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Chapter 1: The Fullest Nest

I woke the way I always woke now, before dawn, with somebody’s foot in my ribs.

It was Vibria’s foot. It was always Vibria’s foot. She slept diagonal across any bed she was in, and the Tower bed had been built for five and rebuilt for eight and reinforced by Brenna for ten, and Vibria still found the one angle that put her heel against my side like she was trying to push me off a cliff.

I didn’t move. I lay there in the gray light and counted.

That was the ritual. My mother had taught me to count a landscape before I trusted it. Ridge, saddle, watercourse, tree-line. You learned the shape of a place by naming every part of it, and then you knew when something changed.

So I named them.

Vibria, diagonal, copper-gold hair flattened on one side, mouth open, a faint heat-shimmer rising off her bronze shoulders even in sleep. Her shirt had gone somewhere in the night. It usually did. Her perky tits rose and fell with each breath, and the amber scale-patches along her collarbones glowed a sleepy orange.

Sybara on her stomach, glasses still on, one lens pressed crooked against the pillow. A page of notes under her cheek. Her robe had ridden up past the curve of the biggest ass in the Aerie, pale and round under the gray light, frost-shimmer faint at the inner thigh. She’d been writing when she fell asleep. She was always writing when she fell asleep.

Anfa curled small against the headboard, knees drawn up, silver-white hair across her eyes. The scale-scars along her spine glowed a dim steady silver. In the sky she was the fastest, most dangerous thing on the continent. In my bed she slept like something that had finally been allowed to stop.

Morana pressed against Anfa’s back with one hand resting on my forearm. She did that in her sleep now, a light check, never a grip. Her charcoal crop was a mess, and her fuller body fit against Anfa’s lean one like the two halves of the same storm. She believed it now, most mornings. You could see it in how loose her hand was.

Nure at the foot of the bed, dimmed to a nightlight. Her bioluminescence pulsed blue-green under pale skin, slow as a sleeping tide. Her black hair spread wet across the sheets, because her hair was always wet, because she was Nure.

Brenna nearest the door. She’d been bonded long enough to sleep in the pile, and she still chose the edge closest to the stair. Forge-caste. She’d said once that a door was just a seam that hadn’t been tested yet. Her forearms rested crossed over her chest, forge-scales banked to a low amber.

Ceto sprawled in the middle of everybody wearing my flight jacket and nothing else. She’d stolen it eight months ago. I’d stopped asking for it back. Her coral-red curls had escaped the tie she’d put in them, and every place her bare skin touched someone, a faint ring of amber light pulsed and faded, pulsed and faded.

Talise’s charcoal pencil hung on its peg by the doorframe, in the gouge it had worn there. Talise herself was buried somewhere between Ceto and Nure, a teal-streaked knot of hair sticking out of the blankets, one strong brown arm thrown over Ceto’s hip.

And Ayida over the Mark.

She lay half across my chest, warm and heavy, her cheek pressed exactly to the center of my sternum where the constellation sat. Ten points and the center. Her prism-shift hair spilled over my shoulder, and a few strands caught the first light coming through the balcony doors and went green, then gold, then violet. A small white flower had grown out of her hair overnight. They did that.

The Mark pulsed under her cheek. Slow. Steady. Ten colors and a golden-white center, warm as a hand.

Ten. And one empty space in the pile.

Campe wasn’t there.

I knew where she was. I didn’t need to look. The green point on my chest pulsed with a rhythm that didn’t match any of the sleepers around me. It was slower. Deeper. It came up through the floor of the Tower and the stone of two levels below.

She was in the nest gallery. She’d been sleeping there for ten weeks, sitting up, her back against the nest-wall, three armored eggs under her hands. Cradle-rumbling all night. The low war-dragon lullaby her mother had sung to her, the frequency Sera had learned as a hatchling and now hummed back like a family password.

The eggs were due any day.

I eased Ayida’s head off my chest and slid out from under Vibria’s foot. Vibria muttered something that sounded like “mine” and rolled into the warm spot I’d left. Ayida didn’t wake. She just put her hand on the place where my chest had been, and a second flower opened in her hair.

I went to the balcony.

The morning was cold. Autumn had come down off the high country two weeks ago and hadn’t left. The Flooded Crater below the mesa was a sheet of hammered pewter, and fog lay along the western cliffs in a long gray roll.

And on the western wall, where she was every dawn, stood Bolla.

I couldn’t see her face from the Tower. I didn’t need to. I knew the shape of her as well as any ridge I’d walked a dozen times. Tall for a gale-clan scout, all length and light muscle, built for crossings. Bare feet on the cold stone. Her sun-bleached hair twisted up off her neck so the silver arcs showed. She did that on purpose now. Her people trained their children to bare the backs of their necks for a brand. She wore her hair up so the scars where the brand had been taken off her were the first thing anyone saw.

She had one hand raised. One wet finger to the wind.

She stood like that every morning, reading the air off the ocean toward a home across the open water that she couldn’t see. Not one word had come back from it since the Flight sailed. Every dawn of the season she’d stood on that wall with her finger in the wind like a woman trying to hear a voice in another room.

The Mark didn’t pulse toward her. She wasn’t bonded. She was a scout on loan, a guest, the Farshore’s eyes. A friend.

I watched her anyway. A man notices a woman like that. Long legs. The line of her back. How she held perfectly still in a wind that moved everything else on the wall. I noticed, and I told myself it was the surveyor in me, and I didn’t entirely believe myself.

Behind me, Vibria’s voice came out of the pile, thick with sleep.

“If you’re standing on the balcony looking at the western wall again, I’m telling Campe you’re mooning.”

“I’m checking the weather.”

“The weather’s blonde,” Vibria said, and went back to sleep.



The nest gallery took up most of the Tower’s ground floor now.

It had started two years ago as a padded enclosure against the warm inner wall, built by Campe out of stolen clothes and a cart of forge supplies, for Vibria’s first three eggs. Every clutch since had added a wing. Brenna had framed it in salt-alloy after Vibria’s five. Ayida had grown a living hedge along one side. There was a cold-alcove now, and a basin, and a heated slab, and a rack of buckets Bellic kept stocked at all times, because there were thirteen hatchlings in this Aerie and every single one of them was a disaster in its own element.

I came down the stair barefoot and stopped at the gallery arch.

Campe sat inside the nest with her back to the wall.

She was in her undershirt and uniform trousers, her boots off and lined up beside her with parade-ground precision. Her auburn braid had loosened in the night, strands escaping at her temples and the back of her neck. Her forearms rested on the nest-padding on either side of three eggs.

They were the size of large melons. Armor-shelled, overlapping plates in dark iron-gray and bronze, each plate edged with a faint seam of warmer metal. They looked less like eggs than like three small shields someone had curled up for safekeeping.

Campe’s chest rose and fell. And under it, under the soft bound weight of her breasts and the slow breathing, came the rumble.

You didn’t hear it so much as feel it. It came up through the floor into the soles of my feet. Low. Rolling. The war-dragon lullaby. Her mother’s frequency.

The eggs answered.

Three small tones, uneven, ringing up out of the plate-shells, a shade off from each other and a shade off from her. Close.

Campe opened her eyes. Forest-green, tired, bright.

“Alpha,” she said. Her voice was hoarse from a season of humming. “You’re barefoot on stone.”

“So are you.”

“I’m a war dragon.”

“You’re a war dragon in an undershirt,” I said, “who hasn’t slept lying down in ten weeks.”

“Seventy-one days.” She said it like a report. “I am aware of the count.”

I came into the nest and sat beside her. The padding gave under me. Everything she’d ever stolen from me lined it. My spoon from my first breakfast at the Aerie. My waterglass. A flight-jacket button. Three of my pencils. The silver ranger’s ring my mother had given me, the one Campe had taken off my nightstand the first night she ever slept in this nest and worn on her own finger ever since, until the night she laid. She’d put it into the nest lining beside her eggs that night. It was still there, half buried in a fold of my old shirt.

Sera lay curled on the nest-rim, tail wrapped around nothing, her metallic spine-ridges catching the lamplight. She was the size of a big dog now and still thought she was small enough for Campe’s shoulder. She opened one eye at me, judged me harmless, and rumble-purred at the eggs.

The eggs rumbled back.

Campe’s face softened. She didn’t let it go far. She let it go about half an inch, which was more than her cadets would see in a year.

“They’re louder this week,” she said.

“Sybara says that means soon.”

“Sybara says many things.” She put one hand flat on the nearest egg. The rumble deepened under her palm. “That one pushes against the plates when I stop singing.” Campe’s mouth twitched. “Impatient.”

“Have you picked names?”

“I have candidates. Old war-clan tongue.” She glanced at me sidelong. “Nothing is final until they’re out and I can see who they are. You’ll get a vote.”

“Will it count?”

“It will be recorded,” Campe said, which was the most honest answer a commander ever gave.

I put my hand next to hers on the shell. The plates were warm. Under my palm, very faint, something pushed back.

The Mark flared. Green, then the center. A small knot of heat right behind my sternum.

Campe felt it through the bond. Her forearm plates, the dark metallic scale-armor along both arms, rippled once and smoothed a quarter-inch back toward her elbows. She didn’t try to stop it. The morning she laid, she would have.

“Go eat,” she said. “Your partners will be awake and starving, and Vibria will steal your tea.”

“Vibria will steal my tea if I’m awake or asleep.”

“Then go protect it.” She closed her eyes again. The rumble came back up through the floor.

Sera got up.

She’d done it every hour since the laying, according to Campe’s cadets, who’d started timing her. She walked the nest-rim on her stiff little legs, spine-ridges up, and stopped at each armored egg in turn. Sniffed the seam where one plate overlapped the next. Pressed her snout to the shell and listened, head cocked, like an officer taking a sentry’s report. Moved on to the next one. Did it again.

Three eggs. Three inspections. No egg passed without its sniff.

She finished at the middle egg, the one that pushed when Campe stopped singing, and lay down along the rim with her chin on top of it like it was hers to guard.

An heir checking the troops, and nobody had ever needed to tell her she was one.

I stood. At the gallery arch I looked back. The commander of the Aerie’s combat wing sat in a nest lined with my spoons with her head tipped back against the wall and three armored eggs singing under her hands.

Sixty feet of the most feared combat form in the academy, and she hummed them a lullaby all night.



Morning census happened whether I wanted it to or not.

I’d stopped trying to keep a written count after Vibria’s second clutch. Thirteen hatchlings in three elements didn’t fit in a survey book. They fit in a running state of alarm that the whole Aerie shared, like a cold everyone had.

The Hatchling Aerie was the converted upper gallery off the cadet wing, riverstone along the lower walls, a heated slab in one corner, three windows that had been replaced so many times Brenna had started keeping spare panes cut to size. By the time I got there, Kira was running a fire-drill.

Kira was the eldest of Vibria’s first clutch. Dog-sized, amber-scaled, back-swept horns coming in. She’d appointed herself Warden of the Nursery sometime in the last year. Maren had once made her Warden of the Third Bucket, and Kira had promoted herself from there, and she took the job with the dead seriousness of a sergeant who had been born on fire.

She stood on the riverstone ledge with her chest out, sparking orders at the four newborns.

Kori, Vash, Tama, and Essa. Vibria’s second clutch, the ones who’d hatched four months ago in the middle of the Farshore crisis. They were the size of large cats now and had exactly one skill, which was setting things on fire.

The drill, as far as I could tell, was supposed to teach them to put out fires.

They set the drill on fire.

Specifically, they set the practice-bucket’s rope handle on fire, and then Tama set Vash’s tail on fire, and Vash set the straw on fire to get even, and Essa sat in the middle of it all looking deliberately at the ceiling as if she’d never seen fire in her life.

Kira sparked at them. Furious. Small jets of flame and a high chirping that was unmistakably a lecture.

Bellic stood at the gallery door with a full bucket in each hand and the expression of a woman who had been doing this through four broods and would be doing it for thirty more years.

“Morning, Alpha,” she said.

“Morning, Bellic.”

She upended one bucket over the straw. Steam boiled up. Kira turned on her with an outraged spark, because the Warden of the Nursery had been about to handle it.

“Don’t,” Bellic told the hatchling. “I’ve seen your handling.”

She set the empty bucket down and pulled a slate off her belt. It was the slate. Every quartermistress in the history of the academy had kept a slate of supplies. Bellic’s slate was a ledger of every disaster thirteen dragons had caused since the first egg cracked. She had columns. She had sub-columns.

I leaned over to look.

FIRE (NEONATAL). FIRE (ESTABLISHED). GROWTH (UNWANTED). FROST (GEOMETRIC). The last one, newest, chalked in fresh this week, said:

WAR (PENDING).

“Optimistic,” I said.

“Realistic,” Bellic said. “Three war dragons. Born in plate. I’ve seen war-caste hatch in the northern aeries. They come out walking.” She tapped the column. “Walking dragons are worse than flying ones. Flying ones you can see.”

She tucked the slate away.

Down the corridor, a door opened.

Torren came out of his vault.

Torren was the second of Vibria’s first clutch. Slightly larger than Kira, darker bronze, the deliberate one. He’d started hoarding as a hatchling, same as Campe, and somewhere along the way the hoard had become a business. He ran a trading post out of the river-stone vault at the end of the hall. There was a board on the door now, chalked by Talise because Torren couldn’t write, listing exchange rates.

The board had a new line this week. I could read it from where I stood.

FARSHORE GREEN GLASS: 2 SHELL / 1 BEAD.

Under it, in a careful second hand, someone had added a correction in tiny letters: at ebb tide, 3.

“Bolla helped him draft it,” Bellic said. “Farshore exchange rates. I’m told I’m in debt now in two currencies.”

“How are you in debt to a dragon who can’t count?”

“He can count,” Bellic said darkly. “He just doesn’t tell you he can.”

Torren looked at me. Assessed me. Decided I owed him nothing today, and went back into his vault.



The life trio lived in the Ember Garden, mostly.

I took the outer path past the western wall, because it was faster, and because I liked walking past the place where the wall had flowered the night Ayida grew it, before the parley, and still had blossoms in the cracks months later. Ayida’s Garden had grown so far beyond its old bowl that you couldn’t tell where Garden ended and fortress began. Root-lattice ran through the ward-stones. Vines grew up the watchtowers. The western wall that had once been naked stone now wore a thick green coat.

Fen had rooted himself in the Garden’s best sun-spot.

He was Ayida’s middle hatchling, iridescent-prism scaled, the size of a hound, and he’d discovered as a newborn that if he dug his feet into warm soil he could sit there all day and the soil would feed him something back. He’d done it every morning since. His feet went into the dirt to the ankle, and moss spread out from him in a slow ring, and he rumbled contentedly with his eyes closed.

Moving him was not possible. Bellic had tried, once, with a shovel, on the theory that if you dug deep enough under a hatchling you could lift him out like a turnip. Fen had rumbled at her, sunk another inch, and grown a ring of clover around the blade. The shovel was still standing where she’d left it, wrapped in vines to the handle.

Sylva’s clinic was open at the Garden gate. Three ten-minute appointments a day, the life-caste healers had ruled, after Sylva had nearly worn herself out healing every scraped knee in the cadet wing. She was the smallest of the life trio and the boldest. She sat on a flat stone at the gate with a hand-lettered sign beside her that said CLINIC in Talise’s handwriting, and a fourth-year cadet knelt in front of her holding out a split knuckle.

Sylva breathed on it. A warm green exhale. Bloom.

The skin closed. A tiny white flower grew briefly out of the scab and fell off.

The cadet said “Thank you, healer,” very solemnly, and Sylva puffed up with pride and rumbled.

Amaya, the first-bloomed, was on the stair to the Garden pavilion. She liked stairs. She was blooming them. Every step she climbed, flowers opened in the cracks behind her, white and gold. By the time she reached the top, the whole flight was carpeted.

I stepped around the flowers.

Behind me, a cadet carrying a basket of bread didn’t, and slid, and caught herself on a rail, and said a word cadets weren’t supposed to know.

