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Dedication

For the friends we made in weyrs, holds, and crafthalls, with thanks for stories we’ll never forget.
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Welcome back, dear reader.

Before we plunge once more into this tale of two worlds, we offer you a short reminder of the story so far—read on to retrace your steps through The Other Side of the Sky, and then continue on to Beyond the End of the World . . .

Our story takes place in a world divided: above, the technologically advanced sky-city of Alciel, ruled by kings and queens; beneath, the beautiful and chaotic Below, a world of magic, prophecy, and fate, led by a living divine.

Below, the line of divinity has been passed down for a thousand years—when one divine died, another received the gift. A generation ago, the goddess Jezara fell in love. Forbidden by divine law to touch another human being, she was cast out of the temple when she found herself with child.

Her successor was Nimh, now Nimhara. She was a powerful magician, but as the years passed and she failed to fully manifest her divine powers, the faith of her people was shaken.

Splinter groups arose: the Graycloaks, who wished to live in a world without magic; and the Deathless, who followed a shadowy figure they believed to be the true divine.

Finally, Nimh received a vision—a new part of an old prophecy. It promised the Last Star would fall and the Lightbringer would come.

The Lightbringer, also known as the Destroyer, would bring the end of days. It was easy for Nimh to believe her dark, failing world was close to its finish. It was tempting to believe she had finally found her purpose as a goddess.

She set out in secret to follow the prophecy, and found not a star, but a boy who had fallen from the sky—Prince North, grandson of the king of Alciel. What she called a spell, he called science—though magic ruled her world, technology ruled his.

Meanwhile, Inshara, leader of the Deathless cult, wrested control of the divine temple and murdered the high priest, Daoman. North and Nimh were forced to flee with the aid of her Master of Archives, Matias. Stealing a boat to escape downriver, North and Nimh grew closer, unable to deny their chemistry and attraction—but the divine law held. They were forbidden to touch, and Nimh would not risk damaging the faith of her people as Jezara had done.

Finding themselves in a village filled with mist, the wild and dangerous source of magical power Below, they were rescued by a mysterious woman who turned out to be Jezara herself. From her, North and Nimh learned Inshara’s true identity: Jezara’s daughter, obsessed with the idea that she herself is destined to become the Lightbringer.

They left Jezara, taking with them an ancient scroll she had stolen from the temple when she was exiled. That night at camp, a drop of North’s blood touched the parchment of their prophecy scroll and unlocked centuries of messages from previous divinities. It transformed before their eyes, revealing dozens of messages, all speaking to Nimh, all telling her the same thing.

She was the true Lightbringer.

Her long-overdue manifestation brought with it new magic—she could directly control her world’s powerful, magical mist, as no magician had been able to do before her.

She spoke a new, terrifying prophecy that described the sky falling and the blood of the gods raining down. She told North the sky would fall and life would be wiped away, both their worlds ending so they could be reborn together.

Then a message arrived on North’s chrono, announcing a rescue party had arrived from Alciel to rendezvous with him. He refused to aid Nimh in fulfilling the destructive prophecy and resolved to leave her. Nimh gave him a protection stone, a ward against hostile magic, and heartbroken, they parted.

North soon discovered the rescue party was a trap laid by Inshara, who promised to send him home if he helped her capture Nimh. She carried a device from his own world, a chronometer, claiming the Lightbringer had spoken to her all her life through it. This mysterious speaker knew many impossible things—including that North was a prince.

North discovered that Elkisa, Nimh’s trusted bodyguard, was a traitor. She loved Inshara and believed she was the true goddess.

Nimh, returning to fight for her city, met Jezara, and they were joined by Elkisa, who was still posing as an ally. She tried to prevent the coming confrontation between the two goddesses by telling Nimh that North was dead—and triggered an explosion of uncontrollable power within the newly manifested Lightbringer.

In the city, North was very much alive and forging an unlikely alliance with Techeki, the Master of Spectacle.

Anticipating Nimh’s coming, Inshara and the Graycloaks had readied anchors made of skysteel—a substance that negates magic—to be lowered into the river around the city. Inshara had inherited immunity to skysteel when her mother was forced to drink it while pregnant to destroy her own magic—this would make it impossible for anyone except her to use magic within the ring formed by the water around the city.

A wild mist storm appeared, Nimh riding it in her manifested form of the Lightbringer—the Destroyer—leaving carnage in her wake and vaporizing the river in a terrifying display of power.

Jezara appealed to her daughter. She told Inshara that the voice she heard from her chrono was not a god, but simply a man, her father, a cloudlander like North. Furious, Inshara killed her mother.

Nimh and Inshara did battle. Afraid she would destroy the city, North threw himself into the mist storm after her, surviving thanks to his protection stone but wounded by the debris caught in the storm. As he tried to talk Nimh down from her rage and grief, Inshara managed to grab Nimh’s ankle, violating the divine law.

In that moment, Nimh reached for the crown, her fingers stained with North’s blood—and just as it had unlocked the prophetic writings in the ancient scroll, North’s royal blood unlocked the power within the crown.

A golden light surrounded them, and though North tried to reach them, he was too late—both Nimh and Inshara were transported to Alciel.

The crown was destroyed, and with it, North’s way home. He was left with Techeki and Matias the archivist, who revealed himself to be the leader of the riverstriders, the Fisher King, and one of the mythical Sentinels, a guardian of the way between worlds.

Onward, now, to a story worthy of the Fisher King himself . . .





The Maid

The maid creeps into the chamber, her eyes accustomed to the dark. Her duties this early are few, but she likes the quiet—likes hearing the soft breathing of the queen and her wife as they sleep, the whisper of her footsteps on the lush carpet. She likes the sense of anticipation that hangs in the air.

She quietly, carefully pulls each curtain open, one after the other, so that the room’s occupants may wake with the sun. She opens the vents in the floor for the palace’s central heating to begin warming the royal suite. She gives the bathroom a quick clean, and then refills the jug of water for the queen’s nightstand.

Only as she creeps close to put the jug in its place does she realize: the bed is empty.

She’s about to slip back out of the suite again when she hears voices coming from the private sitting room that adjoins the bedroom. A sliver of light illuminates the carpet along the bottom edge of the door.

She knows she ought to creep away, but there’s an edge to the tones that makes her hesitate. Heart in her throat, she tiptoes to the door just in time to leap back as footsteps approach.

