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One

Nimh

The floating market takes shape amid a flutter of torches and spellfire, each pinprick of light tailed by its glittering reflection in the river beneath. The sun is still below the horizon, though hints of peach and copper streak the underside of the cloudlands, hanging far above the clutter of our market. Monstrous shadows slip from the predawn gloom, gliding with the current toward the growing city upon the water, only to reveal themselves as houses and workshops, food stalls and vendors’ platforms.

I used to watch the floating market arrive every month. Riverfolk from leagues away converge upon the floodplains below the temple, steering their homes by sail and oar and pole across the broad, slow river as it spills over its banks into the forest-sea. In mere hours, the gentle curve of the river becomes a bustling city, each solitary barge of reeds joining together in a single teeming, intricate whole. It has always thrilled me, watching the transformation of my world—but every time, the thrill pales a little more against the torture of not being able to enjoy the market with the rest of my people.

This is the first time I’ve been on the river during the mooring in years. The view from the temple sanctum is quiet and remote—from there I cannot smell the charcoal and peat as the cooks and bakers heat their ovens, cannot hear the laughter of the children still too young to help their parents with the ropes, cannot feel the pulsing syncopation of feet and currents shifting the floating market streets underfoot.

My memories before the temple are dim at best, but once I was one of those children. The smell of grilling meat and spice bread meant I would get a treat if I was well behaved; the laughter was the sound of my friends calling me to join them at play; and the footsteps that pounded up and down the thick reed streets were mine. Some years back, I tried sneaking into the market in a handmaiden’s borrowed clothing. But whatever ease and safety I’d felt as a child in this place had long since bled away—I barely made it down one street before the crowds pressed in so close that I had to flee, straight into the panicked protection of the guards searching for me.

Now, I’m alone.

I’m not so foolish these days as to try to disguise myself, for it would be far too easy for someone to brush against me or take my arm in an attempt to sell me a bauble. Even the tiniest children know what the deep red of my robe and the kohl rimming my eyes signify—they know it before they can walk.

But even after all the time I’ve spent watching the riverfolk bustling to and fro, the crowds draw out a deep, quiet unease that throbs like the ache of an old injury. Despite the fact that I wear my red robes and gold circlet, the traditional garments of divinity that warn against coming too close, someone could still accidentally touch me. Being here is so risky it borders on reckless—but the politicians and priests who govern my life have left me no choice.

My eyes flick upward, as they often do, to rest upon the mass of darkened cloud overhead. The gods have not been heard of since they fled there a thousand years ago, leaving only one—the first of my divine line—to guide the people they left behind. Do they live there still? Do they care that their representative in this land has been pushed to such desperate measures to help her people?

Eluding my guards wasn’t difficult, for the simple reason that I never try, not anymore. I am no prisoner, and they are all but ceremonial despite having been trained from birth to die fighting for me. But to come to the market flanked by a dozen men and women in the grim black and gold of divine guardians would be to announce my activities to the entire temple, and the city as well. Word will undoubtedly float back to High Priest Daoman’s ears, but it will take time. By then, I will have secured safe passage for my journey, and can claim I only wanted to see the mooring.

The house I’m looking for is distinctive, with a roof that sprouts patchwork scaffolding like spindly arms reaching toward the sky. Quenti’s house is one of the fastest on all the rivers and forest-seas, but when he’s moored, he replaces his sails with skins and vines and reeds to dry in the sun, above the humidity of the river. Clutching my spearstaff, I scan the market for the trader’s base.

Spellfire flickers to life above a one-room livestock hut, and in its steady blue-green glow I spot what I’m looking for. My heart sinks as I realize there’s no quick route to reach Quenti—I’ll have to join the thronging masses of people.

A sturdy warmth butts up against my calf, that single touch enough to give me courage. I don’t need to look to know it’s the bindle cat—his familiar burbling, insistent trill floats up to my ears, and I chirp back. His wide, furry face turns up to me and then, purring like an angry stormcloud, he butts against my leg again as I set out.

Though I keep to the edges of the market, avoiding the thickest crowds, riverfolk are still busy lashing their homes to others. I pause only long enough to reach for my chatelaine and draw out a pinch of fireseed.

I cup it in my palm, whispering the invocation against the powder. My breath sends a puff of it floating from my hand, each little grain beginning to glow like a nascent star as it showers to the ground. I raise my cupped hand and anoint the blade of my spearstaff so that it casts its gentle light in a watery pool around my ankles.

Now that I’m illuminated, my people scatter and fall back from me.

All I see are bowed heads and the backs of their colorful market garb as they kneel and touch their heads to the reeds until I’ve passed.

Lady, they whisper respectfully. Beautiful Goddess. Divine One. Blessed Divinity.

I murmur a blessing whenever I see a face lift, wishing just once that I could walk through a crowd without its many eyes following me, hungry for some sign that I am the salvation it desperately needs. Sometimes I think I see doubt there, behind the worship—sometimes I know I do.

All the living gods throughout history, my predecessors, embodied a particular aspect of the divine in answer to the needs of the land. There have been gods of poetry, gods of war, gods of the celestial heavens, and gods of green growing things. Before me, the temple was home to a goddess of healing.

These aspects have always manifested themselves within the living god a year or two after their calling. They say that Satheon, who led our people during my grandparents’ time, was called to the temple as a boy of sixteen and manifested his aspect of farming just a week later.

I have been a goddess for nearly ten years—and still, my people are waiting to see what solace I will bring them.

If I ever do.

Sensing my emotion, the bindle cat gently and carefully dips his head, opens his mouth, and bites me on the ankle. Focusing on that sharp pain, I take a breath, grateful for my one companion.

I found him as a kitten in a sodden bindle sack, wet and half-drowned on the bank of the river, one afternoon a few months after I was first brought to the temple. Scrawny and pathetic as a kitten, he’s a massive, muscled, fire-orange beast as a grown cat.

The bindle cat gives his own blessings in echo of mine—though they sound more like curses—as he trots along beside me, tail upright and round eyes alert. While everyone in my life knows I ought to have manifested my aspect years ago, and has hopes and expectations for me, he has none beyond his next snack. The bindle cat is just a cat. And unlike my servants and guards, he’s allowed to touch me—and I him. Having a solid warmth to stroke and curl up with when I’m lonely makes the rest of it bearable.

I stop to avoid disrupting a procession of food sellers making their way down the reed street in front of me, mobbed by children hoping for a clumsy moment, for a hurried trader to drop some sticky rolls or a pouch of sweets. Another trader trails along in their wake, bearing trays full of charms to ward off pestilence and ill fortune. Such trinkets are often sold and resold without ever receiving a touch of real magic, but I can feel the faint tingle about them that tells me these are genuine, crafted by some local hedge-witch. Perhaps the trader himself, for he also carries a little spellfire lantern with a trail of curious, light-seeking insects buzzing after it.

