you could eavesdrop without anyone knowing—­if you could turn yourself into a barrel, or a coil of lines, or a clump of canvas on deck where two people are standing together, whispering secrets to each other—­are you sure you wouldn’t?

Eavesdrop. I wonder where that word comes from. Did people used to climb into the eaves of a house and snoop on conversations? Then drop? Then what? Yell “Surprise!” and watch people jump and throw their papers around?

That would be funny. I’ve never done that.

I asked Giddon his opinion, but he had no ideas about eavesdrop. He said he’s fond of the word snowdrop, and he’s right; it’s a good word. It snows almost every day now here at sea, so it’s nice to imagine white petals drifting down onto my face. But it doesn’t help me with eavesdrop.

He said it aloud, “Snowdrop,” as we stood on the foredeck of the Monsea, where the plunge of the prow into each wave is more extreme than anywhere else on the ship. I like it there on the foredeck. It feels like exciting things are going to happen.

Then he said, “Foxglove, that’s a nice word too. Moonflower,” he added, staring across the gray water like he was having a revelation. Giddon is big and tall and handsome in a noble sort of way, with a neat dark beard and pale skin like mine, and he has a fire inside him that he reserves for Bitterblue. I could see him mentally picking a bouquet for her. “Larkspur,” he said, so I said, “Skunk cabbage,” because I was getting tired of Giddon.

“Skunk cabbage?” he said, turning a look of indignation upon me. “Of course not.”

“Impatiens,” I said significantly, but he wandered down to the main deck with a dreamy expression on his face, and I wished, as I’ve wished many times, that Giddon and Bitterblue, who’s the Queen of Monsea and secretly my half sister, would confess their newfound romantic relationship to me. I’m not stupid. I’m a spy. It’s my job to figure things out. And she’s my family, even if hardly anyone knows that. They should tell me.

I’ll ask Teddy about eavesdrop when we get home. Teddy’s part of Bitterblue’s Ministry of Education. He’s clever with words, cleverer than Giddon. My mother once told me, in a moment of lucidity, to keep a list of cherished qualities I would like in a friend. I never have. It’s not like people line up for me to choose from, with their qualities listed on their chests. But if I did keep a list, maybe “Clever with Words” would be on it.

Not that Giddon lacks good qualities. He would tear off the head of anyone who hurt my sister.

I used to jump out and surprise my mother, actually, now that I consider it. I would hide myself from her, then make myself visible suddenly. Reach for her, arms outstretched, laughing. One time, when I did that, she screamed in such terror that the king, my father, came running. So I hid quickly, and never did that again. It wasn’t safe to startle my mother. Too often, she wasn’t in her strong mind.

Anyway, my point is, I don’t have to climb into the eaves to eavesdrop.

I can stand right in front of you, plain as plain, do a trick on your brain, and you see something else. It’s my Grace. Are you in a room now? Look around. I could be right there and your eyes slide over me and see a coat on a hook instead, or a potted tree that you would realize is vaguely person-­shaped if you only looked harder, but you won’t. Is there some part of the room that’s especially boring to you, some corner you don’t seem to want to focus on? That could be me. It’s not your fault. I’m discouraging your attention, and changing what you think you see.

Anyway, it was just an example. I wouldn’t do it as a trick. In fact, I’m not supposed to do it at all, not without Bitterblue’s permission, and only on official queen’s business. Of course, seeing as I’m a spy, one could argue that I’m always on official queen’s business. It’s my job to keep her safe. I do that by hiding and snooping. By not trusting people. And by having adventures; I’ve sailed to the other side of the world and crossed the sky in a flying machine. I’ve talked to silbercows in the sea and pulled a pin that made a bomb explode. I’ve stolen formulas for weapons that will make my sister powerful. I’ve been to Winterkeep, and now we’re going home again.


2.

Living on a ship is like nothing else.

Every morning I’m rocked awake by the same crashes and creaks that soothed me to sleep the night before. I run upstairs as quickly as I can, eager to see what kind of day it is—­the kind with snow dropping from a low, gray sky or the kind with a sunrise blasting beams of gold through cracks in the clouds.