The door flies open so that Anasta can storm through, too preoccupied to notice the presence of the maid—the queen’s wife heads straight for the doors of the suite, slamming them behind her.

“She’ll come around.” The queen’s voice is lowered, but full of certainty. “Anasta is very fond of tradition—all of this change is difficult for her.”

“Most insightful, Your Majesty.” That voice, relatively new, has nonetheless become familiar to the maid in the last two weeks. She gathers her wits after the shock of Anasta’s exit and creeps close again to listen. “It is difficult to explain the importance of my mission here. We must keep searching, though.”

“You think this person could be a danger to my people. I understand, Nimhara. And I am grateful you’re working so hard to keep us all safe.”

There’s a strange quality to the queen’s voice that makes the maid lean forward, greatly daring, and ease the edge of her face around the door so that she can peek inside.

With a dull jolt, she realizes that there are tears on the queen’s cheeks. It isn’t the first time since the girl from another world arrived that the maid has seen the queen cry. Then again, she’s in mourning. Of course she cries.

The girl—Nimhara—stands not far from the queen, her red robes seeming to glow in the lamplight. “I am so glad to have found you,” she says softly. “And I think your son would have been glad to see us together.”

The queen smiles at her a little, her gaze fierce. “Come,” she says, not bothering to wipe away her tears. “All of Alciel is about to learn that we have been visited by a goddess. Are you ready?”

Nimhara smiles, reaches out, and squeezes the queen’s hand. “I am,” she murmurs. “This is fate, a thousand years in the making. This is my destiny.”
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One

Jayn

Sunrise, in the sky, comes from below. The massive buildings take on the color of dawn before anything else, glowing against the darkness of the night sky above. White stone and polished metal catch at the light, a pale canvas for the sunrise. Soaring above the rest of the city is the intricately designed palace, its tallest towers the first to shimmer pink and gold in the morning light, gilded tiles on the roof gleaming like fiery beacons in the night.

Do not fear, they seem to call across the sleeping city. Morning still comes.

The balcony of this house is built out over the edge of the island, and I find myself staring at the clouds that separate this world from the one below. Lit by the rising sun beneath them, they make me feel as though I am looking down at a strange ocean where the water is pink and all light emerges from its depths instead of beaming down from the sky.

I shiver, drawing my sweater more tightly about my shoulders. Even the sunrise makes me feel strange, one in a long string of details that create a sense of unease that I’ve never quite managed to explain to the electrician who’s been my host these last two weeks.

“The doctors will know how to help you,” she told me in that voice of hers that invites no argument. “My cousin is the best cerebrist in all of Alciel. Don’t you worry.”

I close my eyes, which burn with the sting of tears. I may not know what’s happening to me, but some part of me remembers I am lost, and keeps reminding me with a ruthlessness more befitting an enemy than my own mind. I catch only glimpses of why I have come to find myself here—I am not sure I want to know the truth.

Every night I wake to the feeling of fire like a burning wreath around my ankle; every night I realize, in the dream, that it is not fire at all, but the hot and desperate clamp of fingers around my ankle, grabbing me, touching me. When I look down, I see the twisted face of a woman, teeth bared in rage and madness, with eyes that shimmer with a strange, otherworldly light. I wake, smothering my scream, for in the dreams I cannot fight her, and I know that all I am is shattered, that I am lost.

But some nights, when I look down, the face I see is not that of the mad-eyed creature. Some nights, I look down and I see soft brown eyes watching me; a strong, aquiline nose; lips that smile and shape a word as if in silent prayer. My name, I think, though I cannot be sure, because I do not know my name. The fire on my skin is still there, but the fingers that touch me are gentle, and heat washes up along the curve of my calf, into the sensitive crook behind my knee, and up the slope of my thigh.

Those nights, I still wake gasping. I only wish, then, that I had never woken at all.

Turning my back on the strangeness of the sunrise, I draw in a long, deep breath, trying to summon calm. This place is the first that has felt like anything other than a half-waking nightmare. Where all else in the world seems full of chaos and noise and harsh, bright lights, this balcony is like an oasis of calm. There are no screens, no broad avenues lined with dizzyingly tall buildings, no crowds of people chattering through their chronos or auto-vendors singing in tinny mechanical voices about food and drink for sale.

Other balconies dot the edge of the island, stretching away into the distance on either side, though I rarely see any of our neighbors on them. The stonework has been left unpainted, and some clever gardener—the electrician’s mother, I feel sure—has coaxed vines sprouting sweet-scented blooms to climb the walls and spill out over the balustrade to wave in the stiff morning breeze.

Here, among the greenery, I almost feel . . . at home.

A groan and a creak from inside the house bring me back to myself. Stepping inside, I see Monah, the electrician’s mother, in her favorite chair by the hearth, which is still cold and dark. She cradles a wide mug in both hands and lifts it for a sip—I can smell the rich, bitter scent of her caff-ley drink in the air.

“Good morning, my dear,” she says, without lifting her head.

I slide the door closed behind me and pad over to another chair. “You do not wish to attend the coronation today?” I ask in some surprise, for I had thought the electrician’s whole family went with her when she tapped on the shed door to bid me farewell on her way to join the crowds.

The old woman smiles. It seems to me her smile should be set in wrinkles, deep and proud, a sign of years and wisdom. She is ancient, both her husband and her wife gone now, which brought her back to her daughter’s house. But the only sign of her age is in the nuance of her expression, in the depth of her eyes, and in her hands—though smooth and fair, the bones and joints of the fingers curled and knotted the tiniest bit against the mug. There is a procedure, I have learned, that makes the people all seem young until the very end of life, a seeming of youth that appears to display shame in age, rather than pride. There are such wonders in the world, it’s hard not to believe it is a kind of magic.

Not magic, a wry, laughing voice in my mind keeps telling me. Technology.

I know that voice, and yet I cannot remember whose it is. That loss feels somehow greater than all the others, that gap in my memory throbbing like a hole in my heart.

“My bones ache today,” Monah admits, the smile turning rueful. “I don’t feel like fighting the crowds.” The old woman’s gaze falls to the dark hearth, as if watching the memory of a fire there, and she adds in a low voice, “And I remember another coronation, not so very long ago. I’d like to keep remembering that one, I think.”