The bindle cat sits at my feet, regarding the chaos with vigilant disapproval.

As I wait for the vendors to pass, I cast my eyes back toward the buildings crowding the narrow, winding streets that cling to the perimeter of the temple, above the flood line of the river. More than one roof flutters with pennants, those of red and gold gleaming even in the twilight. But as the morning grows lighter, I see the outline of the other banners, and my blood chills.

These flags are gray, as if camouflaged against the dim sky, and there are many of them. Many more than I knew were there.

From my rooms back in the temple, my audience chamber, the terrace where I address my people, only two of these gray flags are visible to me. The rest are hidden by draped textiles and trailing vines, by the architecture of the temple itself. So many are hidden from my usual view that I can’t believe it’s a coincidence. Was it someone among my priests, the high priest himself, perhaps, who ordered the placement of those decorations, wishing to shield me from the increasing threat against me?

Or was it the Graycloaks, deciding in their leaderless, faceless way to conceal from me as long as possible the momentum their movement has gained?

Either way, the decision was made, and no one consulted me.

“Out of the way!” a voice snaps just behind me, making me whirl around, my heart in my throat.

An older man stands there, a scowl creasing his leathery brown face where there ought to be shocked recognition at the sight of my crown and crimson robe. He wears the tattered, undyed wool of a villager from the western mountains, although a necklace of beads and bird’s bones claims him for one of the riverstrider clans.

The bindle cat, back arched and body rigid against my calf, hisses a warning at the man. I raise my staff between us, stepping back. I open my mouth, but I’ve never had to identify myself to anyone, and the words Do you know who I am? stick in my throat.

Then the man’s eyebrows rise, his eyes lighting. “You!” But where I would expect sudden shame and a scramble to repair his gruff manner, instead the man begins to croon, “Little fish, little fish, where have you gone . . . ?”

A shiver trembles through my shoulders, understanding dawning as I peer harder at the man’s quivering features, into eyes wreathed by puffy skin. They don’t focus, those eyes, not the way a normal person’s do—their clouded depths look past me. Through me.

Mist-touched.

He must be harmless, or he wouldn’t be permitted to roam the market, but a flicker of fear follows that shiver down my spine. He might not intend harm, but if he were to stumble forward, or leap for me . . .

The ravages of the mist-storms are unpredictable at best, decimating crops, transforming solid stone, ripping away by the roots trees old enough to have known a time when I was not the only god to walk upon the ground. But far worse is what a mist-storm does to an unprotected mind.

The man is still chuckling to himself, gazing through me and continuing to sing in his cracked voice. “Tell me truly, little fish, are you the only one?”

“Let me help you, Grandfather.” The endearment, even from a stranger, seems to soften him, ground him a little. I swallow my fear, one hand already dipping into a few different pouches, gathering up spell reagents. “Let me bless you and see you back to your clan.”

The riverstriders are known for taking in the mist-touched, even those exiled from their own villages for being too hard to care for. Life on the water, they claim, is a balm for the wounds left by the mist.

“The lastest and loneliest littlest fish left . . .” He blinks, breaking off mid-song to look at me. But when I lift my hand and open my mouth to begin the spell I hope will help soothe his inflamed mind, he interrupts with a loud guffaw.

“And so used to swimming with the hungry river-snakes, she doesn’t even know she’s alone.” He wipes at his eyes, chortling, and then fixes me with a grave look. “It is an honor to meet the last of anything, Lady.”

A tingle of warning makes the fear at his proximity flare. The mist is not malicious—it is a force of nature, the magic left behind by the world’s creation. It only becomes dangerous when it gathers into storms, and even then, its effects are never twice the same. But sometimes, very, very rarely, its touch brings along with madness a thread of future-sight . . .

If the Graycloaks have their way and remove me from power, then I may well be the last.

The last living goddess to walk the land.

I bend down to stroke the bindle cat, whose muscles are bunching in preparation to pounce. When I look up, the mist-touched man is gone. The market is busy now, and I can see very little past the denser ring of people trying to avoid me. As I turn to search for the old man, the ring undulates away as if pushed by some invisible force.

There is no way with the mist-touched to tell addled ramblings from prophecy until the thing they speak of comes to pass. Even if I could find him again, he likely wouldn’t remember what he said.

I straighten, trying not to let the nearby onlookers see me rattled. The riverstriders make up most of the floating market, and they’re among the most devout and devoted—but I see flashes of gray nonetheless. What began as a series of whispers years ago, deep underground, is now an open movement.

The Graycloaks.

I will not let them see my fear.

I stride forward, the ring of onlookers stretching and then snapping away, children and adults alike scattering before me.

Quenti’s houseboat has a cluttered, ramshackle look to it, as though it began as a one-room shack on a barge and other floors and chambers were added here and there as needed. Knowing Quenti, that might actually be the case.

I ease the door open a fraction and clear my throat. “Blessings upon this house,” I call tentatively—like most riverstriders, Quenti’s never been terribly formal, but he also houses half a dozen river children at any given time, and I err on the side of caution when it comes to announcing my presence.

A flurry of feet precedes a series of hushed exclamations. I look up to see a trio of round faces peering down at me from the second-floor landing. When they see the woven crown upon my head, two of the faces jolt and vanish again. The third—a girl, I think, although it’s difficult to tell in the gloom—watches me with open curiosity.

“World’s end, it’s true.” The voice is not Quenti’s cracked and kindly one. I squint in the low lighting at the young woman who arrives on the heels of one of the little riverstriders. She bends to whisper something in the child’s ear, sending him off again before descending the stairs. “Welcome, Divine One. Our thanks for the light you bring this day.”

Her voice is taut and cautious where Quenti’s would have been warm. In the tension of her voice is an unspoken question, one she dares not ask.

“I come to see Quenti,” I tell her in answer, once she’s reached the bottom of the rickety stairs. “I must speak with him privately.”

She hesitates, giving me the time to examine her more closely. She looks a few years older than I am, and wears the braids of a married riverstrider, black hair woven through with the iridescent blue-and-copper plumage of the crested flametail. Those feathers, and the bright bangles at wrist and ankle, identify her as a member of the same clan as Quenti. Olive skin at the neckline of her tunic darkens at her shoulders, telling of hours spent on the water under the sun, and muscle along the arm against the railing tells me she is more accustomed to river work than market politics.

The silence stretches, and I see that strong arm twitch. Realization hits me: she doesn’t know how to be around me. She is frozen between a desire to avoid offense and a fear of disappointing me.

I draw a breath, trying to ignore the abrupt sting of self-consciousness that needles at the back of my mind, whispering: Did you expect her to snap to attention? You’ve been too long in the shelter of guards and priests. . . .

“What is your name?” I ask her, letting go of the air of command that took me years to cultivate.