Amaya looked down at her, delighted.



The cold-vault was off the back of the Forge, and I went through it on the way to breakfast because I always did.

Brenna had built it out of the Forge’s back linen room last year, the week Sybara’s frost-clutch was laid. Alloy-lined walls, frost-veined air channeled up through passages she’d carved down to the mesa’s deep-cold aquifer. You walked into it from the warm Forge and your breath went white in two steps.

The walls were tiled in frost.

Exact panes of it. Squares and hexagons, perfectly fitted, each one about the width of my hand, running floor to ceiling across three walls. Kess had done that. Sybara’s son, three months old, pale blue-veined and patient, the size of a big cat. Since the morning he’d hatched he had organized every surface he could reach into frost geometry, his mother’s son, catastrophically. It was the same itch that made Torren hoard and Fen root. He couldn’t help it. He sat in the middle of the vault floor now, carefully finishing a hexagon near the floor-drain, breathing on it in short precise puffs.

His sister didn’t tile. Veya was smaller, quicksilver, and she had one great passion in life, which was glasses.

Anyone who came into the vault wearing spectacles got rimed. She’d breathe a cone of frost right across the lenses and then chime, a high crystal ringing sound, absolutely delighted at the result. She’d done it to Sybara forty times. She’d done it to Tessara. She’d done it to Nivara, the junior frost-wyrm who kept the vault’s night-cradle on Sybara’s protocol, so many times that Nivara had started wearing her glasses on a cord and taking them off at the door.

I didn’t wear glasses. Veya looked at me with deep disappointment and chimed once, flat.

“Sorry,” I told her.

She’d already found better prey. Sybara was there already, in the far corner, standing over Brenna, who knelt on the frost-veined floor with her sleeves pushed up and one forearm shoved to the elbow into an open channel-seam.

“The protocol specifies a depth-check at the third joint,” Sybara was saying. “Not the second.”

“The third joint’s sound,” Brenna said, without looking up. “The second one sweats. I can feel it.”

“The protocol…”

“Was written before the second one started sweating.” Brenna pulled her arm out of the seam, frost to the wrist, and wiped it on her apron. “I’ll check the third too. Then I’ll check the second again. Then you can write down that I was right.”

Sybara opened her mouth to answer, and Veya rimed her glasses solid white from three feet away and chimed with joy. Sybara stood there blind and dignified. Brenna, still on her knees, took a cloth from her apron and held it up to her without a word, and Sybara took it without a word, and neither of them gave an inch on the joint.

Nivara, at the vault slate, adjusted her own glasses on their cord without looking up. She’d adopted the mannerism from Sybara. Half the archival caste had.

“The night-coil held at depth, Alpha,” she reported. “They do this every morning. Kess tiled the drain grate again. I’ve asked him not to. He looked at me like I’d asked a river not to run.”

“He gets that from his mother.”

“Everyone says that,” Nivara said, “as if it explains anything.”



The cadet hall was loud.

It was always loud, but autumn made it louder. Fire in the big hearths. Five hundred cadets packed onto benches by wing and caste. The fire-wing near the kitchen, laughing. The frost-wyrms at the back by the ventilation shafts with their books. War-caste near the exit, sitting straight. The tidepool tables in the corner, where Talise held court every night with sagas that got bigger every time she told them.

I took my seat at our table. Back to the wall. Old habit.

Jessa had already set a pot of black tea at my place. She’d been feeding this academy for seventeen years and knew exactly how each of us took our tea and our eggs and our bad news.

I poured a cup.

I looked up to find out where Vibria was, because I knew what was coming.

She was coming across the hall from the apron doors.

I’d watched her from the Tower stair at first light, before the census, as forty feet of fire drake, scorched-copper scales throwing off the dawn, back-swept horns, the smallest fire drake in the academy and the hottest flame in it. She’d been on the Flight Apron teaching the four newborns their first glides. She’d stood at the apron edge with her wings half-spread like a shelter, and one by one the newborns had launched off her outstretched wing and flapped frantically and dropped about ten feet and been caught.

Then Tama had sneezed fire onto the practice-banner and the practice-banner had gone up like a torch, and Vibria had turned her long copper neck and looked at the burning banner, and then at Tama, with an expression of total maternal pride.

Now she was barefoot and human and coming across the cadet hall in a crop top and shorts.

My eyes did what they always did. They started at the bottom. Bare bronze feet on the stone, because she’d lost her sandals by the apron. Short muscular legs, calves hard from a lifetime of flight-ladder climbing. Her shorts had already ridden up the curve of her compact ass. Strong thighs that clenched with every step. A flat bronze stomach, freckles across her shoulders, a sheen of sweat between her tits from an hour of flying.

Two clutches had filled her out. She’d been a B-cup when I met her, small and high and perky. She was a full C now, still perky, still high, still bouncing every time she laughed, and she laughed a lot. Her nipples stood hard through the thin crop top, because she ran too hot for a bra and always would.

Heat-shimmer rose off her shoulders. Her copper-gold hair stuck up on one side.

Her orange-amber eyes found mine across the hall and glowed. Literally glowed. The Mark’s amber point pulsed hot under my shirt, and my cock gave a single interested twitch, because that look had been doing it to me since the ritual pool and showed no sign of quitting.

She didn’t say good morning.

She came straight to the table, climbed into my lap, took my tea out of my hand, and drank it.

The whole cup. Looking at me over the rim.

Then she set it down, refilled it from the pot, and handed it back.

Two tables over, at the end of the war-caste bench where she ate with Rissara’s wing, Bolla made a sound. A short startled huff of laughter, there and gone, quickly swallowed behind her cup like she’d caught herself doing something she hadn’t known she could do. A season ago, fresh out of Skarn’s brand, she hadn’t laughed at all. The cadets beside her grinned into their bread and pretended not to have heard.

“Morning,” Vibria said.

“That was my tea.”

“It still is. I refilled it.” She settled into my lap like she owned it. Her ass was warm through her shorts. Very warm. Vibria ran at a temperature that would have blistered a normal man’s thighs, and a year and more of bond-resistance meant I could sit under her like a lizard on a hot wall and not burn. I put one hand on her hip, bare-palmed, on the scalding bronze skin. She made a small satisfied sound.

“Tama burned the banner,” she said.

“I saw.”

“First flame at altitude. Ten feet. In a crosswind.” She glowed. “That’s my girl.”

“Bellic’s going to start a column.”

“Bellic already has a column,” Vibria said. “Bellic has a column for my columns.” She stole a piece of bread off my plate. “Kira’s furious. Kira thinks the newborns are undisciplined.”

“The newborns are four months old.”

“Kira was undisciplined at four months old. She ate a hammer.” Vibria leaned back against my chest and let her head rest on my shoulder. Her voice dropped. Vibria didn’t do quiet; she did closer. “Campe’s eggs?”

“Louder. Sybara says soon.”

“Good.” She was quiet for a second, which for Vibria was a long time. “She sat in that nest all season and didn’t complain once. I complained the entire time I carried. Every day. I complained to Jessa so much she started leaving a honey-cake on my plate every morning just so my mouth would be busy.”

“You did not.”

“Ask Jessa.” She grinned. Then the grin went thoughtful. “She’ll fall apart when they hatch. Campe. She’ll try not to and she’ll do it anyway. I want to be there when she does.”

“To laugh at her?”

“To catch her,” Vibria said. She drank my tea again.



The Training Terrace hung off the mesa’s southern face like a stone shelf over five hundred feet of nothing.

Campe had commissioned it the season the first clutch was laid, for partial-transformation drills. It fit six human-form dragon-kin side by side, and it had moss stains from Ayida’s root drills, scorch marks from Vibria’s fire-lances, and a frost-crack along one edge where Sybara had grounded a lightning strike in the first season of drills and the stone had never quite healed.

This morning it belonged to Bolla.

The wind-school had been her idea. Weeks ago, a month after the Flight sailed, she’d gone to Aurelion in the council anteroom and asked to teach, for once, instead of being taught. The gale-clan lattice, the long-crossing craft her people had used since before the academy laid its first stone, to fly the open ocean without dying. Aurelion had looked at the gale scout who had once knelt on a beach and bared her neck for a brand, and said yes in one word, and handed her a cadet wing.

Rissara’s wing. Twelve fire and war cadets, and Rissara herself, healed now, the burn scars from the Battle of the Aerie a shiny pink web across one shoulder and down her left arm. She’d held the gate-line in that battle with her wing on fire. She’d kept the scars on purpose, the way Bolla kept her hair up.

They stood in two rows on the Terrace in human form, and Bolla walked between them barefoot.

She’d come a long way from the girl on the shingle beach.

Her Aerie speech was good now. Better than good. She’d spent the season in the cadet hall and the wind-school and Sylva’s clinic and Morana’s company, and the words had come fast. What hadn’t changed were the idioms. Farshore turns of phrase came out of her sideways, upside down, perfectly sensible in her own tongue and strange in ours.

“You fly,” she was saying, “like a man who argues with his wife.”

Twelve cadets looked at each other.

“Too much talking,” Bolla clarified. “The wind tells you a thing. You tell it back a different thing. Louder. You flap. It pushes. You flap more.” She stopped in front of a fire cadet who was visibly trying not to laugh. “In my clan we say: the one who argues with the wind gets home late and tired and alone.”

“What do you do instead?” Rissara asked.

“Agree with it.” Bolla raised one hand, palm flat, and tilted it slowly. “Set the wings. Find where it is already going. Go there with it. Spend nothing.” She looked at her students. “Spend nothing is the whole lesson. Everything else is details.”

She had them shift. Thirteen dragons, mostly fire and war caste, the wrong breeds for long-crossing work, all of them built for speed and impact. They went off the Terrace edge one after another and caught the updraft off the cliff face and tried.

Then Bolla shifted.

I’d seen it a dozen times now and it still stopped me.

Gale-clan didn’t erupt like Anfa or ripple like Brenna. Bolla’s shift was quick and light and economical, like everything else about her. Her body lengthened, and her arms swept out, and the wings came in a long silver-gray unfolding, storm-gray and green, sun-bleached pale at the tips. Forty-odd feet of lean gale-dragon, all wing and long neck and very little else. Built to outrun the sea.

She went off the edge and didn’t flap once.

She set her wings and the air just took her. There was no visible reason she should rise. The air over the crater looked flat. And she climbed, in a long slow curve, a hundred feet, two hundred, riding something I couldn’t see.

“Alpha.”

I turned. Anfa stood behind me, already in her flight leathers, arms crossed, silver hair damp from the morning fog.

“You’re riding drill today,” she said. “I’m the drill.”

“You volunteered?”

“Rissara asked for a storm-caste demonstration.” Her electric-blue eyes narrowed. “Apparently I’m what not to do.”

Anfa shifted on the Terrace edge in five seconds flat, her usual eruption of silver-white and storm. Fifty-five feet of storm dragon, lightning-scarred, electric-blue eyes. I bound the harness to her spine-ridge. Three anchor points, base of the neck, mid-back, tail-base. Brenna’s newest clips, salt-alloy, spring-loaded with a twist lock. My hands moved over the ridge without thinking. Every ride since Starward Peak. I knew where she liked the strap snug and where she hated it, where her scales ran hot after a storm-dive, the exact shiver along her shoulder-blades when I tightened the last clip.

That shiver was trust. Never arousal, never in dragon form; a storm dragon who’d thrown every rider the academy had ever sent, letting a man buckle himself to her spine.

I climbed on. She went off the edge.

And she flapped.

She flapped like the air had insulted her. Anfa had always flown like the air did not exist, the fastest flier on the continent, a storm made to go through things. She hit the updraft off the cliff and powered through it, and the lattice Bolla was building in the sky above the crater fell apart around her like she’d thrown a rock through a window.

The cadets scattered. One of them squawked.

Bolla came around in a long effortless curve and slid in beside us. Gale-dragons couldn’t speak in dragon form any more than the rest of them, but tone was readable, and Bolla’s tone was an unmistakable sound of patience being tested.

Bolla tilted one wing toward the north. A small, exact motion.

I felt Anfa’s whole body go rigid under me. Every instinct in her said no. Storm dragons made their own air. They didn’t follow anyone’s read. They didn’t follow anyone.

Then she tilted north.

The air took us.

It came up under us like a current under a boat. One second we were flapping, fighting, every wingbeat a cost. The next we were on something. A slope of moving air, invisible, rising off the crater rim in a long smooth ramp. Anfa set her wings because Bolla had set hers, and we rode it, and we didn’t spend a single wingbeat for a quarter mile.

I felt her heart through the Mark. The sync. My heartbeat matching her wingbeats, the way it had since the first day I’d stayed on her back. There were no wingbeats now. Just her heart, slowing. Calming.

Her wings stopped twitching for the next stroke.

Bolla peeled off and went back to her cadets. Anfa held the lift alone for another hundred yards, and then the old instinct came back and she flapped twice, hard, and broke out of it. But she’d held it.

When we landed and she shifted back, she kept her mouth shut for a while. She stood on the Terrace in her flight leathers with her fists curled at her sides and stared at the sky.

Bolla landed and shifted and walked over. Barefoot. Her hair had come half down in the dive. She pushed it back up and pinned it without a mirror.

“You followed,” she said to Anfa.

“Once.”

“Once is the hardest one.” Bolla studied her. “We have a word for the first time you let the wind decide. We say a scout has been unbuckled.”

Anfa’s lip curled, the old tell. Then it uncurled.

“Your clan has a word for everything,” she said.

“We have a lot of time on the crossings,” Bolla said. “Nothing else to do but make words.”

Anfa almost smiled. She walked away before she could.

I’d been sketching between passes.

That was the other thing that happened on the Terrace that morning.

Old habit. I’d carried a pocket survey book since I was seventeen. Every place I’d ever been went into it. The Aerie’s architecture. The cadet schedule. The apron angles. The Flooded Crater’s shoreline in three seasons. Maps were what I did before I was anything else, before the Lattice, before the Mark. A cartographer six weeks behind on rent.

Riding Anfa through Bolla’s lattice, I’d felt the air the way I felt ground. The ramp off the crater rim. A dead pocket over the eastern shallows. A slow twisting band of lift that ran along the southern cliffs like a river running uphill. I’d felt them under Anfa’s wings and I’d known their shapes.

So between passes I’d sat on the Terrace edge and drawn them.

Lines. Contour lines, but for air. The ramp as a set of close-spaced curves. The dead pocket as a ring. The southern band as a long sweep of parallel strokes with arrows showing which way it moved. I’d added elevations by eye. A note here and there in my cramped surveyor’s hand. Strong at the lip. Fades by midday. Watch the shear at the narrows.

Bolla came to sit beside me and looked at the page.

She went still.

I’d seen her go still before. It was the gale-clan stillness, the old procedure. On the beach, kneeling, waiting for iron. In the infirmary, staring at her own unbranded hands. That stillness was fear. This one had her leaning toward the page.

“What is this,” she said.

“Wind,” I said. “The lift off the rim. That’s the ramp you showed them. That’s the band along the south cliff.”

She didn’t touch the page. She looked at it like Kulshedra had looked at my Mark across the parley stones.

“You made the wind hold still,” she said.

I didn’t know what to say to that.

“My people have sung the wind for ten thousand years,” Bolla said. Her voice had dropped low. “Every gale child learns the bands before she learns her letters. The western ramp. The Long Breath. The storm-band. We sing them, so we remember. We sing them to the young ones so they will not die on the crossings. Every band has a song, and every song has a shape, and the shape lives in the singer.” She reached out and almost touched one of the curves. “Nobody ever drew it. Nobody ever made it hold still on paper so you could look at it after the wind was gone.”

“You never drew it?”

“We don’t draw. We sing.” She lifted her storm-gray-green eyes to mine. “You read ground. I read wind. And you just read my wind like ground.” She was quiet a moment. “That is a very strange thing for a Mark to do.”

“I’m a strange Mark.”

“Yes,” Bolla said, with total gale-clan sincerity. “You are.”