So much grief—and yet I feel some deeper, greater grief hidden in the things I cannot remember. And my grief, I cannot share.

They loved the old king, these people. He died two weeks and one day ago, having suffered a stroke, as the news stories said. I have never seen a picture of him—or at least, I do not remember him, for my memories do not stretch back that far. The custom here is to put away images of the lost for a year after their deaths so that when they see the faces of their loved ones again, they can feel joy with their sadness too.

The stories that play from chronos and screens are dry and concerned only with the facts, but I could see the truth in the faces of the people: the old king died of a broken heart, grieving the loss of his beloved grandson, the prince who had perished in a glider accident a few days before.

When I first learned of this, the day after the electrician took me in, I half leaped up from the table and blurted, “But the prince is not dead!”

The electrician exchanged glances with the members of her family. “You must not remember the tragedy—it’s a lot to take in, especially when you’re struggling with your own memories. Take it easy, one step at a time, Jayn.”

The prince’s face, like the king’s, has been hidden from the people of Alciel. I have never seen his likeness. But the sound of his name, nearly as taboo as his image, is still whispered here and there, and only confirms that strange, deep knowledge in my heart that I cannot explain.

The prince lives.

“You’ve some time before your appointment at the medical center,” Monah says, bringing me back to myself. “Shall we watch a little of the coronation footage together?” Perhaps she wishes to distract me if she is willing to watch the ceremony after all. This family has been so kind to me.

I murmur an assent and rise to my feet. “Can I light the fire for you too, grandmother? It is cold this day, and the warmth from the hearth will ease the ache in your bones.”

She laughs, though the sound is kind. “I love the way you talk,” she tells me, nodding and gesturing toward the hearth. “Hang in there, little poet—the doctors will know what to do.”

It is the electrician’s theory that I am a student at the Royal Academy. When the queen shut down the school, an event that coincided with her suspension of the trains that travel between islands, hundreds upon hundreds of students from neighboring islands were stranded with no place to live. The electrician, believing me to be one of these abandoned children who suffered some accident to damage my memory, told me I could stay with them while I await my appointment with the doctor. She thinks I must be studying poetry, and that this is why I speak the way I do, why I seem to them as though I have one foot in some other world than theirs.

I have not the heart to tell her that I feel no spark of recognition from that theory, or any of the others they’ve suggested in the two weeks I have stayed with them.

I kneel at the hearth and slide my fingers along the underside of the mantel until they find the ignition button. A neat little row of flames springs up from the stones.

The first time I saw this done, I leaped back with a little cry, prompting the electrician’s ten-year-old son to laugh at me, delighted by my ignorance. My first instinct was that it was some kind of awe-inspiring magic, although I have since learned that that is nonsense. The stones have minute holes drilled into them, and pipes lead to the holes, and in the pipes is a fuel that burns hot and clean and flows to every house in the city.

And yet, every time I see the fire lit, my body jumps with the same quaking fear I feel whenever one of those screens comes to life. Though I get better at hiding my reaction, my heart shrivels just a little bit more every time I witness one of these wonders. For my heart knows something my mind and my memories do not—a strange suspicion, an impossible belief.

I do not belong here.

I straighten and turn on the screen over the hearth before going back to my chair.

For all that I know how to dress myself, how to comb my hair or tie a lace, the gaps in my understanding frighten me. To the electrician’s family, the use of the screen is as easy and mundane as the use of a comb.

To me, it seems . . . like magic.

On the screen is an aerial image of the crowded streets outside the palace gates. Many of them must have left their homes even earlier than the electrician and her son, because there are hundreds of them—hundreds of hundreds, numbers I’ve never thought to imagine. The thronging masses of people wash up against the closed gates like wavelets on a riverbank, the sheer volume of bodies making my nerves thrum tight.

The electrician had apologized to me that my appointment with her cousin the specialist fell on coronation day, as if missing such a spectacle would be to miss the display of a lifetime. It was the reason I could get in with only a two-week wait—nobody else wanted the time. But while the gathered crowds seem stirred by excitement and anticipation, the thought of being among them makes me feel faint, and I close my eyes.

My host and her family accepted very quickly that I did not want to be touched. But out there, among that mass of bodies . . . there would be no escape from them.

A murmur from the other chair brings me back to myself, and I open my eyes to look at Monah. She is gazing steadily at the coverage, solemn, as if she is preparing herself to bear witness to something.

The screen has shifted from the aerial shot of the crowds to a dais in the palace courtyard, surrounded by the machines that capture images and sound to broadcast them across the city. Beyond the machines is a thick crowd of others, clad more richly than those outside the palace gates—counselors and other important statespeople, though I do not know or remember their roles. To judge by the sound of impatience from Monah, she cares as little about them right now as the machines—cameras, my mind supplies, one of the new words I’ve had to learn these past weeks—seem to. Every one of the cameras is pointed at the empty dais, and the curtained pavilion from which the queen will emerge at any moment.

Monah may not have chosen to celebrate the coronation, but I do understand why she wishes to see it.

As much as everyone loved the old king, the new queen’s father, the people of this world seem uncertain about their new ruler. Rumors are everywhere, citing strange decisions and uncharacteristic secrecy from the throne. There are some who say that when she ordered the suspension of the train service that travels between islands, she had no intention of ever starting them again.

They whisper that she gives no thought to what will happen when the stores of food in Alciel run out, for there are no farms on this island—they get everything from the smaller islands farther away.

They ask why the queen does not speak to her people anymore, why her daily audiences have been canceled, why no one has seen her but servants and guards who never leave the palace grounds.

They say the new queen has gone mad.

On the screen, the curtain parts, and Beatrin, Queen of Alciel, steps through onto the dais. The audience of her court bursts into thunderous applause, though the sound is entirely drowned out by the roar of the throngs beyond the gates, watching the same images we are on massive screens throughout the city.

She is tall and beautiful, in a remote way. Her skin is a flawless brown a shade or two darker than mine, and her black hair is plaited into a coronet of braids in imitation of the crown she will wear by the end of this ceremony. She is thin, thinner than the pictures I’ve seen of her from months and years past, and her eyes seem somehow distant—but then, she is gazing out over an audience of hundreds.

Her lips move for some time before her voice becomes audible over the roaring crowds, and she raises her hands in an appeal for silence.