“Hiret, Lady.” She swallows. “I am Quenti’s niece. That is my sister, Didyet.” She tilts her head without looking—the girl who’d remained at the top of the stairs to watch is still there, but now that I look more closely, she is not as young as I’d first thought. Younger than me, but not by much.

“Really?” I don’t have to feign friendly delight. “I knew your mother when I lived among the riverfolk. I remember when ‘Auntie’ traveled with Quenti for a season. She made pirrackas.” My memory of the woman is hazy—most of them are, before the temple—but the smell of fried dough and the dangerous lavalike ooze of hot honey, I remember with crystal clarity.

Hiret’s eyes widen. Her right cheek bears a cluster of beauty marks just under the eye, and her quick smile makes them dance. “That would have been years ago—the last season she was here, I was still learning to walk the river. It would have been before . . .” She halts, the smile vanishing, her uncertainty returning.

“Before I was called to divinity,” I finish for her, more used to speaking of those dark years between my time and that of the previous vessel of the divine. “Your uncle was kind to me then, when I was no one—as he has always been since. I am sorry if I frightened you, Hiret—but I really must speak to him. I must ask him about the use of a boat, and the loan of a few of your people. I must go on a pilgrimage, and soon.”

Hiret glances past me, picking up on my urgency at the same time as she realizes I am not accompanied by the half-dozen guards that usually follow me. A flicker of recognition passes between us then, a hint of the girl in her recognizing the one in me, who I keep hidden beneath the crown and the robes. “My uncle is ill,” she whispers.

“Ill?” My chest tightens, for her lowered voice tells me it is not a passing cough. “What—”

“Mist.” Hiret looks away, up at the stairs and past her silent sister, as if she might stretch and bend her gaze along the cramped corridor and into the room her uncle occupies. The movement very nearly conceals the grief in her sharp, expressive features. “His ankles swell these days, and he was soothing them in the river mud when a storm rose quickly from the forest-sea.”

“Is he . . . ?” In my mind’s eye, I’m staring at the mist-touched man singing songs of fishes, and trying to imagine my old friend in his place.

“His mind is quick as ever. But . . . come.”

Hiret turns and leads the way up the rickety stairs, shooing irritably at Didyet as she reaches the top. I would know her even if Hiret had not made the introduction, for Didyet’s face is a softer, rounder copy of her sister’s, though she has no constellation of beauty marks on her cheek and her unbraided hair stands thick and defiant in a half halo about her head.

The girl returns my gaze with a stare of her own, showing me another way she is not like her sister—the set of her mouth is sullen and tight. Angry.

“What can she do about it?” Didyet mutters, as if in confidence to Hiret, though plenty loud enough for me to hear. She does not move from her spot, barring my way, since I can’t brush past her. “She can’t stop the mist-storms. She can’t heal the mist-touched. She isn’t even really the—”

“Didyet!” her older sister snaps, cutting her off with such vehemence and horror that the younger girl stops mid-word, a flicker of fear showing through her bravado.

Hiret stands in stricken silence, so appalled by the blasphemy her sister nearly spoke that she has to catch her breath before speaking. “You will not show yourself again while the Divine One is here, do you understand?” Her voice is low and quiet, but carrying such ominous promise and authority that I almost take a step toward the far bunks myself. “Go and tell the other children they must sit quiet in their rooms or there will be no time to visit the market this afternoon.”

Didyet stiffens, hearing the tiny emphasis on other children in a way only someone chafing against the delay between childhood and independence could. But her sister’s voice, it seems, is more intimidating than the robe and staff of a goddess—she only flickers a glance from Hiret, to me, and back again, then turns to flee toward a wobbly ladder staircase leading up. Only when she begins to climb do I notice that her ankles aren’t decorated with the bright beads and bangles of her clan. Instead, she wears only a single strip of cloth, tied neatly into a gray anklet.

My head is spinning—She is so young; how could she be a Graycloak already?

Hiret lets her breath out in a rush and turns to face me, an angry—or embarrassed—flush visible despite her sun-browned cheeks. “Divine One, I—”

“It’s all right,” I murmur, forgetting my lessons in diction, too focused on not letting myself think about that gray anklet. “Hiret, when did your mother pass beneath the river?”

“She . . .” Surprise overtakes her dismay. “It will be ten years, come the Feast of the Dying.”

“May she walk lightly,” I murmur, invoking the brief beginning of my blessing. Grief, I think distantly. Didyet lost her mother, and that is why she turns to the Graycloaks—why she looks for someone to blame.

“How did you . . . ?” Hiret’s eyes have gone from me to my staff, brow furrowed, as if she half believes my magic might allow me to read her mind—though such a thing is impossible.

“You have been looking after your sister for some time,” I tell her, a smile in my voice if not on my face. “Only mothers know that particular voice.”

And high priests, I think uneasily, imagining Daoman’s reaction to finding me missing and my guards unaware.

Hiret’s lips flicker in an answering smile, then fade. “Come. He is just here.”

She draws aside a curtain on one of the doorways and then steps away, bowing her head, leaving me room to slip inside with no risk of touching her. I nod—and then my breath stops when I see the man lying in the cot before me.

Sores travel up from the edge of the blanket to the crown of his head, the already-thinning hair there reduced to patches. His expression is drawn in pain even while he sleeps, and his breathing is shallow and irregular. A flash of him as I last saw him—round face wreathed by wrinkles and laughter lines—cuts across my eyes, and I have to swallow the bile rising in my throat before my vision clears.

The sores are like nothing I’ve seen before, though I’ve made many pilgrimages and done what I can for the mist-touched as far west as the mountains themselves. The welts don’t come from within, rising with infection and disease from his own body; instead, it is as though some twisted sculptor melted his flesh, reshaped it from the outside, and let it set again around Quenti’s skull.

He cannot help me.

The thought brings with it a wash of guilt, that I could think of my mission while looking upon the ruin of my old friend, someone who cared for me the way family might have done, had I been allowed one after my calling.

But I have no choice other than to think of it—I must put purpose before feeling, or else the mist will be all that’s left of my people. Our gods abandoned us centuries ago to live unburdened in their cloudlands—now, there is only me.

I must have made some sound, for Hiret’s voice comes from behind me, gentle with sympathy and shared grief. “I think sometimes he wishes it were his mind that the mist remade.”

When I look back at her, Quenti’s ruined visage is so burned into my gaze that for a moment I see his wounds superimposed over Hiret’s face, eclipsing that constellation on her cheek. I shiver, and reality returns.

“I will do all I can,” I manage, the words escaping in a hoarse croak.

Hiret nods, gratitude in the curve of her lips. But her eyes carry something else altogether, and I can’t help but think of what her sister said as I climbed those stairs.

It is true that I cannot heal the mist-touched. The divine before me could. Healing was the aspect she manifested soon after she was called. She spent much of her time away from the temple, traveling to the remotest villages, tending the guardian stones that keep the mist at bay, and caring for those unlucky enough to be caught in a storm without protection.