She sat beside me while I finished the drawing, and she didn’t say anything else. But she watched every line I put down.



Her question came at noon.

Every day, one question. She’d started it a month ago and never missed a day. She called it learning the difference, which was the thing she’d told Lamya she was staying to learn. Made versus chosen. The brand that had turned her into a weapon in a week versus the Mark that had unmade it in a heartbeat. She’d decided the only way to understand the Mark was to ask about it, one plain question at a time, and listen to the whole answer, and file it.

She asked them at odd moments. Over bread. On the wall stair. Once in the middle of a sparring drill, while Morana had her in a headlock.

Today she asked on the wall stair down from the Terrace, walking beside me, her bare feet silent on the stone.

“Does it hurt you when they leave the room?”

I thought about it. You didn’t give Bolla a quick answer. She knew when you did.

“A little,” I said. “The Mark dims when a partner goes out of range. It used to be worse. The first year, if Vibria went to the far side of the mesa, I felt it like a draft. Now it’s less. They’re far, I can still feel them. Like hearing somebody moving around downstairs.”

“But it hurts.”

“Some. Less every year.”

“Why less?”

“Because they come back,” I said. “Every time. After enough times, a body learns it.”

Bolla walked a few steps in silence.

“So it is not the Mark that stops the hurting,” she said. “It is the coming back.”

“I suppose it is.”

She nodded slowly. I could almost see her put it on a shelf in her head next to all the other answers. Twenty-nine of them now. She had a whole shelf.

At the bottom of the stair she stopped.

“In the Farshore,” she said, “when a bond is cut, it never comes back. That is what the songs say. My mother had three flight-sisters. One died on a crossing. My mother never felt her again. She said it was like a room in her chest with the door bricked shut.” She looked at me. “Your bonds come back every time.”

“So far.”

“So far,” Bolla repeated, like she was tasting the words. Then she went to find Morana for her afternoon sparring, and left me standing on the stair with the strange feeling that I’d just been surveyed.



The deep archive lived three levels down in the mesa rock.

Spiral stair, lanterns every twenty steps, the air getting colder and quieter on each level until the noise of the Aerie was just a memory. Sybara’s domain. She’d been head archivist since she was nineteen, and she’d spent the two years since I’d met her turning the deep archive into a war room, a research station, a nursery annex, and, for a few memorable nights, a bedroom.

She was at her desk under the central resonance-glass.

The glass was four hundred years old and built into the bedrock, and it had two cracks running through it now from two different Harmonics. Sybara had repaired it twice with Bellic’s help and refused a third repair on the grounds that the cracks were “data.” It hummed, very faintly, all the time now. Since the night the Weave’s chord had sustained after the battle, the glass never quite went silent.

On the desk sat the cold-jar.

Inside the cold-jar sat the song-tablet.

Grown-shell and carved bone, about the size of a book, older than the exodus. Kulshedra had given it to us at the truce-fire after the Battle of the Aerie. It held the name of the First Alpha. The thing under the mountain. The hollow that had once been a man, before his own clans forged his Mark into a weapon and refused to let him die.

His name. In a tongue so old not even Kulshedra could say it.

Sybara had been trying to translate it for a season.

She looked up when I came down the last stair. Her glasses caught the lamplight. She was in full archivist robes, layered cold grays and winter blues, collar buttoned to the throat, bun speared with a quill. Every inch of her covered. You’d never know what was under it unless you’d seen it, and I’d seen it, and seeing her like this still made my mouth go dry.

The robe was tight across her hips where she sat. The heavy cloth draped over the swell of her ass on the chair. The belt cinched her waist, the only clue to the hourglass under all those layers.

Her throat flushed faintly pink above the collar. She’d seen me look.

“Alpha,” she said. “You are staring at my robes.”

“I’m staring at the tablet.”

“You are a poor liar.” She adjusted her glasses. “It is one of your more endearing qualities.” She turned back to the desk. “Sit. I am about to tell you about a wall.”

I sat.

She pulled forty pages of notes out of a folder. Forty. I could see the page count written in the corner of the top sheet.

“These,” she said, “are forty pages proving what I cannot do.”

“That bad.”

“Worse. Look.” She lifted the cold-jar’s lid with a cloth and tilted the tablet toward the lamp without taking it out. Cold mist curled off the shell. I’d seen the carvings before. Rows of marks, cut into the bone, dense and strange. Not like any script I’d seen. Not land-clan, not ocean-clan light-script, not the old Accord dialect.

“For three months I assumed these were letters,” Sybara said. “An alphabet. Each mark a sound, as in our script. I was wrong.” She pointed with the cloth, not touching. “See these. Stacked. Three marks, one above the other, at the same position on the line. Then two. Then five. You cannot say three letters at once.”

“So what are they?”

“Notation.” She said it with a kind of furious respect. “For sound. For pitch. Each mark is not a letter. It is a note. And when they stack, it means more than one note sounding together.” She set the cloth down. “It is written for more than one voice. At the same time.”

“A name written for a choir.”

“A name written as a chord.” She took off her glasses and pinched the bridge of her nose. “And I cannot read it. Because the key that maps a mark to a pitch is lost. On this continent, at least. The clans that buried him burned everything they could. They kept the burial. They destroyed the record of who he was.” She put her glasses back on. “Kulshedra said it would take years. I assumed she was being cautious. She was being accurate.”

“There’s no key anywhere?”

“Not here.” She tapped the forty pages. “I have checked every pre-Accord fragment the archive holds. I have checked Rán’s records through Thessaly’s relay. I have checked the ocean-clan’s light-script against it, on the theory that song-script and light-script might share an ancestor. They do not. Not in any way I can use.” She looked at the tablet in its cold-jar for a long moment. “I have never met a wall I could not get around. This one is very patient.”

“Like the thing under the mountain.”

“Do not,” Sybara said, “be poetic at me. I am already irritated.”

Beside the cold-jar sat the folder.

LISTENING. That was the label, in Sybara’s exact hand. It had been open since the day we’d sealed the Hollow Alpha under the Shattered Peaks behind a living seal grown from steel and coral and root and true resonance. Since then the thing had stopped calling. It had gone silent, the kind of silence Sybara refused to call dormant.

Every week Vandra sent a report from the Peaks garrison through the relay chain. Every week Sybara read it and filed it.

She slid the newest one across the desk.

It was three lines long. Vandra wrote short.

Seal steady. Settlement harvest in. Mountain silent on all instruments.

“Attentive-silent,” Sybara said. “I maintain the distinction.”

“You’ve maintained it since the sealing.”

“Because it is correct.” She put the report in the folder. Then she didn’t close the folder. She rested her hand on it and looked at the tablet beside it.

“A name said right is a door,” she said quietly. Kulshedra’s words, from the truce-fire. “And I cannot say it. I cannot even read it. And beneath the mountain, something has heard every chord we have made for two years. Since the sealing, it has been listening to them.” She looked at me. “Some nights I am grateful for the wall.”

I put my hand over hers on the folder.

The Mark pulsed. Blue. Her point. And the center, warm, under it.

Her glasses fogged at the edges. Two breaths. Her old tell.

“That,” she said, with great dignity, “is the cold-vault air on my lenses.”

“We’re three levels from the cold-vault.”

“Conduction,” Sybara said, and did not take her hand back.



“Fishing boats are staying in,” Ivora said. “Three villages on the south coast. Nobody’s told them why.”

It was the first thing she’d said all afternoon that wasn’t a patrol rotation. We’d been walking the western wall since the noon bell, talking about nothing important. A fishing village that had started leaving bread out for the watch-dragons. Whether the old signal tower at the third bend needed rebuilding before winter.

Coastal scout-commander. It had been her title for half a year now, and she still flinched a little when cadets said it. Quiet Ivora, my first friend at the Aerie, the stone-dragon cadet who used to sit at my table and tell me which wings were angry. She ran the whole western watch now, with relay posts down the coast and Talise’s tide-kin feeding her reports out of every cove.

From the wall you could see the whole western sweep. The ocean was out there, beyond the coastal range, three days’ flight. You couldn’t see it from the mesa. But you could feel it, like weather coming. Ivora had been turning her head west the whole walk, her stone-dragon ground-sense reading something under the noise of the Aerie.

“Weather?”

“Clear for a week.” Ivora rubbed her thumb along the granite-scale patch at her shoulder. “My grandmother said habits are the enemy of watching. You watch what you expect and you miss what arrives.”

“What are you expecting?”

“I don’t know,” Ivora said. “Neither do the fishers. They just stopped going out.”



Dusk came in cold and gold over the crater.

I was on the western balcony of the Tower with my survey book on my knee, finishing the wind-drawing from the morning. Cinda rode my shoulder.

She’d been on my shoulder most of the day, actually, in between being on Vibria’s. She was the striped one. The weave-born. Amber-and-gold in narrow bands, the fifth of Vibria’s second clutch, the egg that had refused to hatch until the loudest note in the world rang out during the Battle of the Aerie. She was the size of a house cat and calm in a way no fire-drake had ever been calm. She sat on my shoulder with her tail curled around the back of my neck.

And she hummed.

Under her breath. Constantly. One note. The root of the Weave’s chord. The pitch at the bottom of everything the pack made together when the shutters were open. She’d hummed it since the night she was named. She hummed it into my bones, and the center-point of the Mark answered her, very faintly, every time.

Sybara had a file on her. The file had one page. The page said She resonates without a bond. There is no category for this. Then nothing else, because nothing else was known.

I finished the last line of the southern band and held the book up to the light.

Behind me the relay-glass ticked.

It was built into the balcony rail, salt-alloy and ocean-clan grown shell, Brenna and Nure’s work. It caught Thessaly’s light-script from the Drowned Reach through a chain of relay posts down the coast and threw it up onto the glass in faint blue-green characters. Most evenings it carried tide reports and fishing news and Thessaly’s dry comments on the ocean-clan embassy’s progress learning to tolerate towels.

Tonight the characters came fast.

I set the survey book down and leaned in to read.

Weth pulled a salt-clan woman from the surf at dawn, southern coast. Farshore. She swam the open ocean. Alone. Six days by her count. She is alive. She is very weak.

I read it twice.

Nobody swam the open ocean. The Flight had needed sixty war-forms and a wind-lattice to cross it. Their ancestors had crossed it the first time, in the exodus, and lost eleven in a single storm-band, and Bolla said gale children still learned the names. A salt-clan dragon could swim a long way. Not that far. Not alone.

The characters kept coming.

She will speak to no one. She asks only for the one with the light in his chest.

The Mark warmed behind my sternum, the center-point answering something I couldn’t name.

Cinda stopped humming.

She’d never stopped humming before. Not once since she was named. The sudden silence on my shoulder was so strange I turned my head to look at her. She was staring at the relay-glass with her ember eyes very wide.

The last line came up slower. Thessaly’s own hand. Ocean-clan script, which carried feeling in the shape of its strokes the way a voice carried it in tone. The strokes were tight.

She cannot feel her sisters. Something burned them out of her.

I heard bare feet on the wall stair below the balcony.

I knew whose they were before I looked. Light, fast, silent except where the stone was gritty. She’d seen the relay light up from the western wall. She always watched it. Every evening, every dispatch from the west. In case.

Bolla came up the last steps and stopped behind my shoulder, close enough that I could feel the cool wind-smell of her, and read the glass.

She read it once. Her lips moved on the last line.

Her wind-burned cheeks went white. Her hand came up, slowly, the way it had come up on the shingle beach two seasons ago, and touched the back of her own neck.

“Bolla,” I said.

She didn’t answer. She kept her fingers on the back of her neck and stared at the glass.


Chapter 2: Plate by Plate

Ivora’s coastal wing flew the swimmer in over two days.

They couldn’t go faster. A dragon carrying a half-drowned woman in a sling between two others had to fly low and slow and stop often, and every relay post down the coast sent the same short report up the chain. Alive. Not speaking. Asked for him again.

Bolla stood on the western wall both mornings at first light with her finger in the wind, and both mornings she stayed there an hour past her usual time.

I didn’t ask her what she’d seen on the glass that turned her white. She didn’t offer. It sat between us on the wall stair and at the cadet hall table like a sealed dispatch nobody wanted to open first.

On the second night I went to bed late and woke before dawn to the floor humming.

It came up through the bedframe. Through the stone. Through the soles of my feet when I swung them down. A low, rolling, rising sound, the cradle-rumble I’d been hearing through the Tower for seventy-three days, but louder. Much louder.

And over it, three small tones. Ringing. Every bit of the old unevenness gone out of them.

In tune.

Vibria sat bolt upright beside me. Copper-gold hair everywhere. Glow-eyes wide open in the dark.

“That’s not singing,” she said. “That’s knocking.”

Across the bed, Sybara had already found her glasses. Brenna was on her feet at the door. Anfa sat up with her hand pressed flat to her own ribs where the scars ran, feeling it through her bones. Ceto rolled over in my flight jacket, squinted, and said, “Is the floor supposed to do that?”

“Yes,” said Nure, from the foot of the bed, perfectly calm, already reaching for a robe she’d forget to close. “The floor is having children.”



The nest gallery was full of light before the sun was up.

Lamps everywhere. Somebody had hung three more. And Campe was not where she’d been every night since the laying.

She wasn’t sitting against the wall. She was kneeling in the middle of the nest in human form, in uniform, fully dressed, boots on, half-cape clasped at her shoulder, her braid redone so tight it pulled at her temples.

I’d heard her go, an hour before. She’d gone out to the Flight Apron in the dark as she did every single morning of her command, rain or snow or eggs, and run dawn inspection of the apron and the ward-line as an armored war dragon. Overlapping plates black in the half-light. Battle-scarred. Green eyes like lamps. The thing five hundred cadets feared more than storms. She’d walked the whole perimeter on four legs and checked every anchor-post and every watch station, because the eggs had started knocking and she did not trust herself to remember the inspection later if she didn’t do it now.

Then she’d come back and shifted and gone straight to the nest.

She knelt there now with one hand on each of the outer eggs. Sera crouched on the nest-rim beside her, rigid, ears forward, rumble-purring so hard she vibrated nose to tail.

Campe didn’t look up when I came in. She didn’t say “now,” as Ayida had at her own hatching. She didn’t laugh like Vibria.

She gave an order.

“Clear the gallery to inspection distance.”

Her parade voice. The one that carried across the training yard in a gale. It rang off the gallery walls, and every single person in the doorway took two steps back without thinking about it, me included.

Then her hand went up to the clasp of her half-cape and fumbled it. Twice.

Her hands were shaking.

Campe’s hands did not shake. I had seen what those hands did to a man’s arm the morning the knives came for the eggs. I had watched her write a battle order in perfect calligraphy under fire, and hold a crying hatchling with absolute steadiness. They shook now, on a simple silver clasp, and she couldn’t get it open, and she stared at her own fingers like they belonged to a stranger.

I crossed the inspection line. Nobody stopped me.

I knelt beside her and opened the clasp. The half-cape fell off her shoulder into the nest.

“Thank you, Alpha,” she said, very quietly.

“You’re shaking.”

“I am aware.” She put both hands back on the eggs. “Stay.”

I stayed.

They came the way the Aerie always came now when something hatched. Fast, half-dressed, and all at once.

My partners first. Vibria barefoot with her shirt on backward. Sybara with a slate and a stub of chalk and her robe buttoned wrong, which I had never seen in two years. Anfa and Morana together, the storm-sisters, standing shoulder to shoulder by the arch. Ayida with flowers already opening at her feet on the gallery stone, one hand pressed lightly to her own belly out of what I suspected was sympathy. Nure with her robe open, as predicted. Ceto with my jacket. Talise with her pencil already moving. Brenna came last, because Brenna had gone to the Forge first.

She was carrying three small cradles.

I saw them and had to look somewhere else for a second. They were plate-cradles. Forged steel, curved and lined with soft leather, shaped to hold something round and armored. The welds were perfect. She’d put tiny rivets along the rims in a pattern I didn’t recognize until I looked closer. War-caste rank insignia. The old northern aerie style. Campe’s mother’s style.