If I stand in the bow, the wind drives through me. The plunge into every wave is a promise of a day ahead more thrilling than any day on land. When I turn back around and see the ship, I want to whoop, because I don’t understand everything about how this ship works yet, but I will. There are things in our world we can’t understand, like why I was born with a Grace and Giddon and Bitterblue weren’t. Then there are riddles with answers. A ship crosses water because of the principles of physics. I will master them.

Today when I turned back around, Kera, the first mate, was standing right behind me, poking at a big metal something-­or-­other that sits on the foredeck, cylindrical, wrapped in chains. I jumped in surprise, which was embarrassing, but she didn’t seem to notice. Kera is always sunk inside herself. Her skin is clear and pale and she has a mass of auburn hair she shoves up under a black knit hat. This morning, a little cone of snow sat atop her hat, like a mountaintop.

“Kera?” I said. “Good morning. What is that thing?”

“Anchor capstan,” she said, half-distracted.

“What?”

“Sorry,” she said, seeming to wake up, looking into my eyes. “Hava. Good morning. The anchor capstan is a wheel that holds the anchor chain. See this chain here? And these are the handles. We turn the capstan to drop or raise the anchor. Here, come look,” she said, leading me to the rail with a steady hand and pointing to a massive anchor that was tied to the side of the ship. A fat chain from that anchor stretched over the rail to the capstan. “Careful,” she said, her grip tightening as I leaned out. I guess I appreciated the gesture. Bitterblue fell overboard during our journey to Winterkeep. We didn’t know she’d fallen in. I was sleeping; Giddon thought she was sleeping too. We left her behind. Then the people who plucked her out of the water kidnapped her. Opportunists will always try to hurt a queen. That’s why she needs me.

But I’m not going to fall in.

“I didn’t realize that anchor was there,” I said.

“There’s an anchor in the stern too.”

“Why are you poking at the capstan? Is something wrong?”

“There’s a pin that keeps it locked, so it doesn’t spontaneously drop the anchor. See this pin here?” she said, leading me back to the capstan. “Annet says it’s slipping. Water gets trapped under it and freezes.”

“Oh,” I said, happily breathing this in. Would she have to fix it, I asked next. Do Keepish and Dellian ships have the same mechanism? Why does it matter if the anchor drops? If the anchors are so heavy, do they unbalance the ship?

“Good questions,” she said. “Has anyone told you about the ballast in the hold?”

No one had told me about the ballast in the hold, but I know all about it now. It’s made of sacks of sand and stone that the sailors shift wherever they’re needed, to balance the weight of the ship and make her just the right level of buoyant.

I now think that buoyant is one of my favorite words. It sounds like bubbles of air traveling from the depths of the sea to the surface. I like that we hauled a lot of useless, heavy stuff aboard, just to give the Monsea the right sorts of foundations for a house on the water.

“Coming to breakfast?” said Kera.


3.

In the salon at breakfast—­and at every other meal—­I eat like I might never see food again. One of the Monsean sailors, Jacky, asks after my tapeworm whenever he sits down.

This morning he chose a place catty-­corner to me—­the sailors often position themselves at my edges, as if they want to be polite but aren’t entirely sure of me—­glanced at my full plate, and reminded me that the food’s delicious because this is a royal ship.

“It’s not like this on a real ship, with real sailors,” he said, not seeming to notice that his jab at me was also an insult to himself. That’s how important it is to Jacky to make me feel like I’m missing out on an authentic experience. He’s one of those giant, muscly people who’s around my age but seems younger, because he’s always trying to prove something. I guess he’s good-­looking, pink cheeked with wavy dark hair and a pert mouth always about to smile, or maybe just mock me. I make a point of ignoring him.

Next, Jacky’s friend Linny, who’s Dellian, sat down across from me next to Jacky. Sometimes I think Jacky is afraid of me and Linny isn’t. In fact, I catch Linny watching me with a look on his face like I’m a wild horse he’s trying to figure out how not to startle, and I want to tell him he’s directing that at the wrong person, because I don’t startle easily.