But I . . . I can only ease their pain for a time, little more than what any decent hedge-witch with a healing spell could do.

I lean my staff against the wall, tell the bindle cat twined about my ankles that I need space now, and lay out the reagents for the magic I can offer. I would have been a powerful magician if the divine had not chosen me for its vessel—now my skill at magic seems paltry to those who need miracles.

Hiret is quiet while I work—at one point I glance over to find her slowly, rhythmically stroking the cat’s back with one hand while gazing into nothing. The cat blinks back at me, ears flattening to signal his displeasure at this development, even as he draws in a deep sigh and lets it out in a grudging, rumbling purr.

Hiret knows what her sister said was true. I cannot heal the mist-touched. I cannot stop the storms, and while I don’t know whether other deities before me could, none of them needed the ability so urgently. The storms come so violently and so quickly now, their frequency growing with each passing year. And yet I remember, as young as I am, a time when magicians could sense a storm long before it gathered; a time when it was safe to travel beyond the riverbanks, beyond the guardian stones.

“You said you came here seeking a boat.” Hiret’s voice is as vague and rhythmic as the way she pets the cat.

“That was before I knew he was—” I keep my eyes on my work, my throat so tight I can barely speak. “That was before.”

“Quenti would have granted you as many barges as you needed, and as many of my clansmen too. I don’t have his authority, but—I can do this thing for you instead, Lady. I can’t leave my uncle, but my husband is as clever a strider as I am, and his brother too.”

Hope, all the brighter for the darkness around it, flickers. “They can be spared? They are not needed here?”

Hiret pauses, then says quietly, “You came with no guard.” Each word is hefty with significance.

The spell I’d been casting flickers and falls apart at my fingertips, dusting the blanket with powdered bone and elderweed. When I look up, Hiret’s gaze is no longer distant—she’s looking at me now, the hazel of her eyes thoughtful and keen.

“You come alone,” she says, “and you ask for a thing that could be granted to you by your priests and your Congress of Elders a dozen times over, and each boat laden with gifts to boot. Instead of asking them, you come here, to your old friend, in the hope he can spare a single vessel.”

“Hiret, I—I would tell you why I . . .”

But she’s shaking her head, gaze clear. “I don’t need an explanation. Half of your Elders have gray hearts, even if their cloaks still pretend otherwise. If they who are foolish and fearful enough to smother our only hope wish to stop you completing this secret task of yours—then I wish to see it done.”

The conviction in her voice leaves me so moved I can’t speak. I end up staring at her, my eyes and mouth wide, like a hungry child standing in front of a stall selling pirrackas.

“They are fools,” Hiret says, a hint of that recognition returning—as if, somewhere beneath the goddess, she sees the girl who was pulled from her mother’s side and dressed in divine crimson by the high priest all those years ago. “You are the only light we have against this darkening world, Divine One. They have forgotten what it is to live without guardian stones, but we have long memories. We remember why our ancestors took to the river, trusting the protection of the waters that flow from your temple to the sea.” She kneels, touching her palms to her eyes in the ancient and uncommon gesture of piety and devotion. “The riverfolk are with you, Nimhara. Always.”

“Thank you,” I whisper, still half-dazed.

And then she’s gone, to look for her husband and his brother, after promising to send another of her clansmen to escort me home through the growing market crowds when I’m ready.

I’m left in silence, but for the labored breathing of the man in the bed at my side. Carefully, I scoop the healing spell’s reagents off the blanket and into my palm so I can begin again, though now I scarcely notice the incantation or the power it channels.

The riverfolk are with you. . . . Always.

And yet, I can’t forget the anger I saw in the face of Hiret’s sister, the face so like hers but for its fear and defiance. I saw the way she questioned Hiret’s faith. And I know what Didyet would have said, if her sister had not stopped her.

She isn’t even really the Divine One.
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Two

North

The council meeting’s pushing into its second hour, and I’ve got this overwhelming urge to clear my throat, like I need to check that my voice is still working. I grab for my water bottle instead, taking a long swallow. I close my eyes for a moment to try to relax. And then I wonder if now I’m going to need to pee in the middle of my speech.

Not for the first time, I consider postponing my pitch another month. But the timing is perfect now—Alciel’s aeronautics show is in just a few hours. I can show them what I know—what I can do—if only they’d give me their support.

Skyfall, this has to work. They have to see what I see.

The world outside flies past in a silvery blur as we hurtle toward home, the train snaking its way around the edge of the island. We’ve got about an hour left on our journey, broken by a stop at Port Camo. By the time we reach the palace, my fate will be decided.

My bloodmother, Beatrin, my grandfather, and the eight councilors are seated around a smooth conference table, studying the 3D graphics projected above it, listening intently as Councilor Poprin drones on about water reclamation. I’m standing off to the side, waiting for my turn to speak. Across the carriage is my heartmother, Anasta, who I’m pretty sure is here for moral support. If she knew what I was about to say, she probably wouldn’t be shooting me such an encouraging smile, but unlike my bloodmother, Anasta always thinks the best of me. I think she’s quite pleased I’ve actually asked to address the council, rather than being assigned a topic by Beatrin to limp through in the name of my education.

I drop my gaze, subtly twisting the band of my chrono around so the face rests over my pulse and I can take a sneaky look at the messages that have it buzzing against my skin.

MIRI: how’s the meeting going princeboy?

MIRI: nearly time for your big moment!

MIRI: are you nervous?

MIRI: that would be terrible if you were nervous

MIRI: will you get nervous if I keep saying nervous?

MIRI: (i’m kidding, don’t be nervous, you’ll soar)

SAELIS: You can do this, North. Your presentation is great.

SAELIS: All you have to do is get them to listen, and they’ll have to agree.

MIRI: . . . get them to listen

MIRI: I take it all back, you’re screwed

MIRI: I mean, goooooo North! \o/

SAELIS: What is that?

MIRI: it’s me, I am cheering

SAELIS: Is that circle your head?

MIRI: of course

SAELIS: Then shouldn’t it be \O/? Your head is much bigger than that.

MIRI: hmmm, fair. I do have magnificent hair

I smother a smile, but Miri isn’t wrong about my problem—getting the council to listen to me’s never been easy, and getting this idea off the ground is going to be a particular challenge. Still, I’ve practiced this thing half to death. I’ve stood up in front of the council a dozen times—twice a year since I was twelve—but I’ve never cared like I do now.

I don’t think I’ve ever wanted something this badly, or been so sure I was right.

“Thank you, Poprin, for that comprehensive report.” My bloodmother’s voice is smooth, slipping into the conversation like a blackwing into a flock of sparras. By which I mean she’s perfectly graceful, while everybody else freaks out and flaps around in an effort to show they’re paying attention to her. Beatrin never speaks loudly, but every word sounds as though she’s selected it with care, crafted it just the way she intends. Her words are as precise as the gold paint that lines her cheeks and marks her as royalty, as carefully sculpted as her sleek, black hair.