Nobody had asked her to make them.

She set them down at the edge of the nest without a word and stepped back to the inspection line. Campe glanced at them once. Her jaw tightened. She looked away fast, at the eggs, like a woman who knew that one more second on those cradles would take her apart in front of everyone.

Aurelion came down the stair on her cane. She’d used it by choice since the siege, the silver-white crown braid immaculate even before dawn. She stopped at the arch and inclined her head to Campe, one commander to another, and said nothing.

Rissara and half her wing crowded the arch behind her, still in flight leathers from the dawn sweep, the pink web of Rissara’s burn-scars showing at her bare shoulder.

Bellic came with buckets.

Two full buckets, one in each hand, and a third on a strap over her shoulder. She set them down by the arch with a thud.

“They’re war-caste,” Vibria said. “Not fire.”

“I know what they are,” Bellic said.

“So why the buckets?”

Bellic looked at her.

“Because I live here,” she said.

Vael and Kaia came to the gallery door and stopped there. Vael didn’t come further. He never did, not with my partners in the room. He stood at the threshold with Kaia’s hand in his and the faint amber traces of his own true Mark showing at the open collar of his shirt, five points, his own. He’d been freed by this family and he kept it straight in his head, every day, that the family wasn’t his. He stood at the door like a man who’d been invited to a wedding and was grateful just to see it.

Bolla came with Morana.

She stood beside her keeper at the inspection line, and I watched her watch the nest. The Farshore had three clans and a dying birthrate and eggs that had been going gray for longer than anyone had kept count. She’d watched Vibria’s four come out of their shells, months ago, standing beside Morana in this same gallery with her hands clenched. I wondered how many she’d seen at home.

Her face said not many.

The elder brood had been given strict instructions.

They stayed at inspection distance, which for hatchlings meant about four feet past the line Campe had drawn, and Bellic had to keep nudging them back with her boot.

Kira sat at the front.

Warden of the Nursery. She took it seriously. She had positioned herself with her chest out, directly facing the three armored eggs, and she was briefing them.

There was no other word for it. She was sparking at them in short controlled bursts. High chirping. Pauses. More chirping. Little jets of flame directed at the floor beside the nest, never at it. Then a long, stern chirp, and a pointed look.

“She’s teaching them fire discipline,” Vibria said, with enormous pride.

“They’re war dragons,” Anfa said.

“She doesn’t care.”

Torren sat behind Kira, studying the eggs with professional interest. Assessing. You could see him calculating. The plates looked valuable. They looked like they’d trade.

The four fire-newborns had been confined to a basket, because they could not be trusted near anything, ever. Kori and Vash were asleep. Tama was chewing the basket. Essa was looking at the ceiling.

The life trio sat with Ayida. Fen had been carried in from the Garden, protesting, and immediately tried to root himself in the gallery stone, which didn’t work, which made him sulk. Sylva watched the eggs with the critical eye of a healer who was ready if needed. Amaya was blooming the gallery floor in a slow widening circle.

The frost-pair were in the cold-vault, because a war-hatching was warm and loud and they hated both. Nivara had stayed with them.

Cinda rode Vibria’s shoulder.

She was humming. The root. Very soft.

The first egg moved.

Hild. The middle one. The impatient one.

War-eggs don’t crack. Sybara had told us that, weeks ago, from an old northern record she’d found. Fire-eggs crack. Life-eggs bloom open like seed pods. Frost-eggs ring and fracture along their veins. War-eggs, the record said, unlock.

The overlapping plates on the shell shifted. One plate, near the crown. It slid an inch sideways, smooth, with a soft metallic click like a bolt drawing back in a lock. Then it stopped.

Campe’s cradle-rumble surged.

The plate beside it slid. Click. Then the one below. Click. In time with the rumble. Each time Campe’s chest rose and the sound rolled out of her, another plate drew back, one segment at a time, around the crown of the egg in a slow spiral, like the bolts on a fortress gate drawing open in sequence.

I’d been at four hatchings. I’d never seen anything like this.

Click. Click. Click.

The rumble from the egg answered. A small high war-rumble. It came out of the gap between the plates and it matched Campe’s pitch exactly.

And something pushed out.

Plate-first. A small armored head, blunt and broad, covered in soft plates the color of wet slate, edged in dull bronze. The plates were soft. You could see them flex. They looked like armor someone had made out of leather and hadn’t hardened yet.

Two eyes opened. Green. Forest-green. Her mother’s eyes, in miniature, in a face like a little helmet.

She looked around the gallery.

She climbed out of her own shell in one determined heave, walked across the nest padding on four short legs, climbed onto the nest-rim beside Sera, and stood there.

At attention.

That’s what it looked like. Her head up. Her chest out. Her front feet set square. She stood on the nest-rim, four seconds old, and held a position like she’d been born on a parade ground.

Sera looked at her.

Hild looked back.

Sera, who had been heir apparent of this nest since the day she hatched, rumble-purred once, slow and deliberate, the frequency she’d learned from Campe’s own lullaby. The family password.

Hild rumbled it back. Perfectly.

Then she lifted one front foot and touched it to the side of her own head.

The gallery went completely silent.

“Did she,” Rissara said, from somewhere behind the inspection line. “Did she just salute?”

“She saluted,” Vibria said. “She saluted Sera. Oh, I’m going to die.”

Campe made a sound. It wasn’t a word. It came from deep in her chest, under the rumble, and it broke in the middle.

“Hild,” she said.

She said it to me, but she was looking at the hatchling on the nest-rim. “In the old war-clan tongue. It means battle.” Her voice was very steady and her eyes were not. “First out. Already standing. She’s Hild.”

“Hild,” I said.

It was one line in the old naming. Mother speaks, father speaks. That was the custom now.

Hild looked at me. Her green eyes narrowed. She was sizing me up like her mother sizing up a new cadet.

She decided I would do. She turned back to stand her post.

The second egg didn’t wait for the first to settle.

Click. The right egg’s plates began to slide. Faster. Two at a time.

This one came out heavy.

That was the first thing I noticed. When the gap opened, the head that pushed through was bigger than Hild’s. Broader. The plates darker, almost black, with the bronze edging thick along the brow. It pushed out of the shell in a single heave and the shell rolled sideways, and the hatchling rolled with it, and lay there on its back on the nest padding, four feet in the air, rumbling with deep satisfaction.

It flipped itself over, considered its surroundings, and walked straight out of the nest toward Kira.

Kira, mid-briefing, sparked a warning.

The hatchling walked over to her, turned around, and sat on her.

It just sat. On her back. It was half Kira’s size and probably as heavy, armored and dense, and it planted itself on top of the Warden of the Nursery and closed its eyes and began to rumble.

Kira made a sound of total outrage. She wriggled. She sparked. She tried to stand. She couldn’t.

The hatchling did not move.

“Oh no,” Bellic said.

“What?”

“I saw a war-clutch hatch once. Northern aeries, when I was a girl.” Bellic was already reaching for a bucket, which wouldn’t help, but it was what her hands did. “The biggest one sat on the matron’s foot. Wouldn’t get off for two days.”

“Bram,” Campe said, and the laughter in her voice was the first laughter I’d heard from her since the eggs were laid. “Heaviest. He doesn’t move for anyone. He’s Bram.”

“Bram,” I said.

Bram did not acknowledge his name. He was busy sitting on his sister.

The third egg was slower.

The plates moved, but carefully. One at a time. Long pauses between. The rumble from inside was small and soft and kept stopping, like it wasn’t sure.

Campe leaned over it. Her cradle-rumble softened. Went lower. Gentler.

Click.

The gap opened.

And nothing came out.

We waited. Ten seconds. Twenty. Campe’s rumble didn’t change. Thirty.

A small slate-gray head appeared at the edge of the shell, looked out at all of us, took in the lamps and the people and the light, and immediately pulled back inside.

The gallery made a collective sound.

A moment later, the hatchling came out. She came out rolled. She’d tucked herself into a ball inside the shell, curled up tight with her soft plates overlapping like scales on a pinecone, and she rolled out over the shell-lip and onto the nest padding in a small armored sphere.

She lay there.

A crack opened between two plates, and one green eye peeked out at the world.

It found Campe first. It held on her for a long second, and then it slid over and found me.

The eye closed. The gap shut.

“She’s shy,” Ayida said, gently.

“She’s careful,” Campe said. “She’s a wall.” She reached out and laid one finger very lightly on the curled armored ball, and the ball rumbled back at her, small and steady. “Gerd. The walled place. Smallest. She protects herself first, so she can protect others later.” The last word came out rough. “She’s Gerd.”

“Gerd,” I said.

The ball rumbled.

And on Vibria’s shoulder, Cinda hummed.

The root. Louder than I’d heard her hum it all day. One clean note.

Gerd’s shell, behind her, still had one plate closed. The last segment, at the very base of the egg, hadn’t unlocked. It had stayed shut while the rest slid open.

At Cinda’s note, it moved.

Click.

It slid open in her pitch. You could hear it. The faint metallic ring of the plate matched the note Cinda was humming, and then the shell lay open and empty on the padding and Cinda stopped humming and tucked her head under Vibria’s ear like nothing had happened.

Sybara’s chalk stopped moving.

I looked at her. She was staring at the empty shell. Her lips moved without sound. Then she chalked one line on her slate, very carefully, and I read it upside down from across the nest.

Final plate released at the Weave-root pitch. Stimulus: Cinda. No hypothesis.

She underlined No hypothesis twice.

Within the hour they had lined up.

The fire-brood, when they hatched, had set the nest on fire and tried to eat Sybara’s glasses. The life-brood had bloomed the Garden into a jungle and tried to plant themselves. The frost-pair had organized their vault and rimed everyone’s spectacles.

The war-brood lined up.

Hild stood at attention on the nest-rim. Bram, having eventually been lifted off Kira by Brenna, who could lift anything, walked to stand on Hild’s left. Gerd, after about forty minutes of being a ball, uncurled, assessed the situation, and walked to Hild’s right.

All three of them faced the same direction, which was toward Campe, and rumbled her lullaby frequency back at her in unison.

Their plates were already a shade harder than they’d been at hatching. You could see it. The soft slate-gray darkening toward iron as the minutes passed. Hardening in the air, as the old record said. Days, the record said, before they’d be full armor.

Kira, freed, stood in front of the three new hatchlings and attempted to run a fire-drill.

She sparked. She chirped. She demonstrated a short controlled flame.

The war-brood watched with complete attention.

Then they did nothing. They had no fire. They were war-caste. They stood in formation and watched the Warden of the Nursery run a fire-drill at them, and they held their line, and Kira sparked faster and faster, increasingly frustrated, and finally gave up and sat down in front of them and stared.

Bram, with great deliberation, walked out of formation, crossed the nest, and sat on her again.

“No,” Bellic said, with feeling.

Torren approached.

He’d been patient all morning. He’d watched three armored shells come open. He had seen the plates. He knew good metal when he saw it, and the empty shells were lying right there on the padding, and three new siblings were wearing more of the same.

He walked up to Hild and inspected her plates.

He sniffed one. He nudged it. He looked at her with the calculating stare of a dragon who ran a trading post with exchange rates in two currencies.

“Torren,” Vibria said.

Torren looked up.

“Siblings,” Vibria said firmly, “are not inventory.”

He’d heard this before. He’d heard it about Sera. He’d heard it about Amaya and Fen and Sylva. He’d heard it about the four newborns, twice, and about Cinda once, and about the frost-pair at extreme length when he’d tried to trade one of Kess’s frost-panes.

He looked at Hild’s plates one more time with naked longing.

He turned around and went back to his place. On the way, he picked up one of the empty eggshells in his mouth and gave Vibria a long flat look over it. A shell was not a sibling. A shell was salvage.

Nobody had the heart to stop him.

Sera came down off the nest-rim to inspect the line.

She walked the length of it. Slowly. Hild, Bram, Gerd. She stopped in front of each of them and looked them over, head tilted, metallic spine-ridges catching the lamplight. An heir apparent reviewing the new recruits.

When she got to the end of the line, Hild saluted her again.

Sera stared at the salute.

Then she lifted one foot, awkwardly, because she’d never done it before, and touched it to the side of her own head.

Campe put both hands over her face.

Amaya, who had been blooming in a slow circle all this time, finished the circle. A ring of white flowers lay around the nest now, right on the inspection line, so that the three new hatchlings stood inside a border of flowers like a parade ground.

The little life-dragon looked at what she’d made, satisfied, and lay down in it.

Campe came apart.

It happened slowly, which was the only way it could happen with her. She’d been holding it all morning. All seventy-three days. Through the order and the shaking hands and the cradles she couldn’t look at and the salute.

She sat back on her heels in the nest. Her three hatchlings lined up in front of her. Her lullaby still rolling out of her chest, steady, and three small voices rolling it back.

Her forearm plates, which had sat further retracted than I’d ever seen them all through the carrying, the body sending armor to the clutch, began to smooth completely. All the way. From her wrists to her elbows, every metallic scale going soft and olive and bare, and she didn’t try to stop it. In front of the doorway. In front of Rissara and the cadets and Aurelion and Vael. In front of everyone.

Then her face went.

Only a little. Her mouth. Her eyes. Two tears, very fast, one on each side. She let them fall. She didn’t wipe them.

She was crying in front of cadets. The commander of the combat wing. And she let them see.

At the arch, Rissara put her hand over her heart. Then the cadets behind her did the same, one after another, the old war-caste salute you gave a commander at a funeral or a victory. Nobody had told them to. They just did it.

Campe saw. She nodded to them, once. Then she turned back to her children.

She rumbled her mother’s lullaby, low and full.

Three new voices rumbled it back.



Vibria waited until most of the gallery had cleared.

She went in and sat down in the nest next to Campe, the way Campe had once sat down in the nest next to her the night after her first laying. Cinda climbed down off her shoulder and curled up against Gerd, who allowed it. Hild watched them both with deep suspicion.

“Right,” Vibria said. “Veteran advice. Listen to me, because I’ve done this twice, eight babies’ worth, and you’ve done it once.”

Campe gave her the commander’s look, the flat one from the training yard.

Vibria ignored it.

“First week they don’t sleep,” she said. “Neither do you. Don’t try. You’ll fail and feel bad. Second week, one of them sleeps and the other two don’t. That’s worse. Third week, they all sleep at once and you’ll wake up in a panic every hour checking if they’re breathing.” She held up a finger. “They’re breathing. They’re dragons. They’re fine. You’ll check anyway.”

“Noted,” Campe said.

“Eat when I hand you food. I’ll hand you food. You won’t remember to. Commanders never remember to eat. You’ll be standing there doing an inspection and suddenly you’ll realize it’s been eighteen hours and you’ll eat a whole ham.”

“I have never eaten a whole ham.”

“You’ve never had three war dragons,” Vibria said. “Bram’s already sat on two people. You’re going to eat a whole ham.”

Campe’s mouth twitched.

Vibria leaned her head against Campe’s shoulder. The heat-shimmer from her skin rose against Campe’s bare smoothed forearm.

“And one more thing,” she said. Quieter.

“Yes, ember.”

“You’ve held this place up for everyone else for fourteen years.” Vibria wasn’t looking at her. She was looking at the three war-hatchlings standing in their line of flowers. “For my babies. You sat up nights with my clutch. You stood watch over Ayida’s in the Garden and Sybara’s in the vault. You lined this one with his spoons.” Her voice went rough. “Let us build around you. For a week. Just one week. Let us do it.”

Campe didn’t answer for a long time.

At last she put her arm around Vibria’s shoulders and pulled her in, and the two first bonds sat together in the nest, and Campe said, very low, “One week.”

“Two.”

“One,” Campe said. “I have a combat wing.”

“You have three combat wings now,” Vibria said, and pointed at the line.