Often Linny eats, then gets up and piles his plate with seconds, then raises his eyebrows at me to ask me if I want some. When I give him a curt nod, he slides seconds onto my plate so I don’t have to get up. I’ve never asked him for this, he just does it. He gets it right too; he seems to know what I want more of. I haven’t figured out whether to put a stop to this or just pretend it’s fine. I hid myself from him once on the deck while he coiled lines, so I could watch him and look for signs, like strange-­colored eyes or hair, that he’s a Graceling or a monster or anyone with powers. He’s not. His eyes matched each other, amber in daylight, pretty, but normal, especially for a Dellian. His hair is a normal dark color, straight, and always sliding down onto his forehead. His skin is brown. He’s not interfering with my mind. He just knows what I like to eat.

Linny looks like a girl to me, actually, with a delicate, fine-­boned face, but he has a wiry boy’s body. I’ve seen him and Jacky bathe in the sea, stark naked in view of everyone, though I try not to stare. A lot of the sailors, men and women, bathe in the sea, unconcerned about their naked bodies. I bathe in the cabin I share with Bitterblue. Linny is one of the sailors who fills the copper tub for us, mixing cold water with water that burns if it splashes you. Jacky remarks on the luxury of it, as on all our luxuries, teasing me about my soft life. Linny doesn’t remark at all.

Sometimes when they talk about it together on deck, when they don’t know I can hear, Jacky has an edge to his voice that cuts the teasing away. Jacky doesn’t like being a queen’s servant. He wants to work on a ship with fishers, whalers, and merchants, not queens—­or anyway, he thinks he does. Linny, who’s been a sailor longer, tells him about frostbite and eating moldy food on the fishing ships, overcrowding, sickness. Then Linny cocks his head sideways as if he hears something, and I worry he knows I’m there.

Anyway. Annet, who’s the captain, says I’m eating so much because of the cold. She says December is always cold in this part of the Brumal Sea, but this year it’s colder than usual, and cold makes a person hungry. This morning at breakfast there was something in the eggs that gave them such a savory softness that I piled mounds of them onto my bread and shoved them into my mouth like I was starving. Our cook, Liel, is a genius. He climbs down into the hold through a hatch on the main deck and comes up again with vegetables and sauces and flour kept cold by the frozen sea, then collects eggs from the chickens, then carries it all into the galley and performs miracles for the benefit of everyone on board.

We are twenty-­one people, one cat, one goat, four pigs, assorted chickens, and one blue fox, on a three-­masted ship. We left the port of Ledra, which is the capital of Winterkeep, in early December, three and a half weeks ago. The Monsea is a barquentine, which means that only one mast, our foremast, carries square sails. The other two masts have fore-­and-­aft rigged sails, an arrangement that allows us to sail close to the wind with a small crew. I don’t actually know what that means yet. But I heard Annet say it to Giddon once. It sounded thrilling. The big front sails are squares, the rest of the sails are triangles, and the Monsea is beautiful. That’s all you really need to know. Her hull is teal against the gray of the sea and her sails are like wings. Queens have to name royal ships boring, patriotic things, which is why ours is named the Monsea, but I think I’d call her something to do with a bird in winter. The Snowy Owl, or the Brumal Tern. The Osprey. She flies across the water. Imagine a ship turning into a bird.

Of the twenty-­one people on the Monsea, eight are court people and thirteen are ship people.

The court people are: me; Giddon; the queen; the queen’s two guards, Ranin and Mart; and three of her advisers, Froggatt, Barra, and Coran. Coran’s also a doctor, and Ranin and Mart double as sailors. All eight of us are Monsean, except Giddon, who isn’t really any nationality. He’s from the Middluns, where he used to be a lord. Then his king burned his estate to the ground and banished him because he’s a revolutionary who helps people the world over rebel against tyrannical kings. He and his rabble-­rousing friends call themselves the Council, and they’re infamous lawbreakers. Maybe it’s a conflict of interest for the queen’s lover to travel the world dismantling monarchies? Could such a person really be a queen’s consort?

Consort is a funny word. CONsort. ConSORT. On this ship, I prefer to consort with sailors rather than with court people. They have more to teach me.