My own paint would normally have been smudged hours ago, when I propped my cheek up on my fist in what my heartmother, Anasta, would call an “unprincely posture.” Today, though, I’m carefully put together. Whatever it takes to convince them to climb aboard.

“Your Highness,” says my grandfather gravely, expression solemn, eyes smiling.

“Your Majesty,” I say, pushing away from my spot by the wall and moving to the open space at the head of the table. I already feel the need to clear my throat again.

Augh.

Here I go. Time to somehow convince them I’m not just chasing rainbows.

“Your Majesty, Your Highnesses, esteemed council members,” I begin.

My mothers, my grandfather, and about half the council are looking at me, while the other half are checking their files to see what’s next. But Talamar’s dark eyes, so like my own, are fixed on me, and he gives me a tiny nod of encouragement. So I take a breath and begin the words I’ve rehearsed.

“The great chambers at the palace have seen countless hours of debate on the altitude problem. I know this council has never reached agreement on the question of whether the islands are sinking or not. Perhaps that agreement—for or against—is years away. But there’s a reason for that, and it’s that we just don’t know enough about the problem.

“One thing we can agree on is that in the centuries since the Ascension, we’ve lost the knowledge of our engines that we once had. We don’t know how they keep the archipelago aloft, only that they do. We don’t know how they repair themselves, only that they do. Most important of all, we don’t know whether they can continue doing that forever. They might be failing as we speak, allowing the islands to sink, or that day might lie far in the future. Either way, I think there’s one more thing we should agree on: we can’t afford to wait until the problem is dire before we begin to solve it. We need to reclaim our understanding of the sky-engines, or one day they’ll fail beyond our repair, and it will be too late to do anything about it.”

I have everyone’s attention now. The argument about whether the cities are sinking has caused more shouting matches around the council table than any other topic, and if I’m declaring my position on it, then they all want to know where I stand.

Talamar breaks the silence when he lifts his inhaler to take a quick, hissing drag from it, and my bloodmother fixes me with a better make this good kind of stare. She’d have preferred me to talk to her before I said anything in public, but if I had, she’d have had the chance to stop me.

I push on, taking advantage of the silence because in a minute, I’m not going to be able to shut anyone up.

“Two years ago, just after he was elected, Councilor Talamar proposed an expedition Below.” Brows go up around the table. A couple of the councilors sit forward in interest, and my heartmother closes her eyes, because Talamar’s wild ideas are the last thing she wants me involved with.

“He said that the only way to recover what we lost is to go back to the place it came from,” I continue. “Our ancestors built Alciel down there. They launched Alciel into the sky from Below. And somewhere in the ruins, maybe the Royal Academy could find evidence that tells us how they did it.”

Even now, in the middle of this moment, my heart thumps harder just thinking about it. To go Below, to see the place where our history began, to walk in the same places our ancestors came from . . .

To visit a land of ghosts, empty of people, but full of forgotten stories.

“That would be fascinating.” It’s my bloodmother who cuts into my speech, smooth as a sharpened knife. “Unfortunately, the academy members would be dead—everything Below, from the insects on up, is a threat to life. And in the extremely unlikely scenario that they managed to defend themselves, they would have no way to return to us. Their no doubt valuable insights would be lost, North.”

Here I go.

“That’s true, Your Highness,” I say, as respectful as I know how to sound. “And I know it’s dangerous down there. But as for our chances of discovering what they learned? That, I can do something about. I have found a way to return to the sky from Below.”

The room explodes.

Everyone starts talking over everyone else, and the only ones silent in the room are my heartmother, my grandfather, Talamar, and me. It isn’t Anasta’s place to speak at a council meeting, so she’s biting her lip, but I can tell there’s going to be a Conversation about this later. His Majesty’s simply leaning back in his chair, studying me thoughtfully, as if he’s still making up his mind about what I’m saying.

Looking at my grandfather is like looking at an older version of myself—at my own black hair turned white, but just as unruly despite the intervening decades. The same patrician nose, strong brows, light brown skin. When I was young, I was fascinated by his face—even then, he looked different from most people. Smoothing out his wrinkles or tucking in the skin around his chin is a procedure that would take an hour or two at most, but unlike most residents of Alciel, he’s never let the medtechs do their thing. His experience is written on his face, every line telling a story, and I like that.

Talamar, on the other hand, has taken advantage of everything the medtechs have to offer. An illness when he was young left him with permanently damaged lungs and pain that he doesn’t like to discuss. It never seems to dampen his energy, but then again, he’s only been fighting the rest of the council for a couple of years. They have a long time yet to wear him down.

Right now, he’s grinning openly, enjoying the commotion—but he knew what I was going to say. My mothers might have raised me, but it’s my bio-donor, a man who wasn’t even supposed to be identified, who really understands me. At least on this. For years I didn’t know him—he was allowed to pass on birthday presents, but never his name.

When I was five, a model glider started my forbidden fascination with flight. When I was ten, a sci-fi vid about an impossible cloudship that landed Below, on the actual surface, sent a thrill through me that never went away—though the animated beasts the shipwrecked explorers fought gave me nightmares for weeks. By the time he was outed as my bio-donor when I was fifteen, I felt like I already knew him.

Now, Talamar nods, lifting his inhaler again, eyes creased in a smile. Go on, his gaze says. You can make them see what you see.

So I draw a breath and raise my voice to cut through the arguments around me. “Esteemed council members,” I try, which catches a few of them. “Your Majesty,” I continue, just as loud. “Your Highnesses.”

The last of them—Damerio, a sinking skeptic—falls silent, eyeing me beadily. Just waiting for his chance to launch back into his favorite argument. I hustle on with it before he can try.

“You’ve all been to the air festivals here on Freysna. You’ve all seen the stunts and the races. And you all know that the best of the gliders is the Skysinger. It’s faster and more nimble than any of the others, its pilot more skillful, and its design simply better. And perhaps you know that half the engineers at the academy would give up their tenures for the chance to meet that pilot and spend an hour looking over his machine.

“Well, I know that pilot. And I know why the Skysinger is so much better than anything else in the air. It’s because his engine uses tech salvaged from the sky-engines.”

Beatrin’s voice is very quiet when she speaks, very dangerous. “That would be illegal,” she points out. “The engines are not to be touched.”

“It’s not illegal, it’s practical,” I retort. “We don’t know what half the parts of the engines are even for, or whether they’re necessary. The pilot’s been working on a new kind of engine, and with the tech from the Skysinger, he could build a cloudship capable of landing a pilot on the surface Below and returning him safely to Alciel. With funding, and with academy support, he could do it as quickly as this time next year.”