Sybara’s log entry, which she read aloud to me in the corridor afterward because she had to tell somebody:

Fourth hatching type. War-clutch. Unlock sequence: plate by plate, in phase with maternal cradle-frequency. Mean interval between segments: 2.1 seconds. Hatchlings emerge plate-first in soft armor, hardening in air. Immediate rumble-response at maternal pitch. Formation behavior within forty minutes.

She stopped.

The last line she read much more quietly.

One plate released at the root of the Weave, under the hum of a hatchling who has no Mark. I do not know what this means. I find that I do not need to know yet.

She folded the slate under her arm and adjusted her glasses.

“That last sentence is not scientific,” she said.

“No.”

“I am leaving it in,” Sybara said, and walked away very fast before I could see her face.



“She’s like that the whole way,” Ivora said. “Staring up.”

She’d shifted out of her stone-dragon form before her claws had stopped scraping the Flight Apron, at midday, and come straight to me while the healers ran past her to the sling. The two coastal dragons who’d carried it between them were still settling it onto the stone.

The woman in the sling was salt-clan.

I’d met salt-clan at the parley, standing sentry in the Drowned Reach harbor. Coastal people. Built for water and salt and cold. This one was young, younger than Bolla maybe, and she looked like the ocean had tried to take her apart and almost managed it. Her skin was cracked white with dried salt along every fold. Her lips were split. Her hair was matted into one long rope. She couldn’t stand. When the healers lifted her she didn’t help them, didn’t resist them, didn’t seem to notice them at all.

Her eyes were open on the sky.

“Two days,” Ivora said, flexing her shoulders from the long carry. “She drank when we gave her water. She ate a little. She won’t talk. She asked for you every time she woke.” She hesitated. “Alpha. There’s something wrong with her. Not the swim. Something else.”

“Thessaly said something burned her sisters out of her.”

“That’s what she said, the one time.” Ivora’s quiet voice got quieter. “I didn’t know what it meant. I still don’t.” She looked back at the sling as the healers lifted it. “The south-coast boats went out again this morning. First time in a week. The fishers say the water stopped feeling wrong.” She rubbed the granite patch at her shoulder. “Whatever they felt out there, it was her. Six days of her, coming in from the open sea.”

They carried her to the infirmary.



Ayida knelt by the bed.

The life-caste healers had done what they could in the first hour. Water. Salve on the cracked skin. A warm compress for the exposure. The woman lay on clean sheets under three blankets, and her body was going to live. You could see it. The color already coming back under the salt.

But she still stared at the ceiling.

And on her chest, just over the sternum, there was nothing at all to see. But when I put my hand near it, I felt cold. Cold the way an empty room is cold.

Ayida put her hands over it.

I’d seen Ayida heal nearly everything a body could break. A cadet’s broken arm. Campe’s claw-wound from the dark-scaled war dragon. Torn wing membrane in mid-air at the Shattered Peaks. Farshore burns after the Battle of the Aerie. She’d knit flesh and bone and membrane and scale. Her life-magic went into a wound like water into dry soil and things grew back.

Her hands began to glow. Gold. The prism-bloom rose along her arms, deep green, warm gold. The smell of rain on earth filled the infirmary.

The light went into the cold place on the woman’s chest.

And slid off.

The gold light touched the skin and ran off it like water off oiled cloth. It didn’t sink in. It didn’t catch. There was nothing for it to hold on to. The skin stayed as it was, and the cold under it stayed too.

Ayida pushed harder. The prism-bloom climbed to her shoulders. Flowers opened on the windowsill. A potted herb on the shelf behind her doubled in size.

The light slid off.

Ayida stopped.

She sat back on her heels and looked at her own hands. The gold faded out of them slowly.

“There’s nothing,” she said.

Her voice was very small.

“There’s nothing there to heal.” She looked at me. Her amber eyes had gone wide and dark. “Dane. It isn’t a wound. It’s an absence. It’s like someone took something out and the flesh closed up around where it was, perfectly, and there’s no injury at all, there’s just nothing.” She swallowed. “I’ve never found nothing before.”

She didn’t leave.

She reached out and took the woman’s hand in both of hers. The woman didn’t react. Ayida held it anyway. Life without healing. She sat there on the infirmary floor, holding a stranger’s limp hand, and she didn’t let go.

Bolla came in.

She took a stool from the corner and set it down on the other side of the bed and sat on it. She leaned close to the woman’s ear and began to speak, softly, in their tongue.

I didn’t understand a word. Farshore had sounds the Aerie dialect didn’t. Long vowels that rose and fell like a kite riding its string. But I understood the tone. You’d use that tone with a spooked horse, or a child who’d woken from a nightmare. Low. Steady. Never stopping.

The woman’s eyes moved. Just once. From the ceiling to Bolla.

Bolla kept talking.

After a while she looked up at me.

“I asked her name,” Bolla said. “She won’t say it.”

“Why?”

Bolla was quiet a moment before she answered.

“Because her name is a thing her sisters say,” she said. “In the salt-clan, a name lives in the people who call you by it. If she can’t hear them, she says, she doesn’t have a name to give.” She turned back to the bed. “She’ll talk tomorrow. Not tonight. Tonight she needs someone to keep talking so the silence isn’t so loud.”

She went back to speaking. The woman’s eyes stayed on her.



The afternoon in the cadet hall was the opposite of the infirmary, which was probably why everyone went there.

Talise was performing.

She stood on a bench at the tidepool tables in the corner, notebook in one hand and charcoal pencil in the other like a conductor’s baton, and she was performing THE GATES OF PLATE.

She’d composed it in four hours. You could tell. It had the shape of a saga and the accuracy of a fever dream.

“And LO,” Talise cried, “the Commander of the Combat Wing, she of the Iron Braid, Terror of the Training Yard, knelt in the nest of her ancestors as the dawn broke RED over the crater, and the earth itself trembled at her lullaby, and the Great Bolt of the First Egg drew back with a sound like THUNDER…”

“It was a click,” Sybara said, from the frost table.

“…like THUNDER,” Talise continued, without missing a beat, “and from the shell came forth the First Warrior, Hild the Steadfast, who rose upon the battlements of the nest and saluted the very SUN…”

“She saluted Sera,” Anfa said.

“…saluted the SUN, and her sister Sera, in that order, and I’ll thank the storm-wing to hold its corrections until the interval…”

Most of the hall was laughing. The tidepool tables were rapt. Two first-year fire cadets were weeping with laughter into their soup. At the war-caste tables near the exit, Rissara’s cadets were mouthing along to the parts they’d seen, and one of them, a big northern girl, kept shouting “THAT’S TRUE” at the parts that were barely true at all.

It was about twelve percent accurate. It was also wonderful.

A saga was meant to be heard. The room was the instrument. A true account of a click wasn’t going to make two first-years cry into their soup.

She got to the part about Bram sitting on Kira and the whole hall lost it.

And then Vibria stood up on a bench.

She stood across the hall from Talise on the fire-wing bench, barefoot, hands on her hips, and the fire tables went quiet first, because they knew that stance.

“I object,” Vibria said.

Talise stopped mid-line. Her pencil paused in the air.

“The chronicler objects to the objection,” Talise said grandly. “On what grounds?”

“Not to this one.” Vibria pointed at her. “This one’s fine. This one’s twelve percent true and I love it. I object to the old one.”

The hall went murmury. Everyone knew the old one.

Talise’s face did something very quick.

“The old one,” she said.

“THE INCIDENT OF THE SMOLDERING LINEN,” Vibria announced, in her best saga voice, which was terrible, which made it better. “As performed by the tidepool tables, the spring the Alpha arrived, the first saga of his whole career, which has been performed at this table at least once a season for two years and which I have never once corrected.”

My first weeks at the Aerie. Five weeks in, maybe. Vibria had dragged me into Bellic’s storage shed off the forge in the middle of a work day, linen piles and lamp-light through a door-crack. She’d pulled the door open six inches in the middle of it to see if anyone was looking.

Somebody had been. Talise, walking by. She’d looked right through the gap, made eye contact, grinned, given a thumbs-up, and kept walking.

That night every tidepool table had heard about it in what was apparently a forty-minute epic poem. With a chorus.

The Incident of the Smoldering Linen. Because Vibria had set the linen on fire.

“The chronicler stands by her account,” Talise said. Her voice was still grand. But her pencil hand had come down to her side.

“The account,” Vibria said, “contains errors.”

“Name one.”

“You said the door was open a hand’s width.” Vibria held up her hands, measuring. “It was six inches. Exactly. I measured it in my memory. Six.”

“A hand is approximately…”

“You said the Alpha was surprised. He was not surprised. He was busy.” The fire tables howled. “You said I screamed. I didn’t scream. I was laughing. There’s a difference. You said the linen caught on fire at the end. It caught on fire in the middle. And you said the chronicler glanced and walked away.” Vibria grinned, slow and wicked. “You looked for two full seconds and gave me a thumbs-up first.”

The hall exploded.

Talise opened her mouth to answer.

Nothing came out.

She stood on the bench with her notebook against her chest and her mouth slightly open and nothing came out at all.

One second. Two. Three. Four.

The noise in the hall didn’t stop, exactly. But it changed. The people closest to the tidepool tables noticed first. Then the next tables. Because Talise was never quiet. Talise had narrated the Aerie since before I arrived. She talked through meals, through drills, through funerals. She’d talked through the battle. She’d talked the entire walk to the Tower after her own bonding.

Four seconds. From Talise. Half the hall turned to look.

Then she found her voice.

“The chronicler,” she said, and it came out a little hoarse, “will take the challenge under advisement.”

“No advisement,” Vibria said. “Correction by reenactment. Tonight.” She hopped off the bench. “Bring your notebook.”



Bellic’s forge storage shed hadn’t changed at all.

That was the first thing I noticed when Vibria dragged me there after the evening meal. Same low stone walls, thin door, the forge working on the other side of them. Same smell of leather and linen and lamp oil.

Bellic had moved the last of the Forge’s linen out here when Brenna took the back room for the cold-vault, and the shed was the shed again, only fuller. Same piles of linen stacked along the walls, bolts of it, bed sheets, bandage-rolls, towels for the ocean-clan embassy that the ocean-clan embassy never used.

There was an old scorch-mark on the far wall at about knee height. The first one.

“Bellic never painted over it,” I said.

“Bellic,” Vibria said, “is a historian.”

Through the wall I could hear Bellic’s boots on the forge floor. Pacing. Hammer. Pacing. She was working late. She worked late every night now, because thirteen hatchlings broke things faster than one forge could fix them.

Just like that first afternoon.

Talise stood outside.

Vibria had stationed her there. Personally. She’d walked Talise to a spot on the forge yard about two paces from the shed door, turned her to face it, put the notebook in her hands, and then come inside and pulled the door to.

Not shut. To. She held it with one hand and looked at the gap. She frowned. She adjusted it. She adjusted it again.

“Six,” she said, satisfied. “Exactly.”

A six-inch crack of lamp-light from the forge yard fell across the linen piles. Through it I could see a slice of Talise. Teal-streaked hair in its messy knot, charcoal pencil speared through it. One eye. One hand holding the notebook. The pencil already moving.

“Shutters open?” Vibria asked me.

I checked the Mark. Ten points. The other nine open to Talise. They had been since Vibria announced the reenactment at dinner. The pack had heard. The pack had opened.

“Open,” I said.

“Good,” Vibria said. She turned to look at Talise through the gap and raised her voice. “You can see?”

A pause.

“The chronicler has a clear line of sight,” Talise said, from outside. Her voice sounded almost normal.

“Good,” Vibria said again.

She put both hands flat on my chest and shoved me backward against the inside of the door.

The door rattled in its frame. She was on me before it stopped.

Her mouth hit mine. Hot. Hard. Tasting like the cinnamon cake from dinner and like her, like bronze and smoke. Her hands went straight to the laces of my shirt and tore them open, and the Mark blazed against her palms, amber flaring, and I felt her heat-shimmer start before I even had my hands on her.

She stripped without preamble.

She always had. Two years, and she had yet to spend more than a breath getting naked. No ceremony, no slow reveal. She pulled her crop top over her head with one hand and threw it over her shoulder, and her tits bounced free, perky C-cups, copper-gold nipples already hard and standing out in the lamplight. She shoved her shorts down her hips and kicked them off. Bare. Bronze. Freckles across her shoulders. Amber scale-patches glowing along her collarbones and at the points of her hips. Her compact ass was round and tight and the heat rolling off her skin was enough to make the air ripple.

And all the while she was looking past my shoulder.

At the crack. At the slice of Talise in the gap.

She was performing. She knew who was watching and she wanted them to see.

My cock was hard against my trousers the second her top came off. She knew that too. She dragged my trousers open and wrapped her scalding hand around me and stroked once, slow, root to tip, still looking at the door.

“Is she watching?” she said, against my mouth.

“She’s watching.”

“Is she writing?”

From outside, Talise’s voice. Cheerful. Third person. The chronicle register.

“The chronicler notes, for the record, that the original account significantly understated the volume of the opening…”

Vibria laughed, delighted. Breathless.

“Tell me she’s still writing,” she said. “Tell me she’s writing.”

“She’s writing.”

“Good. Pick me up.”

I picked her up.

She weighed nothing. She never had. Five-foot-two of fire drake, hard muscle and heat, and I lifted her by the ass and she wrapped her strong bronze thighs around my hips and I turned and put her back against the door.

The door rattled again. The six-inch gap held.

I could feel her pussy against my cock. Hot. Slick already. Hotter than anything human, the furnace-heat that had shocked me in the ritual pool and that I still hadn’t gotten used to. She was soaking. She ground against me, slicking the length of me, rocking her hips.

“In,” she said. “Now. In me. Let her see you go in.”

I reached down between us and lined myself up and pushed into her.

She took me in one long slide. Her head fell back against the door with a thump. Her mouth opened and a sound came out of her, a high delighted gasp, and her inner walls closed around me like a fist made of fire.

Two years of this, and the first slide into her still took the breath out of me.

“Fuck,” I said.

“Yes,” she said. “That. Do that.”

“Hold on to me,” I told her. “Don’t let go of me once.”

I fucked her against the door.

Hard. She wanted it hard. She always wanted it hard against a door, against a wall, against anything that would make a noise. I held her up by the ass, my fingers sinking into the firm round flesh, and drove into her, and every thrust shoved her back against the planks and the whole door shook in its frame and the six-inch gap swung a little wider and then a little narrower and then wider again.

She was loud.

Vibria laughed while I fucked her, breathless joyful laughter broken by gasps; every time I bottomed out in her she made a sound that started as a moan and turned into a laugh halfway through, and her tits bounced against my chest with every thrust, and the heat-shimmer coming off her skin was so thick I could see the lamp-light through it bending.

“Harder,” she said. “Come on, Alpha, harder, she can’t hear us yet.”

“She can hear us.”

“She can’t hear us ENOUGH.”

“Then get louder,” I said, low against her ear, and drove up into her until she did.

Through the wall, Bellic’s hammer stopped.

There was a pause.

Bellic’s boots started pacing again. Faster. And the hammer came back, louder, with the deliberate rhythm of a woman who was not going to acknowledge anything.

Vibria heard it and laughed so hard she clenched around me.

I carried her to the linen pile.

She didn’t let go. She kept her legs locked around my hips and her arms around my neck, and I walked three steps across the shed with my cock buried in her and laid her down on the softest stack of bed-sheets and she immediately rolled us.

Cowgirl. Her signature. The way she rode everything: thermals, storms, me.

She sat up on me with her knees planted in the linen on either side of my hips and her hands flat on my chest, on the Mark, and the amber point flared under her palm, and she started to move.

“Ride,” I said. “Give her something to write.”

She rode me like she flew. Fearless. Full speed. No pacing, no build, no patience. She went straight to the top and stayed there.

She bounced on my cock. Her compact bronze body rose and fell, rose and fell, her tits bouncing high and quick with every drop, her hips grinding down at the bottom of each stroke so the head of my cock hit the deepest point in her every time. Her copper-gold hair whipped around her face. Sweat gleamed on her collarbones and between her breasts.

And she rode me facing the door.