The sailors are: Annet, the captain, who’s Monsean, of course. The captain of the Monsean queen’s ship has to be Monsean. Kera, the first mate (also Monsean, not that it matters, but I feel I should continue what I started). (Kera’s the one with the auburn hair in the black hat who was poking at the anchor capstan, remember?) Navi, the second mate, who’s Keepish. Jacky (Monsean) and Linny (Dellian). Ozul, Sorit, Noa, and Lisa, who are all Keepish women. Alzar and Riz, a Kamassarian woman and man who married each other only a week ago. (Coran, our doctor, married them on the foredeck. Apparently doctors can marry people. It seemed like weird timing for a wedding, but whatever.) Liel, the cook, who’s Monsean. And Olivan (Ollie), the youngest, everyone’s helper, who’s Lienid and has a way of making me smile.

Anyway. Every morning after breakfast it’s my solitary job to consort with some boring papers in a tiny cabin in the bow, which is the cold end of the ship, farthest from the furnace. So, stuffed to my nose with eggs, I left the salon and poked my head into the galley, where Liel is king. I caught him feeding eggs to his cat, Tulip, who’s the size of a bull terrier and I guess I know why.

When he saw me, he reached for a thermos standing at the base of the stove, wrapped it in a cloth, and handed it to me without comment. Liel, who’s tall and thin like a pole, is a man of shy, bright blue eyes and few words. But he sends me off to my chilly exile every morning with a thermos of hot tea.


4.

In my tiny workroom in the nose of the ship, I have no porthole, no privy, no room to lie down on the floor if I wanted to, which I don’t, but my point is, it’s dark and small. The wall across from the door curves to accommodate the shape of the prow. Three bunks—­too short for anyone to stretch out on—­are stacked against that curved wall. When Bitterblue asked Annet for a private spot I could use, this is what Annet offered, probably because it was the only thing available. There’s no wasted space on a ship.

The crew sleeps in the bow of the ship. I don’t know if this is what all their cabins are like or if this one is empty because it’s considered unlivable. But it’s different from the cabin I share with the queen, which has two portholes to let in light, a privy with its own porthole, wooden shelves and moldings carved with pictures of whales and octopuses, silver stars painted on a dark blue ceiling, and a copper tub hanging on hooks above. Oh, and heat. The queen’s cabin is below the salon and next to the furnace room, where sailors keep the stove packed with wood that creates heat that gets piped first into the areas where the queen and her people spend their time. Comfort is caused by expansive hot air infiltrating dense cold air. Maybe Jacky’s resentments can also be explained by the principles of physics?

Annet, or someone, found an unused door, brought it into this cabin, and laid it across the bottom bunk to make a kind of writing surface for me. Someone else found me a crate to use as a chair. I sit at my “desk” with my forehead banging against the middle bunk, a lantern casting dim light onto page after page of Keepish writing that I’m meant to translate into Lingian, which is the Monsean language.

While we were in Winterkeep, we discovered that a Keepish politician was making explosive weapons out of zilfium. He planned to sell them to Estill, which is the hostile nation to Monsea’s north.

That politician is in prison now, and his weapons have been deactivated. The scientist who invented them, Linta Massera, is dead. I caused an explosion that killed her. It also threw me into a cavern, where I was trapped, until Giddon did the manly, heroic thing and rescued me. Coran took the cast off my leg only ten days ago. That skin feels cold all the time now, from the strangeness of being touched by air. I still have a wobbly ankle and an ache in my chest, from that blast some seven weeks ago.

Guess what else I have? Linta Massera’s formulas for building the zilfium weapon. I stole her notebooks before she and her workplace exploded. I copied them, symbol for symbol, picture for picture, and Keepish word for Keepish word, then set the originals on fire so the Keepish police would think they’d been obliterated from existence. Then I gave the copies to my sister as a gift. My sister’s mountains in Monsea are rich with zilfium, you see.

Now she’s asked me to translate the formulas, which is no easy job. I’m good at languages and I’m fluent in all the world’s alphabets, but I’ve never studied chemistry, at least not the way you’d need to in order to understand these formulas. When I was young, living in the Monsean court during the reign of my father, I could get pretty creative about where I hid. Sometimes I hid in a room in the castle where the wife of one of King Leck’s advisers taught her children grammar, music, math. Systems of order, all three, with three different symbol sets: words, notes, numbers. But chemistry is a system I never got to spy much upon, not in all my childhood hunts for safe places.