“Impossible!” Councilor Damerio finally loses his temper and shouts his reply, standing and puffing himself up like a yellow-tailed sparra trying to impress a mate. His puffed-up hair has always reminded me of feathers, his pouched cheeks and pursed mouth doing nothing to detract from the impression of a self-important little bird. “Your Highness, with respect, the very idea that we would endanger the engines over a perfectly natural fluctuation in altitude, that we would trust a renegade glider pilot to tinker with our engines—”

“Indeed.” Finally, my grandfather speaks, and the king’s voice silences Damerio instantly. “Tell me, North,” he says slowly. “How did you come to know this pilot?”

I can see in his steady gaze that he already knows the answer.

Trust me, I beg silently, looking back at him. Listen to me. I can do this.

If this doesn’t work, I’m about to give up the thing that matters most to me in the world.

But it will work. It has to work.

I take a deep breath.

“I know it can be done,” I say. “Because I’m the pilot and the engineer of the Skysinger. I can build you that cloudship, and I’m volunteering to pilot it.”

The room erupts into chaos, councilors coming to their feet, voices raised, hands lifted, half a dozen displays from their chronos jostling for room in the projection square atop the table.

“There have been years like this before,” Damerio’s shouting, gesturing wildly at his bar graph. “We are not sinking!”

Talamar stands shoulder to shoulder with Gabriala, a councilor from one of the other small islands, their voices tangling with one another.

“The small islands are sinking faster than—”

“You cannot simply vote us down every time we—”

And I’m stuck in the middle of this, mouth half-open, watching as if I’m outside my own body. Because this is the same argument they’ve been having for years. These are the same words. And nothing I’ve said has even made a dent—even the ones who believe in altitude loss aren’t talking about my cloudship, aren’t talking about invention, or creation, or discovery.

They’re just screaming along to the same old script.

I gave them the Skysinger, and I’ve been forgotten between one heartbeat and the next.

A hand grabs my wrist, and I whip around to see Anasta, eyes huge, mouth trembling. My heartmother’s always been the one to find some way to applaud everything I’ve tried, but right now she looks like she wants to pass out. When she silently draws me toward the door that leads to the royal quarters, I don’t resist—not even when I see my bloodmother stalking furiously after us.

Nobody but my grandfather even notices us leave.

Anasta doesn’t even bother making it to my mothers’ room—she just stops once we’re out in the hall, dropping my wrist and leaning back against a window as if she needs the support. Behind her, the clear blue of the sky stretches away forever, except for a bank of clouds that loom like a mountain from a fairy tale, ready to tumble down and bury us all.

“North,” Beatrin snaps from behind me, and I spin around so I can face both of them. “You cannot be serious. I don’t even know where to start—with your deception, with the risks you’ve taken, with your decision to defy us in front of the entire council? I have never been more disappointed than I am right now.”

Anasta’s buried her face in her hands, and she speaks through them, still pulling herself together. “When were you doing this?” she demands, voice shaking. “When you were supposed to be studying? Was this your research? You know how precious you are, not just to us, but to Alciel.” When she lowers her hands, her eyes are brimming. “If anything ever happened to you, North—when I think about you up there in the sky, nobody knowing you need to be kept safe, gliding out over all that nothingness . . .”

“I was safe,” I protest, trying to keep the snap from my voice, knowing I’m failing. “I’m good at this—I’m the best, Anasta. All these years telling me to search for the way I can contribute to my kingdom, and now—”

“You can’t contribute if you’re dead!” Beatrin snaps. “It took an army of medtechs for you to be born. What do you think happens if the heir dies and the bloodline fails? You are the Prince of the Seven Isles, second in line to the throne of Alciel, and a Guardian of the Light. Your foremost duty is to continue our line. The moment this train reaches the palace, you will tell security where this glider is, and it’ll be brought back to the academy. And you will never, under any circumstances, fly that thing again.”

A bolt goes through me. “You can’t do that,” I snarl, tossing restraint to the wind—it hasn’t helped me, anyway. “I’m not a child, Beatrin, you can’t confiscate my toys. You can’t forbid me from doing things. The Skysinger is mine, and if you think I’m giving it up—”

“You’re my child,” she shouts, her famous calm completely gone now. “And I can forbid you, or anyone else in Alciel, from doing anything I like. Your grandfather is the king, North, and heir or not, you’re his subject. You’ll do exactly as you’re told.”

There’s a beat of silence as I try to absorb this, my heart thumping and stuttering. I knew there was a chance they wouldn’t listen. I knew there was a chance it would go wrong. But now that I’m here, watching my dream crumble, I don’t know what to say.

Into that silence, my chrono buzzes with a soft message notification, and Anasta’s gaze drops to fix on it.

“Oh,” she says softly. “Oh, I see now. You didn’t do this alone, did you? Your friends helped.”

“Which friends?” Beatrin demands.

“The tutor’s son,” Anasta murmurs. Saelis. “And the chancellor’s daughter.” Miri.

“Leave them out of this,” I say, just as soft. “Anasta, don’t.”

“I’m sorry,” she says simply. “But it has to stop. This infatuation with them has gone too far, North. One day your grandfather will be scattered to the clouds, and your mother will be queen—and when she follows him in her turn, you’ll be king. A king cannot be a part of a three. That’s where this is heading, isn’t it? That’s why they were willing to help you do something so incredibly stupid—that’s why you started doing it to begin with. You think they love you—and you’re showing off for them.”

“That’s not what we’re talking about right now,” I tell her, trying to ignore the burning in my cheeks, because I am not discussing my love life with my mothers, and especially not today. “And when it is something I’m deciding, I’ll be doing it myself. Without consulting ancient traditions and conservative crap.”

Beatrin opens her mouth, and then bites off her words when Anasta shakes her head. My heartmother always gets the job of delivering the news I don’t want to hear.

“This isn’t about us,” she says, “or what we believe. The monarch makes a pair, because to add a third person would be to add hopeless complexity to the archipelago’s politics, North. Just look at what’s happened with Talamar.”

“What about him? He was elected to the council by his island.”

“Yes,” she agrees. “But only after the journos outed him as your bio-donor. He was chosen for that role specifically because he was of no importance politically, and had no influence to wield for or against the throne. Now he has a seat on the council, because his island hopes his connection to you will bring them favor. And worse, perhaps it will.”

“I can keep my personal relationships separate from politics,” I snap, trying to ignore the fact that I’m in the middle of a political argument with my own mothers right now.

“You can’t control gossip,” Beatrin says, her tone harsh. “The preservation of the royal bloodline is our most important task, North. And what Anasta’s too sweet to say is that if you make a three that includes the tutor’s son, then there’ll always be doubt about who fathered your heir, no matter what proof you provide.”

“Why does that matter for us, when it doesn’t matter for anyone else in the archipelago?” I demand. “If the owner of one of the big tech companies makes a three, nobody asks who fathered his heir. The children are raised, and they inherit.”

“The royal family is not a tech company,” Beatrin snaps. “The rules are different for us, because we are different.”