“Thank you,” she says, her voice ringing. “I admit I am heartened, seeing you here before me on this glorious morning. Our people have suffered so much grief, so much loss and uncertainty, in these last dark weeks. But I hear the strength in your voices—I see the devotion in your faces—and I know that Alciel will recover. We have survived this darkest of nights, and together, we will see the rise of hope and prosperity to light this land once more.”

Queen Beatrin pauses as the crowd screams its approval. My own heart stirs to the words she speaks, for she is an orator, and she plays her audience well.

“You may ask me how I know this to be true,” she goes on when there is space for her to speak above the cheering of her subjects. “I could cite the long history of our people and our ability to adapt. I could cite the strength of this royal blood in my veins, the blood of my father and his father’s mother, generations that span a thousand years. But the truth, good people, is this: I have had a visitor.”

The roar of the crowd fades, and I have no need to look at Monah’s furrowed brow to know that this last announcement strays from what is usual in such a speech.

Beatrin waits a moment longer for quiet, and when she speaks, her voice is grave and certain and brimming with a strange passion. “You came here today to meet your queen after the end of the mourning period and see her wear her crown for the first time. But I intend to introduce you all to another. You may find what she has to say hard to believe—I did myself, at first. But I have spent many long nights speaking with her, and I have come to believe her—to believe in her—with all my heart.”

The queen, whose eyes are red-rimmed with emotion, takes a step to the side, turning so that she can gesture to the pavilion. The curtain stirs—there’s someone else back there. “I know you all will come to rejoice in her as I do: Nimhara, Forty-Second Vessel of the Divine, goddess to her people, and history’s first emissary to our lands from the world Below.”

The stunned silence that follows is a stark contrast to the roaring of the crowd only moments before. A young woman steps out of the pavilion to stand beside the queen, her face not quite in focus, for the camera operators are as stunned as anyone else. Beside me, Monah is spluttering about impossibilities, protesting that no one lives Below, her voice choked with emotion.

But I scarcely notice. I can no longer hear her—can no longer hear the gathered masses on the screen, though they have exploded back into animation now, so much so that the queen cannot regain control of the crowd.

All I can hear is a dim ringing in my ears.

I know that name.

The woman wears red, a long robe of diaphanous material that catches the morning sun and turns it to fire. Her long dark hair is crowned with gold, and she carries a staff of some kind, tipped with a wicked-looking edge. She has turned to speak to the queen, who has tears running down her face now. The red-robed woman has her own face mostly hidden from the cameras, but the sight of her strikes at me so viscerally that I cry out.

I know her.

Nimhara. Vessel of the Divine. Goddess. The words ring with bell-like clarity, fragments of memory stirring in my mind like ashes on the wind.

I hear the name, over and over, from a hundred different throats. Faces I do not know flash before me, and yet they are somehow more familiar to me than my own. I see another terrace, another balcony, another garden; I see a river, far, far below me, gleaming in the moonlight; I see that cloud-ocean I saw this morning from the balcony, but I see it from beneath, lit by the rising sun, suspended over a vast plain of waving grasses and ancient ruins.

I lurch to my feet, lost memories surging against the walls in my mind like waves battering at a breakwater. The heavy barricades tremble—but they do not break. I am left only with a singular flash of understanding.

I do not belong here.

That certainty, which I have been running from ever since I woke beside the train tracks that bitter night two weeks ago, solidifies in my chest with a sickening lurch. That truth, too terrifying to contemplate and too insane to speak of to anyone, courses through me like a poison. Like a sickness, a plague that forever wrenches me away from these people who have been kind to me. I can never be one of them, for this is not my home.

I come from another world.
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Two

North

“North, did you sleep here?”

I swim up out of my dream toward the voice, my brain full of fog, eyes aching. I had my head resting on my folded arms, and I’m stiff and sore as I try to unbend them. I scrub my face to wake myself up, and surreptitiously check for drool. I scrunch my eyes closed and then force them open to find the cat sitting on the table in front of me, giving me a Look.

Techeki stands over both of us, arms folded, expression stern, but not unkind. He looks a little more ragged around the edges these days, but his head is still shaved cleanly, bronze skin gleaming in the torches that line the temple archives, where I apparently spent the night.

“Is it morning?” I ask.

“Yes. What are you doing sleeping here again?”

“I didn’t mean to,” I say, looking at the cat as if he’s going to back me up. He only continues to stare round-eyed at me.

The Master of Spectacle—and now the leader of the temple and Nimh’s priests and staff—sighs in a way that reminds me of my mothers. “North, the attendants won’t wake you. Nobody’s going to tap the Last Star of prophecy on the shoulder and tell him it’s bedtime.”

“One of your Graycloaks did yesterday, actually,” I reply, needled by his tone. He makes it sound as if I’m a troublesome child.

“Please.” He’s clearly reaching for tolerance now—he’s better at schooling his expression than almost anyone I know, and I’m not sure if it’s a measure of his own tiredness or of our new familiarity that he lets me see that I’m getting under his skin. “They are not ‘my’ anything, except perhaps ‘my temporary solution to a problem I see no other way to solve.’”

To say the Graycloaks and Nimh’s priests make uncomfortable companions would be like saying I was a little bit surprised when magic turned out to be an actual thing.

The Graycloaks, led by a hard woman called Elorin, say Nimh’s people should abandon magic—should abandon their religion. The Greycloaks filled the river with sky-steel to keep the mist, the source of all magical power, out of the city and make it one of their Havens.

But Nimh is the goddess of her people—and the first in their written history to be able to control the mist directly. She dealt with the Greycloaks by going into terrifying-magical-badass mode, riding in on an out-of-control mist-storm, possessed by the mist. With a single wave of her hand she just . . . evaporated the entire river.

Since then the water has crept back in and the river has refilled.

Nimh is gone, the water links the sky-steel anchors once more, and the city is a different place.

The lamps that have nearly extinguished themselves in the early morning light are oil, not spellfire. Even the air inside the temple feels different, giving everything a strange, muffled quality that sets me on edge.

It’s strange, missing something I barely knew.

Then again, I miss Nimh so much it’s like someone’s got their hand around my throat, and they’re squeezing all the time.

“Nimh would never accept the Graycloaks here,” I say stubbornly. “And you invited them in.”