These formulas are full of drawings and labels I don’t understand. Diagrams of bulbous apparatuses, glass containers shaped like onions and eggplants and squash, sketches that remind me of drawings I saw once when I was hiding in the royal library and pulled down a book that showed the many stomachs of a cow. Also, there are names of compounds and procedures that I don’t know how to translate into Lingian, plus Linta’s shorthand symbols. There are asides where she’s coming to conclusions I don’t understand. Maybe there are concepts here that I might know the equivalents of in Lingian if I only had the first idea what anything meant, but I don’t, because it’s chemistry. Should I translate the words I know and precisely copy the diagrams (again)? Will it start to make more sense as I move forward, the way a cipher starts to reveal itself halfway through? I remember, from when I copied Linta’s originals before, that it changes at some point. Linta had a colleague, called LV, and I think eventually she starts reporting some of their conversations, which are less technical. Will that part be easier? How long till I get there?

My sister has assigned me this job. She’s the queen. So I’m trying to muddle through.

This morning I was shivering and cursing the dim, swaying lamp when the door behind me burst open.

I turned, draping my arm across my papers casually, the way you might do when it’s imperative to hide something while also seeming like you don’t care. Jacky and Linny stood in the doorway, poking their heads in sideways one above the other, like the opening of a clown act.

“Heard of knocking?” I said, speaking Lingian. Linny speaks Lingian better than Jacky speaks Dellian, so their default when they’re together is Lingian. “What can you possibly want?”

“We need to get to the lamp oil in the floor,” said Jacky.

“Don’t you keep lamp oil anywhere else?”

“Move,” said Jacky, “and we’ll be out of your way sooner.”

So I moved, pushing my papers to the back of my “desk” and shoving my crate in on top of them, just as if my only motive were to get the crate out of their way, not to cover up my work.

“What are you doing in here anyway?” Jacky said, once the door was open and they were both cramming themselves into the room with me. They’re both so physical. I think it’s a sailor thing; sailors inhabit their bodies more fully than other people do. Jacky mostly hurls a sense of power and noise at me, accompanied by smirking, whereas now that Linny was pressed up against me, I noticed he smelled like salt and cold and was just my height. My same shoulder breadth too, and slender like me. My sailor twin. But prettier than me with that delicate face, and with those eyes lit like a honey jar sitting in a window. And with more of a presence in the room than I had, which annoyed me. It’s my room.

“I’m writing letters,” I said.

“Who do you think’s going to deliver your letters?” Jacky said. “An albatross?”

“I’m writing letters to my cousin in Lienid about how annoying you are,” I said, making up a cousin I don’t have. “I’m going to mail the whole batch when we land. By then, it’ll be the epic tale of how annoying you are.”

“Sounds repetitive.”

“You have the power to change the story.”

“Ha ha.”

While we talked, Linny bent down to a ring in the floor. “Move,” he said, waving us aside with a vague hand that didn’t provide much guidance about where we were supposed to go. With limited options, I chose the middle bunk while Jacky climbed onto the top one.

Linny opened a trapdoor to reveal a cavity in the floor containing four large metal cylinders with handles on top. Lamp oil. I knew it was there, of course, because I’m a snoop. There’s storage everywhere on a ship. Bitterblue and I have a compartment like this in the floor of the cabin we share. Also, sometimes when we’re sitting in the salon at a meal, Liel needs us to move so he can open the floor and pull out grains, beans, tea.

With a small grunt, Linny hauled one of the cylinders up into the room. “Thanks for your help,” he said to Jacky, his Dellian accent softening the words.

Jacky dropped down from his bunk. Balancing partly on the floor, partly on the rims of the cylinders still stored in the compartment, he grabbed the cylinder, hefted it up by one hand, then carried it easily into the passageway. “Smartass,” he said.

Linny closed the trapdoor, so I climbed out of my bunk. As we straightened together, he looked into my face, his eyes exactly at my level. He spoke in Dellian. “Are you a chemist?”

He’d startled me. I used my Grace to pretend I was staring blankly back at him, but my eyes flicked to my papers. I saw what he saw: one of those incomprehensible cow stomach diagrams, sticking out from under my crate.

“A little,” I said nonchalantly. “I dabble. It calms my mind.”