I want to fight her, but I don’t know how. On top of everything that just happened in the council room, the blows are piling up, threatening to bring me to my knees.

“This has gone so far beyond the edge, I don’t even know where to start,” she continues. “To suggest that you, of all people, could go Below—nobody has ever returned from there, North, because that way lies death. You’ll turn in your glider, and you won’t see those two friends of yours again, is that clear?”

The air goes out of me, and I’m left staring at her. “You’re joking,” I say weakly. Of all the things I thought I was risking, Miri and Saelis were never on the list. They’re my best friends. Until today, I’d hoped they might be more. And even if that’s impossible, I never want to lose them.

“I’m deadly serious,” she says quietly. “Now we’re going to go back to that table and try to salvage something from this fiasco. Clear?”

“Clear,” I murmur, my thoughts fritzing like there’s a bad connection in my head. “I, um—just give me a moment. I’ll use the restroom.”

“North,” she begins, but Anasta lays a gentle hand on her arm again.

“We’ll see you in there in just a minute, North,” my heartmother says.

I nod, and watch as the two of them disappear back through the door, the noise of the argument beyond it welling up, then shutting off as it slides closed.

I’m left staring at the emblem painted onto it—my family’s crest. It’s a stylized sky-island, borne aloft by a pair of wings. The underside of the island is smooth, the top a jagged line to represent the buildings.

In this moment, that island looks impossibly small.

I take Anasta’s place, leaning against the sun-warmed duraglass of the window, hands shaking as I try to understand what’s just happened. In a quarter hour, I’ve lost my glider, my best friends, and my freedom.

Then I feel the faint dragging sensation that comes with the train dropping from high velocity to regular speed, which means we’re approaching Port Camo. Last stop before the palace.

Before I can think about it, I’m hustling down the hallway, past windows that now look out onto the sporting district on one side, and a mural on the opposite wall. It features a parade of fantastical birds and animals, supposedly from the time before. We no longer have names for most of them—and quite a few look so stupid that I’m certain the artist made them up entirely.

I press my thumb against the SmartLock beside the door to the royal quarters. My skin tingles as the microneedles connect, and then the sensation passes. The lock is coded to just three people’s DNA—my mothers’ and mine—and even our attendants don’t have a way inside. Beatrin says she’d rather make her own bed than give up her privacy. Today, that’ll buy me time.

My fingers fumble as I unbutton my soy-silk shirt, then use it to scrub away the gold dots painted along my cheekbones. I dump it in a gold-trimmed puddle on the ground and strip down to my bamboo undershirt as I drop to my knees beside our luggage where it’s piled in the corner, ready to be off-loaded.

Everything I own has gold thread woven through it, so it’s impossible to pretend I’m anyone else for even a moment in my own clothes. But I press my thumb to the lock on the suitcase I took down to Port Picard for our overnight trip, and when the case opens soundlessly, I dig madly through the jumble of stuff I shoved inside this morning. At the bottom, I find one of Saelis’s plain blue shirts—I try to have something with me for moments like this—and I button it up as fast as I can.

I roll back the rug to reveal the maintenance hatch and grab hold of the ring to flip it open. The track flies by beneath the carriage as I crouch and wait, swiping my fingers across my chrono’s display to dictate a message to the others. “Meet me at the hangar.”

The train slows, slows and stops, and I slither down through the hatch, flattening myself on my belly, listening to the chatter of the workers above me as staff board and depart the train. I’ve thought about doing this before, scouted it in case I ever wanted to split, but now that I’m eyeballing it, it looks tight.

Well, as Talamar says, gotta flap if you wanna fly.

And then there’s a grinding noise somewhere ahead of me, and with a hum, the train’s alive once more.

I really hope I got the measurements right.

The thing just about gives me a haircut on the way out, but thirty seconds later my mothers and the council are on their way to the palace, and I’m climbing to my feet, checking the platform, then clambering up onto it to make my way out.

I duck out the station gates and into an alleyway, squeezing past a pallet of old circuitry bound for recycling, keeping my head down. I need to get underground as quickly as I can—traveling this way is how I’ve avoided the ident cameras for the last few years. It’s why today was the first time my mothers realized I’ve been leaving the palace. This time they’ll be on the lookout, but I’m not trying to avoid them forever.

I have a point I want to make before they drag me back home and take away everything that matters to me. It’s my last throw of the dice, and I’m not going to give it up.

I have to risk the grand boulevard for a minute, and I snag a pair of sunglasses from a stall, jamming them on my face and dropping a credchip as I keep moving. The afternoon sun is a huge ruby suspended skyward at the end of the wide street, gleaming at me through gray clouds. The colors to either side of the street are just as vivid, displays dancing across the storefronts, bright lights making even brighter promises. The smell of a dumpling shop wafts past me, and the shouts of a headset vendor mingle with the sound effects of the game he’s got on demo.

I duck down a second alleyway and get away from the main strip. I need to head underground from a shabbier area, where there are fewer cams—that might stop them realizing where I’ve gone, once they think to trace me.

The capital doesn’t have the slums you see on the other islands, but the support staff have to live somewhere. Like the palace, their homes are ancient, built out of rock mined from Below before the Ascension. They’re a lot more solid than the buildings that have sprung up since, made of bamboo and repurposed steel, but they all have solar panels strapped to the roofs that slowly angle throughout the day to make the most of the sun. Just now they’re all pointed west, making the line of rooftops along the edge of the island seem like a serrated knife.

Ten minutes later I find a service lane running behind the strip of makeshift stalls, and thirty seconds after that, I find what I’m really looking for—a manhole. Dropping to my haunches, I pull a data cord from my pocket, plug one end into my chrono, then flip up the tiny hatch beside the manhole to find the maintenance socket for the other end of it.

A wall of figures springs up above my wrist, and I use my free hand to send them sliding around like I’m conducting music, coaxing the manhole into opening up with a soft clunk as the seal releases.

Below me are the hot, bustling depths of the sky-engines and the unmistakable greasy scent of the fog that wafts through them. To others, the engine tunnels look like the chaos of Below itself, and the thickness of the air there makes them uneasy. To me, the tunnels look like freedom.

The rhythmic thump that surrounds me as I climb down calms my thoughts and drowns out my worries as the light fades away and the air grows humid and heavy. Something about the combination of air, noise, and vibration from the engines gives this place an oddly ethereal atmosphere, and the hair on my arms begins to lift in response, as it always does. I pause to shake my wrist, and the light on my chrono kicks in, casting dancing shadows as my feet hit the ground.

I’m going to get to the Skysinger, and I’m going to show them once and for all what she can do. I’m going to make them see how much better her engine is than anything out there, so that they have to take this seriously. So that they understand this isn’t some stupid daydream. This is real, and I can do it.

If we don’t dream—if we don’t try to go Below, try to push out the borders of our tiny archipelago and see what else is out there—then what’s the point of all our tech? Are we supposed to just use it to make sleeker transports and smarter chronos—to make our lives lazier and easier?