“If Nimh was here, they wouldn’t be,” he snaps. “But unless and until she returns, Elorin and her Graycloaks are the only thing stopping the mist from overtaking every soul in this city. You know that, and I hope that one day I’ll have an opportunity to explain it to Nimh. If she cannot forgive me, then so be it.”

“There must be—”

“There isn’t.” His voice is flat as he cuts me off. “North, we’ve had this argument already. I know you’re spoiling for a fight with Elorin, and frankly, I’m tired of running interference. She has no use for instruments of prophecy, and for now, our interests align with those of the Graycloaks. We must keep the mist out of the city, and if that is at the cost of magic, so be it. At least then Nimhara will have people to return to, even if she doesn’t want to count me among them.”

Our eyes meet, and he doesn’t look away. We both know I’m silent because he’s right—we don’t have the luxury of scruples. Not with our goddess gone. Not when the threat is so large.

“Sleep, North,” he says eventually, softer. “You’re no good to anybody if you read past something because your mind is nothing but a tired blur. You need to be slow and deliberate about this and get it right. You are the Star, and if anyone can find a way to bring her back, I believe it’s you.”

The Star.

Everything I have here, everything I’m worth, comes from being a part of Nimh’s prophecy.

I reach for my glass of water to see if I can get my mouth tasting a little less like shoes, and when I find it empty, he softens, filling it for me from the jug as he continues.

“Any progress?”

“No.” My reply lands heavy between us.

Two weeks of desperate hunting through the archives, and I’m no closer to a way home than I was before. The first days were a furious, frantic search for something, anything, that would hint at a solution. But Techeki’s wisdom sunk in, and I’m trying to be methodical, to make sure that when I’m done with the archives, I know I haven’t missed anything.

“We need Matias,” Techeki mutters, looking up at the huge shelves that disappear back into the early morning gloom. “But our Master of Archives is too busy playing at being the Fisher King with his riverstriders, and he doesn’t want to be found.”

I nearly say something—I can tell you where to find him—but at least for now, I keep my mouth shut.

Techeki does sound tired—of course he is. He’s worked as hard as I have.

He had my glider brought in on a barge, in case it could somehow be repaired, but it was a melted heap of slag. He spared metalsmiths from the effort to salvage the city, but there was nothing we could do for the Skysinger or the crown that sent Nimh and Inshara from here to Alciel.

He’s tried everything we could think of, anything that might hint at a way home for me. He’s barely slept. Half the city saw Inshara touch Nimh, and touch is fatal to a goddess’s divinity. The city is in ruins, and he’s holding its faithful together with his bare hands.

He wants his goddess back. I want to go home.

At least, I think that’s what I want.

I can almost see the faces of my family, imagine the reunions when my mothers learn I’m still alive. My grandfather’s face, his worry lines easing in relief at the sight of me. Miri and Saelis, warm and comforting, wrapping me up in their arms. My heart aches with missing them, and yet, when I close my eyes . . . Nimh’s face is the one that comes back to me, over and over again.

“Get some sleep,” Techeki says again, quietly, gathering himself to depart.

“I will,” I murmur, beginning to pack up my papers, piling them into neat stacks. My gaze falls on the one I’d been reading before I fell asleep, and abruptly, memory comes flooding back, and I lurch to my feet. “Wait—I did find something odd.”

Techeki pauses, folding his hands into the sleeves of his robe. He thinks it’s a way of concealing any body language that might betray his thoughts, but it’s a tell on its own: he’s trying not to look hopeful. “Yes?”

“The further back I go in the records, the more references I keep seeing to something called the Oracle connected with the Ascenscion. Er, Exodus, I mean.”

Techeki’s eyebrows rise, and he fixes me with an affect of surprise that he knows grates on my nerves. “Do you not have this story, in your own land? Are you so busy being gods that you have forgotten the way the world began?”

“No. Ours is just . . . different.” I have to speak through clenched teeth. He certainly knows how to suck the satisfaction out of learning anything new. “So the Oracle is some kind of god who made the world?”

Techeki sighs, as if annoyed at having to educate me like I’m a child. “The Oracle is the one who gave us the story of the world’s beginning. Without them, we wouldn’t know where we came from, or why we’re here, or even that there have been other cycles of existence before this one.”

“So how come nobody mentions this Oracle anymore in modern stories?”

“Theologians started to have issues with their very existence. If they were a god, then that was problematic, because there’s only supposed to be one god who stayed behind after the Exodus—the living divine. If they were just a person, then how could they have known how the world began? So, in the manner of religious scholars throughout time, they just sort of edged the whole idea out of canon.”

I snort, my annoyance with Techeki overtaken by amusement at the idea of a bunch of grave scholars just tucking away part of their history under beds and behind cupboards so they wouldn’t have to figure it out. “So how do I find out more about this Oracle? Or the story it gave you? If it’s connected to the Exodus, maybe I can learn something from it.”

Techeki’s lips twitch a fraction. “Be glad we can’t find Matias anywhere. He’d make you sit down and listen to the entire saga.”

I keep my own face very still. Techeki doesn’t need to know what I know about the former Master of Archives. “The short version will be fine, I think.”

Techeki pauses for a moment, tucking his hands behind his back. Despite his mockery of the old man whose domain this was, he still stands like someone about to deliver an epic poem or impart some crucial piece of wisdom.

“We live in an endless cycle. All that has happened will happen again—all that is happening now has already come before. Our world exists in a neverending chain of creation and destruction, joy and suffering, life and death. This incarnation of the world should have been ended a thousand years ago, but the Lightbringer, the god destined to bring about the end, could not bring himself to do it.”

“I know this part,” I interject, not cowed by the flash of irritation on Techeki’s face at my interruption. “Nimh told me the story. He didn’t want to end the world, so he ran away to the sky with the other gods.” I manage, with an effort, to keep a straight face through the implication that the people of Alciel—myself included—are gods. “And he left behind a prophecy that some day he would be reborn and return to finish what he failed to do a thousand years ago.” I stop just short of adding, And Nimh believes that power—that responsibility—has fallen to her.

“More or less.” Techeki nods. “But what the Oracle tells us—and what most theologians like to forget when writing and rewriting the saga of the Lightbringer—is why the Lightbringer left in the first place. In the Oracle’s version, he saw the world around him and was conflicted. It was full of violence and suffering and strife, but also beauty and love and forgiveness. He couldn’t reconcile the good and the bad, couldn’t bring himself to wipe out the darkness if it meant destroying the light too. The Oracle tells us that he left us because we broke his heart.”