“What does chemist mean?” I heard Jacky ask from the passageway, speaking the word in Dellian, as Linny had.

“Have a nice day,” I said to Linny, reaching behind him for the door in a way that effectively shouldered him into the passageway. I closed the door on them firmly. As they walked away, I heard Linny explaining about elemental substances, reactions between them, theories about the building blocks of matter, until Jacky got it and said, “Oh, a chemist!” in Lingian. “Is she a chemist?”

Great.

I scowled at the edge of paper that had betrayed me. It contained a rough diagram of some liquid—­water? Gravy? Slime?—­moving step by step through one glass apparatus after another, with scattered Keepish letters and numbers labeling the steps.

I wonder: Why would Linny—­a Dellian and a sailor—­recognize Keepish chemistry?


5.

After a couple hours of translating, I’ve usually had enough. I mean, my desk is bucking, the lamp is swinging, the water’s crashing against the walls, and my handwriting requires a massive display of fine motor control. Every wave is a reminder that I could be somewhere else, doing something a hundred times more exciting.

I tuck the papers into their sealskin wrapping. I secure them inside my Keepish fur coat, pulling my belt tight. Then I go out on deck to see what’s happening.

Tulip often sits on his gigantic rump outside the galley next to the rain barrels, surveying his surroundings. He’s one of those patchy cats, twenty different browns. Today he ignored me as I passed, but if I were Giddon, he’d jump up and launch himself at my feet. Cats love Giddon. Probably they recognize an intellectual equal.

Outside I found the second mate, Navi, at the rail of the main deck, warming her hands around a steaming mug of something. The sailors work gloveless, scarves wrapped around their ears and throats. Navi wears a red silk scarf threaded with iridescent gold, but no hat. I can always spot Navi because of the flash of red at her throat. She’s Keepish, her skin deep brown. Her curly black hair is tied messily back, and if you look close, she has a scatter of dark freckles across her nose.

“Did you know that your name has boat-­meanings in Lingian?” I said, going to stand beside her. The cold air filled my lungs, pushing the stupid chemistry out of my body. “Like the word naval,” I said, “and navigation.”

Navi lifted dark eyes from her cup when I told her this, raising her gaze to the sky, measuring the thick clouds. Then her tiny smile came, pinching her mouth. It always feels like a reward.

“Maybe I was meant to be a sailor,” she said in her deep voice, speaking Keepish. My Keepish is better than her Lingian, so we speak Keepish together. Generally I speak to people in their own languages.

“Maybe,” I said. “Have you always been one?”

“Oh, yes,” she said. “I grew up on Keepish ships.”

“Annet and Kera are teaching me the Lingian words for ship things. Will you teach me the Keepish words?”

“Sure,” she said. “And I can tell you about Keepish ships too. Ours tend to be squatter than this, and thicker-­hulled. Designed for stability over speed, since Keepish winds are so ferocious.”

“Thicker-­hulled?”

“We sail through ice more often than you do, I suspect. Speaking of names in other languages, did you know that a habpva is a Keepish bird?”

“HOB-­puh-­vuh?” I said.

She spelled it for me, in Keepish.

“That’s a mouthful,” I said.

“Yes, you spend a moment on all those letters in the middle.”

“That requires slowing down.”

That earned me another tiny smile. “Not something that comes naturally to you?” she said. “But it’s a remarkable coincidence, really, because of how a habpva looks.”

“Why, how does it look?”

“Like a lot of the birds in its family,” she said. “Small, gray, squat—­”

“Sounds like a sparrow,” I said, wanting a habpva to be a kind of sparrow, because we have sparrows in the courtyards of my sister’s castle, and I like them.

“Maybe a sparrow,” she said, shrugging at the Lingian word. “But this sparrow is different from the other small gray birds who live in Ledra year-­round. Every summer, the habpvas throw themselves out to sea. The wind currents hurl them north to Kamassar. You can see them blasting across the sky from your ship.”

“Oh!” I said. “Is it safe?”

“They seem to come back to the city every fall,” she said, her mouth pinching into that smile again. “But I haven’t told you the nice part yet. They’re gray and squat, but they have these bright patches of red and copper on their heads!”

I use my Grace more often than people realize, to hide a wary or confused expression.