Facing the crack. Facing Talise.

“Look at her,” Vibria panted. “Look at her. Is she still writing?”

I turned my head on the linen and looked through the gap.

Talise was still writing.

Barely.

Her narration came through the gap, but it had changed. It had gotten shorter. Slower.

“The chronicler observes that the subject is now positioned in the dominant…the dominant position, facing…facing the…”

She stopped. Started again.

“The linen pile is…”

Stopped.

Through the six inches I could see her one eye. It wasn’t looking at the notebook anymore. It was looking at us. At Vibria bouncing on my cock with her head thrown back, and at my hands on Vibria’s hips, and at the place where we were joined.

The pencil wasn’t moving.

“She stopped,” I said.

Vibria made a sound of pure joy. “Oh, she STOPPED.”

She swung her leg over and turned around without ever letting me slip out of her. Reverse. Her compact ass toward me, her back arched, her hands braced on my knees. She looked back over her shoulder at me and her orange eyes were glowing so brightly they lit her own cheekbones.

Then she turned her head and looked at the door, and rode.

Her ass moved for me. That round tight bronze ass, grabbable in one hand, rising and dropping on my cock, the tight bronze-flushed ring of her pussy stretched around me, glistening, her juices running down the length of me onto the linen. I put my hands on her ass and squeezed and she groaned.

The linen near her hips started to smoke.

Hot cotton hit my nose first. Scorched starch. A thin gray thread of smoke curled up from the sheet beside her knee, where her thigh was pressed into it.

“You’re burning the linen,” I said.

“I know,” Vibria said, and rode harder.

From outside the door, Talise’s pencil was completely still. Her lips were moving. No sound came out. She was still narrating, in her head, from habit. The words had just stopped making it to her mouth.

Vibria saw it.

She stopped moving.

She sat there, impaled on me, her chest heaving, looking at the door. Then she looked back at me over her shoulder. Her eyes were wild.

“The record,” she said, “needs a second source.”

She raised her voice so it carried through the gap.

“Get in here.”

There was a long pause.

Then the door opened. Not wider. Talise opened it, slipped through, and pulled it back to six inches behind her. Exactly six. She checked the gap with two fingers before she let go of the door.

She stood inside the shed with her notebook clutched against her chest like a shield, and the lamp-light from the crack ran the whole length of her.

The sturdy tidepool build. Five-foot-five, strong swimmer’s shoulders, warm deep brown skin. She was wearing her cadet working tunic and loose trousers and she was barefoot, because she was always barefoot, and the trousers did nothing at all to hide the big round powerful swimmer’s ass that anchored everything else about her. Heavy strong thighs. A soft middle she’d never once thought about. Her full C-cup breasts were rising and falling under the tunic, fast.

The teal scale-patches at her wrists were shimmering. The tidepool dapple, the caustic net of light like sun on the floor of shallow water. It was moving fast. Faster than I’d ever seen it outside a bed.

Her dark eyes went from Vibria to me and back.

“The chronicler,” she started.

“No,” Vibria said. “Come here.”

Talise came. She put the notebook down on a shelf, very carefully, at an exact right angle to the edge.

Vibria lifted off me with a wet sound and a groan and caught Talise by both hands and pulled her down to the linen.

“You’re shaking,” Vibria said, with interest.

“I am not shaking. The chronicler is experiencing elevated…”

“You’re shaking.” Vibria got the tunic over Talise’s head in one motion. Talise’s breasts came free, full and firm and warm brown, dark nipples tight. Vibria looked at them with frank approval and then didn’t touch them. She tugged the trousers down instead, and Talise stepped out of them, and then Vibria turned her around and bent her over the linen pile.

Presented her. To me.

Talise’s ass rose up over the stacked sheets. Big. Round. Powerful. Firm under the softness from years of diving, two heavy curves the color of warm earth, and at the top of each one, right at the upper curve where her back met the swell of her hips, a patch of teal scales. The hip-patches. Shimmering. The dapple-net running across them in shifting light.

My cock jerked against my stomach, still wet from Vibria.

“There,” Vibria said, and sat back on the linen beside us. “Now you.”

I knelt behind Talise and put my hands on her hips.

Right on the patches. Where they’d been made to go.

The dapple-net jumped under my palms. All at once. Like sunlight on water when a fish breaks the surface. The light raced out from under my hands across the curve of her ass and down her thighs and up her spine.

Her breath went out of her in one hard rush.

“Oh,” Talise said, “that’s going in the…”

She stopped.

She’d heard herself. The chronicler, about to chronicle. She laughed. It came out breathless and surprised, and then it ran out of air halfway through.

That was the last sentence she finished for a long time.

I’d learned her that night in the chronicle-room, three months ago. Praise slid off her. Being described didn’t. She had spent her whole life watching everything and being seen by nobody, and what undid her was hearing herself put down plainly, every detail as exact as the entries in her private chronicle.

So I described her.

“Your hip-patches went dark when I touched them,” I said. My voice came out low and even. My surveyor’s voice. The one I used to call a ridge-line to a partner. “Teal to almost green. The net’s running down the back of your right thigh. It’s faster on the right.”

She shuddered from her shoulders to her heels.

I lined my cock up with her pussy from behind. She was wet. Wetter than I expected. She’d been standing in the forge yard watching through a six-inch crack for twenty minutes and her thighs were slick with it.

“You’re wet to the knee,” I said. “Your thighs are shaking. You’ve got linen-dust on your left palm where you caught yourself.”

“Dane,” she whispered.

I pushed into her.

Slow. She was tight. Hot, not like Vibria’s furnace, but warm like sun-warmed water. Her pussy gripped me in one long squeeze and her back arched under my hands and the dapple-net flared bright across her whole lower back.

“I’m in you to the root,” I said. “Your back arched about two inches when I bottomed out. Your fingers just closed on the sheet.”

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t.

I started to move.

Slow, deep, measured, at Talise’s pace this time instead of Vibria’s. Long strokes, all the way out and all the way back in, my hands steady on her hip-patches, and I kept talking, and all I gave her was what I saw.

“Your ass moves when I hit bottom. The left side more than the right. You push back against me on the out-stroke. You’re doing it now.”

“The dapple’s on your shoulders now. Both sides.”

“You bit your lip. Lower lip. Right side.”

“You’re making a sound in your throat. You don’t know you’re making it.”

Every word landed on her like a hand. I could feel it. Each plain detail hit her and her pussy clenched around me and the net of light on her skin ran faster.

Vibria watched.

She’d sat back on the linen beside us with her thighs spread open and her knees up and her fingers between her legs. She was working her own clit in fast tight circles, and she was watching Talise get fucked with an expression of complete and total delight.

She loved it. Her heat-shimmer rolled up off her skin in waves. Her fingers moved faster.

“Look at her,” she said, breathless. “Look at her face, Dane. Tell her what her face is doing.”

I leaned forward over Talise’s back and looked.

“Your eyes are closed,” I said. “Your mouth’s open. You’re not saying anything.” I thrust into her, deep, and held. “You haven’t said anything in a full minute.”

The loudest woman in the Aerie. Wordless. Her mouth open on nothing.

The dapple-net spread. It came up her spine and across her shoulder blades and down her arms to her wrists, where the teal patches had gone so dark they were almost black. It ran down the backs of her thighs. Across her ass under my hands. It was everywhere, caustic sunlit light swimming over warm brown skin, faster and faster.

“It’s on your whole body now,” I said.

She shook.

“It’s going faster,” I said.

Her pussy clenched. Hard.

“It’s going to stop,” I said. “In a second. I can feel it. It’s going to…”

She came.

Total silence.

No sound. Not a gasp, not a moan, not a word. Her whole body went rigid under my hands, her back arched, her fingers locked in the linen, and her pussy locked on my cock and held, one long frozen grip, before it let go in slow pulls that milked me so hard I had to grit my teeth.

And the dapple-net stopped.

It snapped still. All at once. The moving light locked across her entire body in one pattern of sunlit water, every bright line and every shadow pinned where it was, like a tidepool at slack water when the waves stop and the sun on the floor of it goes perfectly still.

She held it for one breath.

One full breath with her body locked and her light frozen and her fingers still knotted white in the sheet.

Then she whispered, so quietly I almost didn’t hear, the only whisper she owned.

“Breed me,” Talise breathed. “I don’t have words left.”

The teal point on my chest blazed.

I didn’t finish in her.

I wanted to. Her pussy was still clenching around me in slow aftershocks and every one of them pulled at me. But Vibria had other plans.

Vibria grabbed my arm.

“Mine,” she said. “My correction. My reenactment. Back here.”

She hauled. She was strong. I slid out of Talise with a groan, and Talise collapsed face-first into the linen with a small, astonished, wordless sound, her light starting to move again, slowly, like water when the tide turns.

Vibria pushed me flat on my back and climbed on.

She sank down onto my cock, slick with Talise, and I felt her feel it. Her glow-eyes flared amber. Her pussy fluttered around me, scalding.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, you taste like her.”

She reached out and caught Talise’s hand. Laced their fingers together. Pulled Talise’s arm across the linen until Talise was lying beside us, still dazed, her hand gripped in Vibria’s.

Then Vibria rode me.

This time she rode me for me. Hard and fast and close, leaning forward over me with her free hand on the Mark and her hips rolling, grinding, slamming down, and her heat-shimmer so thick it blurred her.

“Breed me, Alpha,” she said. “Come on. Breed me. I want the correction to show.”

I grabbed her hips with both hands and took over.

I held her still and fucked up into her. Hard. Driving up into that furnace-heat over and over, my hips coming off the linen, and she cried out and let me, her body going loose in my hands, her head falling back.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Yes. Like that. Like that. Fill me…”

The Mark flared gold. My balls drew up tight.

I came.

I buried myself in her to the root and held her down on me and came hard. My cock pulsed inside her, once, twice, long heavy spurts, flooding her, emptying into that furnace-heat in long pulling throbs that went on and on. I groaned through my teeth. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks.

She came on it.

She felt me fill her and her whole body bowed back and she came with a shout, not a scream, a laugh and a shout together, loud enough that the forge hammer next door stopped dead. Her pussy clenched around me in hot rapid spasms, milking me. Her eyes went full molten amber, lighting the whole shed. Embers poured out of her open mouth, a little cloud of them, glowing orange sparks floating up into the dark.

Her grip on Talise’s hand tightened until Talise gasped.

Sparks jumped from her fingertips where her other hand pressed the linen.

And a corner of the sheet beside my head caught fire.

Real flame this time, a little lick of orange climbing the edge of a bed-sheet.

I reached over without looking and smacked it out with my palm.

Same hand. Same shed. Two years later.

Vibria looked at the blackened corner of the sheet. Then at me. Then she started laughing so hard she cried, and she collapsed onto my chest still laughing, and her pussy kept squeezing me in little laughing pulses, and through the Mark I felt the amber point and the teal point burning side by side.

We lay in the linen for a while.

Vibria sprawled across my chest. Talise on my other side, on her back now, staring at the ceiling. Her light was moving again. Slowly. Calmly. Her hand was still laced with Vibria’s across my stomach.

Neither of them spoke.

Eventually Talise sat up.

She reached over to the shelf and picked up her notebook. Opened it. Took the charcoal pencil out of her hair. And wrote.

One line.

She looked at it for a while. She tilted the notebook away from me, toward Vibria.

Vibria read it.

Vibria, who talked over people, who had an answer for everything, who had stood on a bench that afternoon and corrected a two-year-old saga in front of five hundred cadets.

She read the line and said nothing at all.

She looked at Talise. Her eyes had gone very bright. She reached out and touched the page once, gently, with one burn-scarred fingertip.

Then she nodded.

Talise closed the notebook.

I didn’t ask. It wasn’t mine to read.

The door opened. All the way, this time.

Bellic stood there in her leather apron with soot on her cheekbone and her copper-red plait coming loose. She looked at the three of us in the linen. She looked at the scorched corner of the sheet. She looked at the fresh scorch on the bolt behind Vibria’s head that none of us had noticed catching.

She looked at the old scorch-mark on the far wall. She looked at the new one.

She raised one eyebrow. The dry one. The one she’d raised at me from the forge door, the afternoon I’d first owed her a bolt of linen.

“That’s two bolts,” Bellic said. “Same shed.”

“I’ll replace them,” I said.

“You never replaced the first one.”

“I’ll replace both.”

“I’m starting a ledger,” Bellic said. She pulled the slate off her belt and chalked something on it. Then she put the slate back and left.

The door swung back to.

It stopped about six inches open.

Vibria stared at it. She buried her face in my neck and laughed until the shed shook.



It was past midnight when I walked by the infirmary.

Morana stood guard outside the door. In flight leathers, arms crossed, back to the wall. She’d been there since the evening meal. She’d be there till dawn. Nobody had assigned it. She’d claimed it, the same way she’d claimed Bolla two seasons ago on a shingle beach.

She looked at me. Her storm-gray eyes caught the lamplight and the faint silver spark surfaced in them, the one that came when she was moved.

“She’s still in there,” Morana said. “Bolla. She hasn’t stopped talking.”

I looked through the door.

The swimmer was asleep. Her face had relaxed. Her split lips were healing under salve.

Bolla sat on the stool beside the bed, leaning close, still murmuring. Her voice was hoarse now. Low and steady and endless. She’d been talking for nine hours.

She heard me and looked up.

She didn’t stop talking. She just lowered her voice further and turned her head enough to speak to me in our language, between her own.

“Tomorrow,” Bolla said, “she will tell you who burned her.”

“You already know.”

“I already know the fire.” She looked down at the sleeping woman. She touched her sternum. “Our songs have a name for it. Every Farshore child learns it.” She kept her eyes on the sleeping woman. “We sing it to children so they will be afraid of bonds.”

She turned back to the bed and went on talking, low and steady, so the silence wouldn’t be so loud.


Chapter 3: The Fire That Ends Kin

“She’s ready,” Bolla said.

She stood in the doorway of the Tower bedroom at dawn with her hair still up, and she said it and left. She hadn’t slept. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her voice was down to a rasp from talking all night.

I dressed and went down.

They’d moved the swimmer into the small infirmary room at the end of the hall, the one with the window that faced west. Somebody, probably Ayida, had thought about that. A salt-clan woman who’d crossed the open ocean would want to see which way she’d come from.

The room was full.

Ayida sat on the floor by the bed, where she’d been all night. She still had the woman’s hand in both of hers. Bolla took the stool. Morana stood behind her at the wall with her arms crossed. Sybara sat in the corner with a notebook on her knee and three quills, because one might break and two might break and she had once lost a whole afternoon of notes to a single split nib.

Aurelion stood by the window on her cane. She’d come up the stair alone at dawn. Nobody had told her to. She’d been headmistress of this academy for forty-five years and she knew which mornings mattered without being told.

And Campe stood at the foot of the bed in full uniform, half-cape clasped, braid tight, with a hatchling on each shoulder.

Hild was on the left. One day old. The size of a large cat, plates already darker than yesterday, slate going toward iron. She stood on her mother’s shoulder like an honor guard on a parapet, four feet planted, head up, watching the door.

Sera was on the right.

Sera had ridden Campe’s shoulders since the day she hatched. The right one was hers by day. She had defended it against all comers ever since. And now she was a dog among cats, far too big for it, and had to hunch to fit, and her tail was wrapped around Campe’s braid the way it always was, and she was staring across the back of Campe’s neck at the new arrival on the other shoulder with an expression of visible, deep, personal jealousy.

Hild looked back at her.

Sera’s lip lifted. Just slightly. Showing teeth.

Hild saluted her.

Sera’s lip went down. She looked confused. She looked at Campe’s ear, as if Campe’s ear might explain.

“Don’t,” Campe told both of them, without turning her head. “We have a guest.”

The swimmer was sitting up.