It’s certainly poetic, but it doesn’t seem to have much to do with the actual mechanics of how our ancestors managed to lift a city into the sky—and how I might get there myself.

Techeki isn’t done, however. “The Oracle’s version of the story is that the Lightbringer put half of his heart in the land of the gods and left half of his heart here. In that version, only when the two pieces of his heart are reunited can the world be ended and the cycle resumed.”

I wince. “So I suppose the half that’s here is meant to be the divine. Does that mean the other half is just floating around somewhere in Alciel? I guess that’s why your theologians don’t like this story.”

Techeki lifts one shoulder. “There’s nothing in the Oracle’s version that suggests they were referring to the living divine when they spoke of the Lightbringer’s heart. Some think they must be referring to twin artifacts of great power, or even the cloudlands themselves. I admit I don’t know much more than that—our rituals now rarely invoke the Oracle’s version of events. People tend to prefer the Song of the Destroyer—that’s the version of the Lightbringer’s story that Nimh told you.”

“Well, thanks anyway.” I don’t bother to hide the disappointment in my voice. Still, something about it nags at me, like a splinter in my foot too small and too deep to pull out. If this Oracle’s version of the story is the odd one out, the one that doesn’t match all the others . . . surely that means there could be something in it that might help me where all the others have failed.

Techeki stands for a long moment, watching me, then murmurs, “Seriously, North. You look terrible. Get some rest.” His footsteps echo as he walks away.

He’s right. I’ll sleep a few hours, refresh my brain, and then go through what I’ve gathered. Maybe I missed something. Maybe something in his story will give context to one of the ancient documents I’ve been reading.

I lean back in my chair, pushing one hand into my pocket to automatically check on the protection stone Nimh made me. I’ve always got it with me.

It’s wrapped up in red thread now, wound around until not even a sliver of it shows through. Just two weeks ago I wore red silk as my riverstrider’s sash, making a declaration to Nimh that brought her heart into her eyes. That sash is long gone, but I found the cat playing with a tangle of red threads the other day, and for reasons I haven’t examined, I slipped them into my pocket. That night as I tried and failed to sleep, I picked at the knots and smoothed out the thread, then wrapped it around the stone, and so it’s been ever since.

Two halves of one heart: above and Below? My world of Alciel, and this land of Nimh’s? Or two artifacts, separated in the Ascension. Or . . .

Or two people?

I rub my thumb along the grain of the thread wrapping Nimh’s protection stone. My mind replays the words she spoke to me the night of the Feast of the Dying, in those few precious moments we stole together before Inshara destroyed it all.

I believe the prophecy brought us together, she told me. North, this is our destiny.

I pull my hand from my pocket and rub at the bridge of my nose. Maybe I just want it to be true. Maybe I want our shared destiny to be symbolized by these two pieces of the Lightbringer’s heart, because then the prophecy would tell me that we would have to be together again before the end.

If only I could find out more about this ancient Oracle, maybe I’d find some kind of answer.

I groan and drag my attention back to the here and now, deciding I’d better follow Techeki’s advice and get some real rest. “Want a nap?” I ask the cat softly.

He steps in closer, carefully licks the skin of my wrist, and then deliberately bites it.

“Ow! What was that for?”

He backs up a couple of steps and gazes past me. There’s a hooded figure approaching us—not unusual, all the acolytes have their hoods up to symbolize their separation from Nimh—but the cat’s making a clicking noise to greet this one.

Oh, no. This again.

The figure joins us at the table, taking the seat at a right angle to mine, and turns her head so I can see her face. It’s a woman—a riverstrider who used to know Nimh, though I’ve only come to know her myself in the last couple of weeks.

Hiret. Her braids are shorn away to mark her recent widowhood, the short hair allowing her to pose more easily as an acolyte. She has a gaunt face and medium brown skin, much darker under her eyes.

“Tell Matias no,” I say, soft but absolutely firm. “Again.” This has been happening almost daily, and I’m wearing thin. Hiret’s sister Didyet has left the riverstriders, abandoning their magic and their faith to become a Graycloak. But blood ties aren’t severed so quickly, and she’s almost certainly the one secretly letting Hiret into the temple.

“I can’t tell him no,” Hiret replies, just as soft. “You are the Last Star. Nimhara’s people need your light in the darkness of her absence.”

“What I need is your Fisher King to help me search for a way back to the sky,” I snap, forcing myself to keep my voice down.

“But the prophecy brought you here,” she points out. “This is where you are meant to be.”

Usually the conversation ends here. Usually I’d keep my mouth shut, because her husband died the night I met Nimh, one of the riverstriders willing to escort her as she chased the prophecy that brought us together.

He believed in her, and Inshara’s Deathless murdered him for it.

But this morning anger swells up in my chest, and my reply bursts out of me in a furious whisper. “Screw the prophecy, Hiret. It yanked me out of my world, away from my life, my family, my friends. It put me in front of Nimh, made me fall in—into the middle of all your in-fighting. It sent her to the sky, and then your prophecy tossed me aside.”

She opens her mouth, but I’m not done.

“Your prophecy has done nothing but harm the people I care about, and I’m done looking for some kind of clue about what it wants from me next. All I want is a way home. That is the problem I need to solve right now. Given my home’s where Nimh is, it should be the problem you want to solve too.”

Hiret waits me out, and when my words finally run dry, her reply is simple—she juts her chin out with determination as she delivers it. “The Fisher King of the riverstriders has called for you to come, cloudlander.”

“Why should I do as he asks?” I demand. “He lied from the moment we met right here in these archives. He stood here as Nimh’s humble librarian and he pretended he was nothing more—not the Fisher King of the riverstriders, not a Sentinel. I was asking for his help to find a way home, and he neglected to mention that he’s part of an ancient order literally dedicated to guarding the way between the worlds.”

“He had his reasons,” she hisses.

“And no doubt he has them now,” I snap. “Or he’d be helping me, instead of guarding the way home still, while I tear this place apart to try and find something that will show me the path.”

“If he knew how to find her, he would tell you,” she insists.

“Then what does he want with me?” I demand. “If he’s not going to help me?”

“He will tell you that when he sees you.”

“Which he won’t be doing.”

“You owe him,” she whispers fiercely. “How dare you not answer his call?”