“I didn’t know that,” I said. “Well, see you later.”


6.

To reach the cabin I share with Bitterblue, you drop into a hole (called a hatch), descend a steep staircase (called a ladder), and slip through narrow corridors (passageways), almost as if our own cabin is a hidden storage space.

I wound there quietly, passing no one I had to decide whether to hide from. Inside our cabin, I sat on my bed in the wavering light.

My left iris is copper-­colored and my right iris is red. Gracelings have unmatching eyes. Some Graceling eyes are beautiful, but mine are not. My eyes shock people. Some Graces are beautiful too, but mine makes people distrust me. I’m not used to people alluding to my eyes unless they’re being cruel.

There aren’t many Gracelings in Winterkeep; the Keepish don’t know what’s cruel. Navi had not meant to be cruel.

She was not being intentionally cruel, I told myself, repeating it a few times to see what I thought of it. A Keepish bird, adventurous and plain, with flashes of color like my eyes and a name like mine? She’d meant the word habpva as a gift. The sting I felt was from her not knowing, not from any hatred she bore for me. I didn’t like the sting. But it was safe to keep wanting to be Navi’s friend.

Safe too to think about habpvas, which sounded nice to me, as long as no one was mocking me with them.

A lumpy form lay on the bed beside mine, covered with blankets. Bitterblue sleeps a lot on ships, waiting for it to end. The Keepish tea she drinks, called rauha, is a comfort. It smells like licorice, takes the dizziness away, and restores her appetite. It also makes her silly, though, so on rauha days, she isn’t much of a queen.

She can’t drink rauha every day, because it’s addictive. Yesterday was a rauha day, so today and tomorrow she’ll have to do without. Today and tomorrow, she’ll be serious and effective and debate topics like the animosity of the nation of Estill with Giddon, and occasionally she’ll throw up. I’m beginning to develop an association between Estill and vomit. “That’s fair,” Giddon said when I told him.

I touched my sister’s shoulder. I can do that from my bed. We have the biggest cabin on the Monsea, but everything is close on a ship.

She moaned, a quiet, soft noise. A grateful, ironic noise. Even when Bitterblue is sick, she laughs at herself. “Hava?”

“Do you need anything?” I said.

“A promise that we’re closer to home than we were yesterday,” she said.

“I do so promise.”

“How are you, Hava?” she said.

“Fine.”

“How’s the translation coming along?”

“The same. Slowly.”

“Mmph,” she said, turning over and curling into a tighter ball.

“We need a chemist,” I said, after a long pause.

No answer.

“Giddon has stripped to his underclothes. He’s standing on the jib boom like a figurehead,” I said.

No answer. Convinced she was asleep, I reached under my blankets to the cavity I’ve created inside my mattress. I know how to hide things. Under a mattress isn’t good enough, because everyone looks there. Inside a mattress is better, because no one remembers it exists.

Extricating my formulas and translations from my coat, I slid them into the cavity. Then I pulled out something else I keep in there, a bundle of small, sharp objects wrapped in a piece of tattered silk that was once a scarf belonging to Bitterblue’s mother.

In my lap, I unwrapped the tattered scarf, pale gray and soft like Bitterblue’s eyes.

My own mother was a sculptor. The king forced himself on her and made her pregnant with me. He also made her sculpt things, but he never liked what she made, for her sculptures contained too much truth. She couldn’t help it. It was the only way she could sculpt.

One day he killed her, because he was too weak to coexist with things he couldn’t control.

Before that, she hid me from him. Every day it was difficult, for he had a Grace too, one of telling lies that people believed. His Grace made him powerful and persuasive and confusing. But she hid me so I would be safe from him, she hid my entire existence, except at the very end of her life, when we were sitting together one day and I was handing her tools for her work and he came in unexpectedly and I wasn’t hiding and he saw us together. I was eight.

But never mind that.

Before that day, she made stone figures for me. Small, so I could hide them. Sharp, so I could press them into my palm and clear my mind of his lies.

They are tiny sculptures of me turning into things. That’s what she always sculpted, though on a larger scale: people, mostly women, turning into strong, ferocious things. For example, a sculpture stands in the castle library at home. It’s my sister as a little girl, turning into a fortress. Her upstretched arm has become a brick tower with little archers at its top instead of fingers, protecting her. “Sculpt my daughter, Princess Bitterblue,” the king said. My mother sculpted an untouchable girl. You understand why her sculptures always made him angry?