Two days of flying and a night in a real bed had put some life back in her. The cracked white salt was gone from her skin, washed off and salved. Her hair had been combed out of its rope into long tangled waves the color of wet sand. Her lips were healing. Her body was thin, a swimmer’s body, long and flat-muscled, built for cold water and distance. She was young. Twenty, maybe, or a little past it. A grown woman by Farshore reckoning and the Aerie’s both, and she carried herself like one.

She kept one hand over her sternum, like a woman covering a draft.

She looked at me when I came in. Her eyes were gray. Gray as the water she’d come out of.

They went to my collar. To the Mark, showing through the open lacing of my shirt. Ten points and the center.

She stared at it. Long enough that Ayida glanced at me.

Then she spoke to the air in front of her, in a flat steady voice that didn’t rise or fall, like something learned so well she didn’t need to think about it anymore.

Bolla translated. Low. A beat behind.

“From Lamya of the ash-clan, who was matriarch of the Sundered Flight, to the one who carries the light. Learned by heart by the one who carries it. Six days in the water. Every word.”

The swimmer paused. Breathed.

“I kept my word. I went home and I told them the truth. I stood at the clan-fires in the heartland, before all three clans, and I said: the tyrant is buried. He has been buried for ten thousand years. The Mark across the water is not his. It casts light. It frees what is bound. I saw it free one of ours in the open sky. I said: we were wrong. Since the exodus, we were wrong about the thing we feared most.”

Bolla’s voice caught on the word wrong. She kept going.

“Half of them believed me.”

“The other half followed Hala.”

I felt Bolla flinch beside me. She didn’t stop translating.

“Hala is ash-clan. You do not know her. She is the last of the line that keeps the grave-fire. They have kept it since the exodus, mother to daughter, for the day the tyrant returns. She stood up at the clan-fires and called my truth the tyrant’s first poison. She said this is how he begins. Not with chains. With a story that says the chains are gone. She said I was a thrall and did not know it. She said his song was already in me.”

“She challenged me on the caldera rim. Before all three clans. I fought her.”

The swimmer’s voice didn’t change at all.

“I lost.”

“She did not kill me. She did worse. She burned my kin-bonds out of me with the black fire, the way the songs say you free a thrall. Every sister I had. Every line of my clan. Gone. I cannot feel one of them. I stood on the rim afterward in front of my whole people and I could not feel a single one of them looking at me.”

Nobody in the room moved.

“She took the war-host. She holds the heartland. I hold the salt coast, with those who believed. We are not at war. We are not at peace. We are waiting. And the brood-fields are going gray.”

Campe’s hand came up, slowly, and rested on Hild’s back.

“You know of the brood-fields. The scout will have told you. The warm ash-beds in the caldera where all three clans lay together now, because there are too few of us to lay apart. Every egg the Farshore has. This season they are failing worse than any season the songs remember. Gray. Cold. The vigil-mothers sit with them and sing and they do not warm. At the season’s turn, the gray ones die. That is always how it goes. At the turn, what has not quickened, dies.”

The swimmer stopped. She closed her eyes. When she opened them, she was looking at me.

“I said you would not offer. I said it on your wall, and I meant it. I keep my word.”

“So I ask.”

“Not as matriarch. I am not one. As a mother of a dying people.”

“Come and be seen.”

Campe’s hand stayed where it was on Hild’s back. Nobody reached for a cup.

The swimmer said one more thing, and this time she looked straight at me, and the flat recital voice changed. Got lower. Like the last line was a separate thing, folded inside the first.

Bolla’s hands stopped moving in her lap. Then she translated.

“And this, for the one with the light only. Bring the scout. If they see her whole, half of them will believe before you land.”

Bolla had gone white again, as she had on the balcony. She sat on her stool with her hands folded hard in her lap.

Sybara’s quill had stopped. She’d been writing the whole time, every word, a beat behind Bolla. Now she just held it.

Aurelion turned from the window.

“She keeps the law,” the old moon dragon said quietly. “Even unseated. Even with every bond burned out of her. She still keeps it.” She looked at me. “That is a rare kind of person, Alpha. I have met perhaps four.”

I looked at the swimmer.

“Ask her,” I said to Bolla. “Ask her what happened to her. Not Lamya. Her.”

Bolla asked.

The swimmer answered in the same flat voice. Like weather.

“Hala’s people were waiting at the harbor mouth,” Bolla translated. “They knew Lamya would send someone. Salt-clan swim best. Lamya asked for a volunteer. I said yes. They caught me at the mouth of the harbor as I went into the water. Three of them held me. Hala was with them. She had the fire.”

The swimmer touched her sternum. Just lightly. Then took her hand away.

“It was black,” Bolla said. “With white at the center. It was cold. It was the coldest thing I have ever felt and it burned. It did not hurt my skin. It went in and it found every thread and it burned them. My sisters. My mother. My line. My clan-sense, the whole salt-clan, all the hundreds of them I could feel at the back of my mind like the sound of the sea. All of it. One breath, and it was quiet.”

“Then they let me go. They said: now you are free. Swim to your tyrant.”

“So I swam.”

The swimmer looked at the window. West.

“Six days. I could not feel anyone. On land, there is always something. People. The ground. Here, in the open water, there was nothing. I could not feel a single other living thing for six days. Not my sisters. Not a fish. Nothing. Only water, and the words in my head.”

She said it like she was describing a long walk in the rain.

“I said the words to myself the whole way so I would not forget them. So I would not forget I was carrying something. So there would be one voice in the water, even if it was mine.”

Ayida’s hand tightened around the swimmer’s.

She didn’t look away. The prism-sheen on her skin had dimmed almost to nothing, and she kept holding on.

“What’s her name?” Aurelion asked gently.

Bolla didn’t need to ask. She already knew the answer. But she asked anyway, because Aurelion had asked her to.

The swimmer shook her head once.

“My name is a thing my sisters say,” Bolla translated. “I cannot hear them say it. So I do not have one to give you. When I can hear it again, I will tell you.”

She looked at Ayida. At Ayida’s hands, around hers.

Then she said something that wasn’t for translation. Bolla didn’t translate it. She just looked down at her own lap.

The swimmer turned her hand over, very slowly, inside Ayida’s, and held on.



Morana spoke first, when we were in the corridor.

“That’s six days in open water alone after somebody burned every bond you had,” she said. Flat. “And she recited a diplomatic message word-perfect at the end of it.”

“Yes.”

“Salt-clan,” Morana said. “I’d fly with her.”



The fire had a name.

Bolla told it to us in the archive, an hour later. She stood by Sybara’s desk under the cracked resonance-glass, with the cold-jar holding the song-tablet beside her, and she sang it.

Not all of it. Just the part every child learned.

It was short. Gale-clan songs were short, Bolla said, because you sang them in the air, in the wind, on a crossing where you didn’t have breath to waste. It had a falling tune. Four lines. She sang it in Farshore first, low and simple, and then she said it again in our tongue.

“Black is the fire and white is its heart.

It burns what binds and leaves the body whole.

Fear the bond, child. Fear the hand that holds.

The fire that ends kin is the fire that makes you free.”

She stopped.

“That last line,” Sybara said quietly.

“Yes.”

“The fire that ends kin.”

“That’s its name. In the songs.” Bolla looked at the cold-jar on the desk. “We call it that. We don’t have another word for it. The grave-fire, the ash-clan call it, because it’s theirs. But the rest of us, gale and salt, we just call it what it does. It ends kin.”

“And you sing that to children.”

“Every Farshore child,” Bolla said, without any expression at all. “Before we know our letters. Before we know the wind-bands. A bond is how the tyrant held us. The fire is how we got free. If you are ever bound, the songs say, the fire will free you. And if someone ever offers you a bond, you remember the song, and you run.”

“Did you believe it?”

“I knelt on a beach and bared my neck for a brand,” she said. “What do you think?”

Sybara had been cross-referencing while Bolla sang. She’d pulled three shell-tablet transcripts out of the folder Thessaly had relayed from Rán’s archive in the deep. The ocean-clan had kept their own records of the exodus era. Thin. Fragmented. Written by the clans who’d stayed behind and buried the thing under the mountain, about the clans who’d fled across the ocean while it still ruled.

“Here,” she said.

She laid a transcript on the desk and put her finger on a line.

“The ocean records describe it,” she said. “Not by name. By effect. During the exodus, the fleeing land-clans carried a fire with them. Black. Cold. It did not burn flesh. They used it on the thralls they had rescued from the First Alpha’s bondage. The ones whose bonds had been forged into them.” She traced the line. “It cut the forged bonds. It freed them.”

“So it worked.”

“It worked.” Sybara turned to the next transcript. Her voice got quieter. “And many of the ones it freed died anyway.”

Bolla’s hands went flat on her knees. The old scout’s waiting posture, the procedure posture. I hadn’t seen it on her in weeks.

“Within days,” Sybara said. “Some within hours. Because the forging had already hollowed them. The bond was the only thing still holding them together. Cut it, and there was nothing left underneath.” She took her glasses off and cleaned them on her sleeve, which she did when she didn’t want to look at anyone. “The ocean records call it mercy. The ocean records are not certain it was.”

She put the glasses back on.

“The fire burns bonds. Not flesh. Not shell, not stone. It does nothing to a body. It goes in and cuts the threads between living things. Clan-sense. Kin-sense. Flight-sister bonds.” She looked at me. “Every record we have, on either shore, describes it being used on forged bonds. Compelled bonds. Thrall bonds. There is no record anywhere of it ever being turned on a true bond.”

“So nobody knows what it does to one.”

“Nobody knows what it does to a Mark,” Sybara said.

She folded the transcripts back into the folder. Very precisely. Corner to corner.

She looked up at me over her glasses, and her voice went cold and exact, the way it did when she’d finished a long calculation and didn’t like the answer.

“It is the one weapon on either shore,” she said, “built for exactly what you are.”



I found Ayida in the Ember Garden at noon.

She was sitting on the bench at the far end. The bench. The one where I’d sat for two hours on a summer day, waiting, not pushing, until she crossed to me on her own. It had a vine growing up it now. Small white flowers, the night-blooming kind, closed for the day.

I sat down beside her.

The Garden was going quiet for autumn. Leaves turning. The flowers mostly gone to seed. Fen had rooted himself in his sun-spot across the bowl and was rumbling sleepily. The stream ran through its carved channel. Ayida’s prism-shift hair caught the gray light and went faintly green.

She had her hand flat on her own belly. Nothing there. Not yet. Just a habit she’d picked up when she’d carried her life-clutch, and never lost.

“You couldn’t heal her,” I said.

“No.”

“I’ve never seen that.”

“Neither have I.” She looked down at her free hand. The gold was long gone from it. “I keep thinking about it. I keep reaching for it, in my head. Like a tooth that’s missing. You keep putting your tongue where it was.” She was quiet. “I’ve healed everything I ever put my hands on, Dane. I didn’t know there was an edge.”

I sat with that for a while.

Then I said the thing I’d been carrying since the archive.

“I’m afraid.”

Ayida turned her head and looked at me.

I’d promised myself, a long time ago, that I’d never perform for her. Not once. That was the whole reason she’d crossed the Garden that day. I hadn’t pushed and I hadn’t pretended. So I didn’t now.

“Since I was a kid,” I said, “the only thing I ever wanted was to be chosen. Not installed. My father got killed on the border when I was eleven. My mother raised me on maps and silence. I went out on survey at seventeen and nobody chose me for anything after that except whoever needed a cheap surveyor that month. Then the Lattice lit up my chest and suddenly I’m the Alpha. Installed. The academy needed one and I happened to be him.” I looked at my hands. “The whole time I’ve been here, that’s what I’ve been afraid of. That you’re all here because the Mark’s here. Not because I am.”

“We’re not,” Ayida said quietly.

“I know. I know that. I’ve had two years of proof. The Mark doesn’t make anyone want anything. It amplifies. That’s all it does.” I touched it. Ten points. The center. “But there’s a fire out there that can cut the choosing out of a body. Cut it right out, and leave nothing behind. And if it does that to one of you, and you look at me after, and there’s nothing there…”

Ayida let it sit. She took my hand and held it in her lap, her fingers laced through mine.

“I know you’re afraid,” she said. “I can feel it. I’ve felt it since the archive. It’s been sitting under the Mark all morning. Cold. Like a draft under a door.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She squeezed my hand. “Go anyway.”

“Ayida.”

“Go anyway,” she said again, quiet and certain. “That’s what I wanted to say. Be afraid, and go. Those eggs aren’t going to warm themselves.” She looked down at our joined hands, and then up at me, and her amber eyes had gone to gold at the edges. “And I’m coming.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.” A small smile. “I’m coming anyway. Somebody has to carry the spring over.”



Anfa came into the infirmary still wet from a storm-dive.

I’d gone back to the swimmer’s room after the Garden, and I saw it from the infirmary window. A storm had come through the crater fog in the early afternoon, a small one, the kind that rolled down off the high country in autumn and spent itself in an hour. Anfa had flown into it. She always flew into them. A storm dragon inside a storm, silver-white lightning-scarred scales, wings tucked, diving through the cloud-bank straight down toward the lake and pulling up at the last second in a spray of white water. Lightning came off her in forks. The thunder rolled across the whole crater.

An hour later she stood at the swimmer’s bedside in human form.

She hadn’t changed. She was still soaked to the skin, her flight leathers dark with rain and clinging to every hard line of her body. The leather vest laced tight across her chest, wet through, her firm tits pressed visible between the cords. Silver hair plastered flat to her throat and shoulders. Water dripping off the hem of her trousers onto the infirmary floor.

She stood with her arms folded and her boots planted, the way she stood when she didn’t know what to do with her hands.

The swimmer was looking at the window again.

Bolla said something to her in their tongue. The swimmer answered. Bolla translated, softly.

“She says the worst part wasn’t the water. She says the worst part was being alone.”

I was watching Anfa when the word landed.

The silver scars along her ribs had been crackling faintly, as they always did after a storm-dive, residual charge bleeding off. Tiny sparks along the scar-lines under the wet leather.

When the swimmer said alone, they went quiet.

All at once. Every spark. The scars went to a dim steady silver, still, the way they went after a scene, when she’d curled small against me and let everything go.

Anfa had done her own three years of alone, once, on a storm-ledge.

She uncrossed her arms.

She stepped forward and put one wet hand, very briefly, on the swimmer’s shoulder.

The swimmer looked up at her.

Anfa took her hand back and went back to her post by the wall, arms folded again, and didn’t say a word. But her scars stayed quiet the rest of the day.



“Not an army.”

I said it before anyone had sat down, and I said it again later, because it was the only part of the plan I was sure of. The war-table met late that afternoon.

It wasn’t a council session. I’d stopped calling them that a long time ago, because councils argued and the war-table decided. Aurelion had handed me the western defense two seasons ago in one sentence in an anteroom, and the room we met in since was the old map-room off the council chamber, with the long table and the big chart of the continent on the wall that I’d redrawn myself after the Flight came.

Everyone who mattered was there in about four minutes.

Tessara read Sybara’s brief into the record. She did it in one breath. She’d learned to do that from Sybara, along with the glasses-adjustment, and she adjusted her glasses twice while doing it. Grave-fire: origin, effect, limits, unknowns. The swimmer’s message, word for word. Lamya’s ask.

Tarsa, the old frost-wyrm councilor who had once been the last Purist holdout on the council and now voted with the room on everything, listened with her hands folded. When Tessara finished, Tarsa said, “We go,” and folded her hands tighter. Then she kept her peace for the rest of the meeting.

“Not an army,” I said again.

Across the table, Anfa unfolded her arms.

“She asked to be seen,” I said. “She didn’t ask to be rescued. She didn’t ask for help. She asked them to see the Mark. To see what it actually is. If I fly sixty war dragons to the Farshore, what do they see?” I looked around the table. “They see the tyrant arriving. With his army. Exactly like the songs said.”

“So a small wing,” Campe said.

She was at the table with Hild on her shoulder. Hild had stood at attention through the entire brief. Sera had been left in the nest gallery with Bellic and was presumably sulking.

“A small wing,” I agreed. “Small enough that nobody mistakes it for an invasion.”