Her eyes burn into me, and I can feel my cheeks heating. “I can’t leave the temple,” I point out. “There are Deathless all over the city. I’d have to be an idiot to let them get their hands on me.”

“So you hide?” she demands. “The river is empty of fish. Our crops are dying. Before long, people will starve.”

“I’m not much of a gardener,” I snap.

“More and more people are turning to the Deathless, and their stockpiles of ransacked food. The rest are starting to believe the heretical words of the Graycloaks, who are speaking here from Nimh’s very temple. The faith of the people is failing, and if we don’t find a way through this together, we’ll all die alone.”

“I can’t save you from that,” I tell her, my voice gravelly with exhaustion.

“You’re the Last Star! You’re the only one who can save us.”

I grind my teeth until a pain runs through my jaw. I try to steady myself with a slow breath. It doesn’t help. “Hiret, I gave up everything to fight for Nimh. I gave up everything to serve your prophecy. And now I’m done with it. I’m not anyone’s Star. My only work right now is to find a way back to Alciel, where everyone I love is in danger, if it’s not too late already. You tell the Fisher King, your Sentinel, that he can get on board that train or he can wave me farewell.”

“I—”

But this time I’m the one to cut her off. “You should go now, Hiret. I’ve kept my mouth shut out of respect—Matias found me a way out of his temple when Inshara was screaming for my head, and I’m grateful for that. But enough. Come here again and I’ll call the temple guard. Techeki will be thrilled to meet someone who can lead him to his old rival.”

Her mouth drops open. You wouldn’t, say her eyes.

I narrow mine in response. Try me.

Our gazes lock as the moment stretches—as she tests my resolve, and I hold. Then abruptly she looks away.

She pushes to her feet, adjusting her hood. “Someone will be waiting in the usual place this evening,” she says, turning her back to walk away.

I wait until she’s cleared the main doors before I lever myself to my feet, gathering up my armfuls of papers. “Come on, fluffy butt,” I tell the cat. “Let’s get some proper sleep for a few hours.”

The cat stares at me, and then sinks his claws into a pile of papers.

“What?”

More staring.

“I’m doing the best I can,” I say softly. “Going with her doesn’t get us closer to Nimh. It means giving up on Nimh. And I’m not ready to do that yet.”

I think the cat is half the reason the riverstriders think I’m the one they need. Nimh’s the only one who’s ever had the beast’s loyalty, so they see his attachment to me as some kind of sign.

I told them I don’t command him. I’m just the one who feeds him.

The cat and I make our way along the hallways, past the sleepy acolytes and staff on the first shift of the morning.

I have my own quarters, but we’re heading to the one place nobody dares interrupt me—a place that’s only for the divine. The cat led me to this secluded corridor half a dozen times before I figured it out—as far as I could see he just kept bringing me down a hallway to a dead end, meowing at a blank wall, and then staring at me with judgment in his eyes.

Now I bundle my papers into one arm so I can find the button recessed into the stone scrollwork carved around a seemingly ornamental pillar. The hidden door begins to slide open, and the cat slips through it ahead of me, to Nimh’s garden sanctuary.

Skylights and mirrors overhead bring in the morning sun from outside, illuminating a space perhaps twice as large as my bedroom.

Delicate vines cling to stone walls, and water trickles down their cool surface to a pool in the far corner that’s edged with moss, overlooked by a stone bench. Flowers reach up to the light, red and orange and yellow, long-stemmed and delicate, bouncing slightly in the faint breeze caused by the closing of the door behind me. There’s a whole tree in here, with smooth white bark and branches that rise and then arch gracefully back down again, gray-green leaves, and bunches of vividly pink blossoms.

I’ve dragged some cushions and blankets in so I can nap beneath it, completely undisturbed—none of the temple’s staff would dream of banging on the door to a place reserved for the gods, and as far as I know, nobody’s told Elorin and her Graycloaks it exists.

If I’m honest with myself, this beautiful place is beginning to take on hints of my bedroom at home—piles of paper sit in stacks next to my mattress, old plates are stacked by the door where I keep meaning to carry them out. I’ve tacked up rows of documents along the one free wall, half of them covered in my messy scrawl. I’m the one who put it together, and even I’m starting to think it looks like the collection of a conspiracy theorist who has lost half his mind.

It’s a sacrilege, my things in this space, turning something beautiful and quiet into a reflection of the chaos of my own world—my own mind.

Here, wedged into a flowering vine is a cluster of pages—diagrams of wings made by some batty old inventor who never got anywhere imitating birds. If he’d ever seen something like my glider, the Skysinger, his eyes would’ve popped out of his head. And yet I cling to his pages, because I don’t have the Skysinger, and I’m almost desperate enough to try anything else I can find.

I built my glider with tech I salvaged from the engines under my city, and I was sure that, given time, I could improve on my design, create a skyship that would be able to ascend under the power of its own engines. I stood and told the council so the day I fell Below. I still believe I could, but all the tech I’d need to do it is in the sky.

It’s torture. Being able to visualize every piece of what I need. It’s like standing on one side of a chasm, wanting to cross to the other, and staring at the plank I could use as a bridge . . . on the other side.

Just next to the sketches of the flying machine, there’s the stack of scrolls from when I found records mentioning the Second Exodus. They broke my heart, those scrolls—for a moment they offered a glimmer of hope that someone may have found a way into the sky after the Ascension, when Alciel rose into the sky. The Exodus, to Nimh’s people. The way it was done is lost to history, and for a wild moment, I thought the cracked scrolls might tell me how to do it a second time, how to ascend, but I could barely make out any of the words.

By the edge of the water, weighted down with a stone, I’ve placed a little nexus of myths I’ve found about the Sentinels, who have existed as long as this place’s records. They’re supposed to know the way between this world and mine. But they talk a lot about magic doors and true hearts. Are they the same pieces of a broken heart from the Oracle’s version of the story? I wonder. But otherwise they give no hint about what the hearts are or where any of them might be. They don’t even allude to the fact that at least one Sentinel still exists—Matias’s revelation on the steps of the temple after Nimh and Inshara ascended seemed to shock Techeki and the others as much as it did me. But if Matias knows a way to the sky, he’s not telling me.

Another dead end.

Because this is hopeless.

Two straight weeks of searching for a way home, and I’m absolutely nowhere.