She made those sculptures for the king, who hated them, but kept asking for more. These tiny sculptures, she made for me. They’re white, with veins of red and copper. I don’t know if she chose those colors for me on purpose. It was hard to have lucid conversations with my mother.

In one of them, I’m a girl with claws and whiskers, a long tail and long teeth. I’m turning into a mountain lion. In another, the face is recognizably me but I have fur on my haunches, padded feet, a broad strong back, and a wide-­open jaw with teeth like blades: I’m turning into a bear. In another, I have fins and flippers, a long smooth torso, and a very surprised look on my face. I’m turning into a porpoise.

In another—­my favorite—­my fingers are sharp and curved and my arms are thick with feathers, outstretched like wings. I’m turning into a bird. It’s my favorite, because a bird can fly right off the earth. She can be alone, touching nothing, preyed upon by no one; if she likes, she can never come back.

Habpva, I thought to myself, cradling the Hava-­bird in my palm and imagining a sparrow riding the winds of the sea. Touching the figurine to the bridge of my nose, between my strange eyes. Sparrows aren’t seabirds. But my Hava-­bird can be whatever I imagine.

My sister moaned and stirred.

Then a small shape separated itself and crawled out of her blankets: her Keepish blue fox. The queen’s new spy, a better spy than I, because Keepish blue foxes can communicate telepathically and read minds. They lie too, about how powerful they are; humans in Winterkeep don’t realize just how easily the foxes are reading their minds. Bitterblue’s fox has confessed all his powers to her, supposedly. In consequence, Bitterblue has shared some of our secrets with him. For example, he’s the only being on this ship besides Bitterblue and Giddon who knows that the queen is my sister. Bitterblue has also forbidden him to spy on anyone, read anyone’s mind, or communicate with anyone without that person’s express permission. I think he’s doing what he’s told. I’ve tried to bribe him into disobeying, with food. He acts insulted that I could imagine him capable of defying her. He’s like Giddon. He thinks my sister hung the moon.

Rumpled and gray like a storm cloud, he blinked at me, gold eyes gleaming. He reached his nose toward the sharp little shapes in my hand.

Spying on me? I thought at him.

Just curious, I felt him say in my mind, like a bubble that swelled, then popped. Those things are pretty.

They’re private, I said.

I understand, he said. Then he sniffed primly, dropped onto the floor with soft feet, and scurried out of the room.

The cat’s at the top of the steps, I called after him, because even though I don’t like him, that doesn’t mean I want him to be murdered by Tulip, his archnemesis.

I wrapped my sculptures in their stolen silk and slipped them back into my mattress.

Then I went upstairs again, because I can never resist the outdoors for long. On deck, Annet shouted, sailors grunted, the lines creaked, and the sails snapped. I like being outside when they’re adjusting the sails. It isn’t that I don’t get dizzy sometimes; I do. But the dizziness thrills me to my fingertips. It’s hard to worry about big, stupid problems, like how to defend your sister from greedy, violent nations, when your house is bucking its way across the sea. I wish I could always live in a house that’s moving.

I said that to Annet once. She smiled and said she understood. Then she added, “But wherever you go, you take the weather with you,” which is silly. When you’re moving, you can skirt the weather. You can decide which weather to steer into, and which to avoid.

I went up onto the afterdeck, behind the wheelhouse, where there are usually fewer people to notice me, and where it smells nice, from the woodsmoke that pours out of the chimney. Kera, the first mate in the black hat, was in the stern, holding her glass to her eye, aiming it at the clouds behind us. I wondered if she’d fixed the pin in the anchor capstan yet from this morning, but I didn’t ask, because I didn’t want to interrupt her. She’s our weather expert. Maybe she was reading something significant in the colors of the sky: oyster, pewter, and lead.

The wind threw words back to me from the voices of the sailors hauling lines on the mainmast, which is the middle mast and the tallest of the three. I heard my name. I heard the word chemistry.

Seems to me these sailors don’t have enough stuff of their own to talk about.
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