Not me. I want to explore. There’s a way to solve any problem, and if we want to figure out how to survive Below so we can search it for answers, then we need to go there.

And even if I set aside my dreams of exploration, the engines might fail at some point in the future. If the sky-cities fail, everyone dies.

There are a thousand reasons this needs to fly.

So in I go.

Every island of Alciel has engines beneath it, built into the bedrock itself, but the capital’s are the largest by far—they stretch the length of the island, like a second city below the first. Once you get used to the heavy, metallic feel of the air and spend some time down here, you learn that the engines are full of neighborhoods too, each with its own personality—grinding machinery, or long walls of circuitry jostling for room, or endless close-packed intersections of dark corridors. Of course, their only residents are the engineers—and the occasional trespasser.

I pull up my long-ago stolen blueprints on my chrono and figure out where I am, then set off down a hallway lined with circuitry, thousands of small red and green lights playing across the walls on either side. Centuries ago, the code that drives them would’ve made sense to our engineers—now we’ve lost that technology. Our engineers are like doctors splinting broken bones, but if anything ever went wrong—seriously wrong—with the engines, we’d have no idea how to fix them. There are circuits with no apparent purpose, sections that seem to run on nothing more than air.

Which means we’d better hope for everyone’s sake that Damerio’s right, not Talamar—that the cities are not actually sinking.

Or we’d better start trying to rediscover what we’ve lost, if only we can stop arguing long enough.

It’s fascinated me as long as I can remember, that just as my own heart beats mysteriously within me, so too do the engines deep within the city. The strangeness in the air here gives some people the shakes, and for a few, even starts messing with their minds—but it never bothered me. When I was younger, I wanted to be an engineer. That was before I understood my path led only to council meetings and ceremony.

Today I tried to make something of those council meetings, to use the fact that I get into them at all to actually make a difference. But sometimes you need to stop talking and do.

Miri and Saelis are waiting in the hangar, which I found on one of my first trips down here. It was when I worked out that it used to be a launch bay that I had the idea for the Skysinger, and this is where she sits now, waiting to hit the skies.

The Skysinger is the only thing in the world that’s truly mine. Everything else I own is part of my office. It was made for me because I am a prince, or was used or worn by royals before me, and will be handed on to those who come after.

But my glider—it’s the one thing I can look at and think, My name is North. I built this with my own hands, and it’s mine.

It’s strong and sleek, but nothing flashy. I painted the Skysinger a simple black, with chrome fittings polished to perfection. So many of the other gliders are much brighter, adorned with stripes and symbols that denote their pilots’ successes in races and stunt competitions. The Skysinger is utilitarian, low-key.

I let her flying speak for both of us.

I got part of the frame secondhand from a salvage and recyc yard, and it took me a solid year of sneaking away to put her together. Saelis did a lot of legwork for me, and Miri a little as well—neither of them has much interest in aeronautics except as a means of transport from island to island, but they never minded walking into a junkyard with a shopping list, if I told them exactly what I needed.

It’s her engine that makes her special. It’s unique, cobbled together out of pieces of tech that I’ll freely admit I only half understand. The key, though, is that they allow me to gain altitude without relying on thermals like everyone else, which means I can outmaneuver the rest of them with one hand tied behind my back, and my glider and I can slip in underneath the city to our launch bay doors at the end of each outing, leaving everyone else wondering where we went.

“Did they ask for a demo?” Miri asks, hurrying forward, grinning. Her curls are pink today, the glitter at her cheekbones blue. “We got here as fast as we could. I tell you, it was a challenge—Saelis found this antique shop, and he’s such an old man, you know what he’s like when . . .” Her voice dies away when she sees my face, and she halts, uncertain.

“North?” Saelis asks from behind her, only just audible above the thrum of the engines.

“They didn’t ask for a demo,” I say, grim. “But they’re going to get one.”

“Oh.” Miri’s face falls. “Well, crap.”

“You have no idea,” I mutter. But I don’t want to think about it now. I want to get into the air. The skies will be full of gliders as the sun sets, and I want to use the last of the light to show my mothers and everyone who matters just how much better and easier and faster the Skysinger moves. They might not be watching at first, but word will reach them quickly enough, and now that they know what they know, they’ll be watching a minute after that.

“Are we in a hurry?” Saelis asks, studying my face with the gentle, thoughtful expression he always wears.

“Little bit.”

He simply nods and turns toward the launch straps as I stride over to pull on my flight suit.

“We’ll go down to the promenade and watch,” Saelis says, yanking the first of the launching straps over to the winch that’ll stretch them taut.

The barometer looks good, the pressure even, and I rummage for my goggles and my flight suit. I hop on first one foot and then the other as I jam each leg into it, zipping it up my front over my clothes, and then pulling on my jacket.

Meanwhile, Miri helps Saelis yank the next launching strap into place. The straps work just like my slingshot used to when I was small, before Anasta confiscated it because treasury advisors aren’t for target practice. They creak as we secure the last one, and then we haul on the lever that starts the machinery to stretch them tight.

Once I’m ready, I slither into my seat, which is perfectly fitted to my shape. I sink down until only my head’s visible above the sides.

Miri slides the duraglass windshield into place, and I’m safe behind my bubble, the sound blocked out. In front of us, Saelis is sliding up the launch bay door, giving me a clear view of the sky.

I give them the thumbs-up, and they each return it, Miri taking Saelis’s place by the edge of the door, one arm wound carefully around the safety strap we tied there as she checks for obstructions, the wind making grabs for her hair and clothes.

Saelis disappears behind me, to the strap release. Miri’s holding her hand out, palm flat, angled toward the ground. It’s the signal for hold, and he does. Then a gaudy red-and-gold glider sails past the opening of the garage, yellow streamers whipping in the wind behind it. They’ll be shredded soon enough, but they’ll last for at least a little of tonight’s aeronautics show.

That must have been what she was waiting for, because the next moment she switches to give Saelis a thumbs-up. I feel a warning thump vibrate through the tail, and then another, as the countdown begins.

Three, two, one . . .

The glider shoots out into the gray sky, trying to push my stomach backward through my spine in a quick rush.

I tip my head back to get a look at my surroundings, but Miri was right, and I’m clear. I tilt the controls gently to the left and catch the thermal that’s always there in good weather, wheeling around and offering the pair of them a wave as they check that the garage door’s secure, leaving it open for my return. And then I’m climbing, climbing, until the whole of the island’s spread out below me.

The streets make neat grids, lit by sparkling streetlamps that blur together as I sail overhead. The brightest lights of all are the palace, and I wheel around the edge of the exclusion zone, just another glider out for tonight’s show, part of the celebration marking the beginning of council deliberations at the palace. The eastern park’s below me now, a long strip of dark green, the edges nibbled in by new construction, a constant source of debate in the council.
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