Trying not to let the stab of disappointment overwhelm me, I add my little stack of notes about this Oracle of theirs to the myths about Sentinels. More stories, more perspectives on the mythology of the Exodus. Nothing that will ever help me do what our ancestors did and reach the other side of the sky myself.

Back when I first found this place, the garden was dying. A few discreet questions made it clear that nobody but the Divine One would ever set foot inside her sanctuary, and she hadn’t been here to tend to the growing things inside. When I walked through the stone door and it silently closed behind me, the leaves seemed to shiver in anticipation of . . . something.

And then I saw it, lying by a patch of wilting cream-and-gold flowers: a small trowel. Just set down, as if Nimh expected to return at any moment.

I told Hiret I wasn’t much of a gardener, but that wasn’t completely true.

I’ve used Nimh’s tools plenty of times since I found them, and now I sink down to sit on the grass, letting my fingers wrap around the carved wooden handle of the trowel that Nimh once held. For a moment, the image of her sitting here is so strong in my mind that I can almost feel her hand under mine. The handle even seems warm in my palm, as if she had just been here and touched it moments ago.

I thought I knew nothing about gardening, but it didn’t take long for my memories to come back. My grandfather’s voice . . .

He loved the palace gardens. I had tools just like these—miniature versions, because I was no more than five or six years old in my memory. The same age Nimh was when they found her and brought her to the temple.

The palace gardens were never my thing. If I ever get home, I’ll weed them end to end for my grandfather. For now, I begin my daily work, the way I wind down before I sleep—though usually I’m not dumb enough to attempt to sleep first thing in the morning, after an all-nighter in the library.

Slowly, I start to clear away the grass that’s closing in around the flowers, to gently remove the dead blossoms.

The cat takes up position beside me, watching my work, and after a few moments he starts growling softly. No, wait, this isn’t growling—Nimh told me the name for this.

Purring.

“I’m trying, Fuzz,” I tell him softly. “I swear, I’m trying hard as I know how.”

He just twitches his tail at me, and I keep on with my work. The quiet here is different from the quiet of the archives—this place is filled with life, with its own purpose. And though I’ve always loved learning, loved libraries, the last two weeks in the archives I’ve felt like a very small light in a big, dark room, the edges so far away I don’t even know where to search for them. The archives have been lonely.

Here, even though I know there’ll be more flowers to water tomorrow, more branches to trim, there’s still something comforting in this kind of work—in knowing I can finish it today, and do it right, and do it well.

Growing things are the place to look for hope, North. I can hear my grandfather’s voice, echoing between our worlds. No matter what else is happening, the garden is always putting forth a new shoot, readying itself in the certainty that tomorrow will come.

Nimh tended these little signs of hope, even though outside were Inshara’s Deathless cultists, who said she’d never manifest her power; the Graycloaks, who wanted to kill all magic to protect themselves; the mist storms threatening her people, who all looked to her as their sole protector.

I miss her so much, the ache of it exhausts me. My anger is my shield—I need it to hold off the constant fear of what Inshara might have done—to Nimh, to my family, my friends, my people. My anger is my fuel too, but it’s not propelling me anywhere useful. I’m no closer to an answer than I was when I began searching the archives.

I ease back from my knees to sit cross-legged on the edge of the mattress, and the cat climbs quietly into my lap, claws retracted for once, curling in against me without a hint of a protest as I gather him up in my arms, press my face to his fur.

“How did she do it?” I whisper to him. “How did she find the energy, the hope, to face the world when none of them thought she could do it? When even she didn’t know if she could do it?”

He’s quiet now, warm in my arms. He’s always gentle when we’re here. I’m gentler too. Perhaps this place can give me strength—just enough to try one more time.

Growing things are the place to look for hope, North.

How do I keep searching for a way to reach her? I could spend another ten years in the archives without finding what I need.

I know what I have to do.

I need someone who knows more than me. And I’m going to find a way to make him help me.





The Network Specialist

The network specialist hovers, his palms sweating, at the edge of the crowd that surrounds the queen.

Every now and then, he catches a glimpse of filmy crimson out at the podium. She is there, the girl from Below, speaking to the cameras and the crowds.

When she finishes and steps off the dais, she’s surrounded by courtiers and reporters all clamoring for her attention.

This is exactly why the specialist chose to work with tech systems—he’s not cut out for politics, not made to jostle for position. Give him a nice, quiet server room any day.

Still, his orders were clear. Gathering his courage, he steps forward, expecting to have to fight to be seen. Instead, a gold-crowned head snaps up, and a pair of penetrating eyes fix on his face.

“You’re back!” she exclaims, her eyebrows rising. “Did you learn the nature of the malfunction?”

The specialist shifts his weight from foot to foot. “I—uh—It wasn’t a malfunction after all, ma’am.” The woman’s eyes narrow a touch, and he hurries to correct his address. “I mean, Divine One. It wasn’t a mistake, the towers last pinged that particular chronometer in the gardens two weeks ago, around the time you arrived.”

The woman waits, sensing that there’s more. He swallows, dipping his hand into his pocket and pulling out the dirt-encrusted object there.

“Someone buried it, ma—Divine One.”

“Buried it?” She stares at him, her strange, compelling eyes flashing with a momentary anguish. “You mean it was abandoned? He tried to get rid of it?”

The specialist nods, nervous. He knows this is not the reply she wishes to hear.

“Someone of . . . great importance, spoke to me through this chrono,” she says. “There must be another explanation.”

“It was smashed and buried nearly an arm’s length underground, among the red flower display in the south garden,” the specialist replies, wincing.

A shiver goes through him as she approaches to take the chronometer. He surrenders the object with relief, hoping against hope that he won’t be summoned back to the palace until the next time their chrono network starts acting up.

Nimhara studies the broken chrono in her palm, those alien eyes intent, her lips tight. Then, in a quick gesture, she tosses it aside, and it clatters to the ground. “Never mind,” she says, her voice tight and controlled, focusing somewhere past him. “I don’t need him. I am my people’s goddess. And now yours, too.”

The specialist takes a few steps backward, listening to the crowds milling around outside the palace gates—there is some cheering, but mostly he can hear raised voices, confusion, uncertainty.

He waits until Nimhara has turned away, striding back to the queen’s side before all the cameras and the reporters shouting questions—and then he flees, leaving the broken chronometer abandoned on the floor.
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