“Small enough to cross,” Anfa said.

Campe set her pen down flat on the table.

Because that was the real problem, and everyone knew it.

Nobody crossed the open ocean. Every child on the mesa knew it. The ocean-clan lived under it. Land-dragons didn’t cross it. There was nowhere to land. There was nowhere to rest. A land-dragon could fly a long way, but not six days without stopping, not with storms, not over water with no shore. The Flight had done it. Sixty of their best fliers, with wind-craft their grandmothers’ grandmothers had sung to them, on a lattice that spent nothing. And they’d still left ten of their own in the water on the way east.

“Who can cross it?” Aurelion asked.

“I can guide,” Bolla said.

She sat at the end of the table, next to Morana. She hadn’t been invited to the war-table, exactly. She’d been at Morana’s elbow when Morana came, and nobody had told her to leave.

“I know the wind-road,” Bolla said. “I flew it. Every gale scout in the Flight flew it, and most of them are home now, and none of them are here. I know the bands. I know where the lift is and where the dead water is and where the storm-band lies. I know the first step.” She looked at the table, then at me. “I’m the only one on this continent who knows.”

“Nure,” I said.

“The sea-lane,” Nure said, from her seat by the window. She had a damp towel around her shoulders, which she was not using, because the ocean-clan embassy’s towel diplomacy had gone exactly nowhere in a year. “I can read the currents under her wind. Where the warm water runs. Where the ocean’s moving and which way. The fliers can follow the surface current when the wind dies.” She tilted her head. “And I can carry. Anyone who falls.”

“Thessaly,” Aurelion said.

“Will come,” said Thessaly, through the relay. Her light-script hung on the map-room’s small relay-glass in blue-green. “With two swimmers. The ocean-clan escort the sea-lane. This is ours too. The Accord was a pact between both peoples. We will escort.”

That left the one problem nobody could solve.

Six days.

I said it out loud. “Land-dragons can’t fly six days over open water without rest. The Flight lost dragons to exhaustion, not just the storm. A carrying dragon can’t do it at all.” I looked at the chart. “We need somewhere to land.”

Morana ran her thumb along a scar on her forearm and said nothing. Nobody had anything.

Then Ceto spoke.

She’d been quiet the whole meeting, which was not like her. She was sitting at the far end in my jacket with her chin on her hand, staring at the chart of the western ocean, at all that blank blue.

“I can grow somewhere for you to sleep,” Ceto said.

Campe’s head came around.

Ceto looked up. Her sea-green eyes, the amber rings around her irises glowing faintly. For once she wasn’t grinning.

“A reef,” she said. “I grow reefs. I grew one in the courtyard basin in three weeks. I grew shell-walls in the Battle of the Aerie in four seconds. If I take my time, if I have an evening, I can grow a raft. Shell and coral, floating, big enough for people to sleep on in human form.” She sat up straighter. “Every night. In the middle of the ocean. Somewhere to land.”

Tessara’s hand stopped halfway to her glasses and stayed there.

“The Flight didn’t have a reef,” Ceto said. “Their people were never reef-born. Their people never had any of ours.” She looked at the blank blue of the chart. “We do.”

Bolla was staring at her.

“A floating reef,” Bolla said slowly. “Every night.”

“Every night.”

“The Flight lost four in the storm-band because they couldn’t land,” Bolla said. “And two more to the cold the night after. And four to tiredness before the first step. They flew until they fell.” Her voice had gone strange. “You could have given them somewhere to land.”

“I can give it to us,” Ceto said.

Aurelion looked at me. I looked at the chart.

“The party,” Aurelion said.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “I want to sleep on it. I want to talk to each of them alone.”

She inclined her head and said nothing else.

Talise stayed after.

She’d been at the war-table as recorder, which was her official job now, Aurelion’s appointed chronicler. She’d taken notes the whole time in her public hand, loud and curly. Now she lingered at the end of the table while the room emptied, and when it was just me and Sybara and her, she opened her notebook to a page in the back.

Her private hand. Small. Tight. Accurate.

“I had a thought,” she said. “This morning. After the message. I made a column.”

She put the notebook on the table.

It was a list of numbers. Neat rows. Brood counts. Egg-counts per field per season, for the coastal brood-fields of the Farshore and the heartland fields, as far back as Bolla had been able to tell her in a season of evenings at the tidepool tables, plus the swimmer’s word that this season was the worst the songs remembered, plus four numbers from the Flight’s own records that Kulshedra had mentioned in passing at a truce-fire. Every one of them noted with its source in the margin.

And a second column beside it. Seasons. Two of them circled.

Sybara leaned over to look. Then she leaned closer.

“These are the coastal fields,” Talise said. Her voice was quiet. Her private voice. “Nearest the sea. Nearest where the chord crossed the water. And these,” she tapped the circled seasons, “are the two brood-seasons, one a year, since the Harmonics started. Since the 1.0. Since the True Resonance rang over the mountain. Since the Weave.”

The numbers in the circled rows were higher.

A few eggs per field, no more. But higher, in both seasons, in every coastal field, while the heartland fields further inland went down.

“The fields nearest where the resonance crossed the water did better,” Talise said. “For two years. Nobody noticed because nobody was counting both sides at once.” She closed her mouth. Then opened it again. “I could be wrong. The sample’s small. The sources are songs and one message and things people said at a fire.”

Sybara read the column twice.

She read it down, then up, then down again with her finger on each number, checking each source note in the margin. Her lips moved.

She straightened.

“Accurate,” Sybara said.

Talise’s pencil stopped. She looked at the column like she’d never seen it.

“It is the first evidence,” Sybara said, to me, in her exact voice, “that the resonance might help eggs at all. Their eggs, with no bond, no Mark, no Alpha anywhere in the line for ten thousand years.” She took her glasses off. Cleaned them. Put them back on. “Do you understand what she has just done?”

“I think so.”

“She has given us a reason to believe the trip will work.” Sybara turned to Talise. “This goes in the record. Under your name.”

“It’s just a column,” Talise said.

“It is the most important column anyone has written this year,” Sybara said, and turned her back to roll up the war-table chart with enormous care, and kept it turned until the flush had gone out of her throat.



I found Sybara at the Forge at night.

I hadn’t been looking for her. I’d gone to check the rigs. Brenna had started building crossing gear that afternoon, before the party was even chosen, and I wanted to see what she’d started.

The Forge at night was a different place than the Forge by day. The big fire banked to a deep red glow. Most of the tools racked. The air warm and close and smelling of iron and quench-oil. Through the back wall, where the cold-room door sat closed, I could feel the faint pull of frost-air, and behind it, very faintly, the sleeping hum of two frost-wyrmlings in their cradle under Nivara’s watch.

Brenna stood at her workbench.

The workbench. She’d built every harness I owned on that bench since the night she flew me in. She’d bonded with me on it, too, the night all that duty broke at once after she saved Vibria’s eggs from an assassin’s knife. She’d been tempered on it. She’d tempered half the pack on it. If the Forge was Brenna’s, the workbench was the part of it she’d never let anyone else touch.

She was building clips. Small curved pieces of salt-alloy, the kind she’d developed for Nure’s harness because ocean-salt ate ordinary leather in two hours and pitted steel in a week. Each clip a different shape. She was working from a drawing on the bench beside her, a sketch in charcoal, and I recognized the hand. Bolla’s. Rough lines, a little uncertain, but clear.

“Lattice-clips,” Brenna said, without looking up. “For long crossing. Bolla says gale-clan harnesses clip to the wing-root, not the spine, so you can shift your weight with the lift.” She held one up to the firelight. “Salt-proof. She says the spray reaches the riders for days.”

“You started before we picked the party.”

“Whoever goes will need clips.” She set the clip down. “Stress.”

“Mine?”

“Hers.”

Brenna tilted her head toward the corner of the Forge.

Sybara was there. She’d come in some time before me.

She was pacing.

Sybara thought sitting down. At desks, in chairs, on the edges of beds, nothing moving but her quill. I’d seen her pace twice, ever. Once the night before the Shattered Peaks. Once the night her frost-eggs came early.

She was in her full robes, the cold grays and winter blues buttoned to the throat. But her bun had loosened. Several strands had escaped down her back, blue-black, swinging when she turned. Her glasses were pushed up on her nose so hard they’d left marks.

She was arguing with no one. Under her breath.

“…almost certainly on the Farshore. Carved first at the landfall, she said. Kulshedra’s exact words. The oldest tongue was carved first at the landfall, and the landfall is the Farshore, and the key is the oldest tongue, and therefore the key is on the Farshore. Almost certainly. And I cannot go.”

“Sybara,” I said.

She didn’t stop.

“Kess and Veya are three months old. Three months. The frost-cradle has to be coiled nightly to depth on my protocol, and Nivara can keep it, but the protocol is mine, and if something changes, if the temperature curve shifts, if they start dreaming in a different pattern, I am the only one who can read the change.” She turned at the end of the Forge and came back. “I cannot leave them. I will not. I have no intention of leaving them. And the key to the only problem I have not been able to solve in three months is three thousand miles away on the far side of an ocean and I cannot go and get it.”

“You can send someone.”

“I KNOW I can send someone.” She stopped. Looked at me. Her throat was flushed pink to the collar. “That isn’t the point. The point is that I am a scholar and the most important text on two continents is about to be found and I will not be the one who finds it.”

She turned away.

Her hand went out without looking and closed on a rivet.

It was on the edge of Brenna’s bench. One of the batch Brenna had just pulled off the fire for the lattice-clips. Still glowing a dull orange.

Sybara picked it up in her bare hand.

“Sybara,” Brenna said sharply.

Steam exploded off Sybara’s palm.

She didn’t flinch. Frost-wyrm hands. Her skin went white-blue to the wrist in a blink, a sheen of frost blooming across her palm and her fingers, and the rivet hissed and spat and went from orange to black to gray in her grip. A great white cloud of steam rolled up past her face and fogged her glasses solid.

She stood there holding a quenched rivet in a cloud of steam with her glasses completely opaque.

“That,” she said, through the steam, not moving, “was not deliberate.”

Brenna put down her hammer.

She came around the workbench. Unhurried. Forge-caste. She came up to Sybara and took her wrist, the one holding the rivet, in her own hand. Gently. Her forge-scales were glowing warm orange along her forearm, and where her fingers wrapped Sybara’s frosted wrist, the frost hissed and softened.

She took the rivet out of Sybara’s fingers and set it on the bench.

Then she didn’t let go of the wrist.

“Let me temper you,” Brenna said.

Sybara’s glasses were still fogged. She couldn’t see Brenna’s face. She could feel Brenna’s hand.

Her throat moved.

“I don’t,” Sybara said. “That is. The phenomenon you are proposing is…”

“You’re cracking,” Brenna said. Level. Curt. Like she was assessing a weld. “I can see it. You’ve been under load all day. You picked up hot metal to have something to do with your hands.” Her thumb moved once along the inside of Sybara’s wrist. “I temper things that crack. It’s what I do.”

Sybara’s free hand closed on the edge of the workbench, and a thin skin of frost crept out from under her fingers.

Brenna looked at me.

“You stay,” she said.

“I came to check rigs.”

“Stay,” said Sybara, at the same moment.

Her glasses were clearing. She looked at me through the last of the fog, and her eyes behind the lenses were wide and dark and her pupils had gone big.

“You will stay,” Sybara said. “That is not a request. That is a methodological requirement.”

So I stayed.

Brenna undressed her.

She did it like fitting a harness. Deliberately. Every buckle in order. She unbuttoned Sybara’s robes from the throat down, each button, no rush, and Sybara stood with her hands at her sides and let her. The outer robe came off. The second. The undertunic.

And there she was.

It was a shock every time. Two years of nights, and it still was. You looked at Sybara in her robes and you saw a scholar. Narrow shoulders under cold gray cloth. A bun. Glasses. Then the robes came off and there was the hidden body. Full heavy D-cup tits, pale with a blue-white undertone, pink nipples already stiffening in the forge-warm air. A soft belly. Wide hips. Thick soft thighs with frost-shimmer patches pale at the inner curve.

And her ass.

The biggest in the pack. Massive. Round. Pale and soft and heavy, swaying when she shifted her weight. Her clutch hadn’t changed it except to make it fuller.

My cock went hard so fast it hurt.

Brenna took her time looking too. Then she put her hands on Sybara’s hips and turned her, gently, so her back was to the workbench.

“Three cycles,” Brenna said. “Heat and cool. Then you get to stop thinking.”

“I will not stop thinking,” Sybara said. “I do not know how.”

“You will,” Brenna said, and put her hand between Sybara’s legs.

Sybara made a sound like a door coming off its hinge.

Brenna’s fingers were forge-warm. Hot, almost. Hotter than skin. And Sybara was cold, frost-cold, the way she always was before she lost composure. Where Brenna touched her, steam rose. Faint. Curling up between Sybara’s thighs in little white wisps.

Brenna stroked her. Slow. Two fingers along the length of her pussy, parting her, finding her clit and circling it with a smith’s exact thumb. Reading her. You could see it in Brenna’s face, that look she got when she was watching metal change color in the fire. Watching for the exact moment.

Sybara tried to narrate.

“This is,” she said. “This is a methodologically unsound… the control variable is not… you have not established a baseline…”

Brenna’s thumb pressed. Circled. Pressed.

Sybara’s hips rocked forward into her hand.

“The baseline is,” Sybara said. “Is…”

Her hips stuttered. Her frost-shimmer flared. She was climbing. Fast. Faster than she ever let herself climb. Her pale throat flushed pink, the color spreading down to her collarbones, to the tops of her breasts. Her fingers went white on the edge of the bench behind her.

Brenna stopped.

Took her hand away entirely. Stepped back half a pace.

Sybara made a sound of pure outrage.

“Cool,” Brenna said. “That’s one.”

“You,” Sybara said. “You cannot simply…”

“I can.” Brenna watched her, patient as a banked fire. Watched the flush fade a shade. Watched Sybara’s breathing slow. Then she stepped in and put her hand back.

Heat. The steam rose again. Sybara’s hips jerked.

“This is,” Sybara said. “Is a…”

She’d lost a clause. Just like that. One cycle, one clause.

Brenna brought her up again. Higher this time. Sybara’s thighs started to shake. Her glasses fogged at the edges. She grabbed Brenna’s shoulder with one frosted hand and frost bloomed across the leather of Brenna’s work-apron in a crackling white fan.

Brenna stopped.

“Two,” she said.

“Brenna,” Sybara said. Just the name. She’d lost the rest of the sentence.

Brenna waited. Cooled her. Watched the flush fade. Then brought her up a third time, and this time her other hand came up and cupped one of Sybara’s heavy breasts, thumb across the stiff pink nipple, and Sybara’s head fell back and her bun came halfway apart and a long rope of blue-black hair fell down her back.

“Please,” Sybara said.

One word.

“Three,” Brenna said, and stopped.

Sybara was shaking all over. Her pussy was so wet it shone. Steam curled off her thighs. Her glasses were fogged at every edge. She looked at Brenna with pure, total, helpless need, like a woman who had forgotten her own name.

“Now you stop thinking,” Brenna said, and looked at me.

Sybara’s hand went out across the bench, blind, and closed on a stub of soapstone Brenna used for marking steel. She actually tried to write with it. Three letters of something on the scarred wood, a b and an a and half of what might have been an s, before her fingers forgot what they were doing and the stub rolled away across the bench.

Brenna watched it roll. “Noted,” she said.

I turned Sybara around and bent her over the workbench.

She went down willingly. Eagerly. She braced her forearms flat on the scarred wood among Brenna’s tools and arched her back and pushed that massive round ass up and back toward me, presented, pale and huge in the forge-light, the frost-shimmer patches at her lower back blazing blue-white.

Her glasses stayed on. They always did.

“Oil,” Brenna said, and put a small tin in my hand.

Quench-oil. The light kind Brenna used on fine work. Warm from the forge.

I oiled my fingers. I spread her cheeks with my other hand, slow, opening her, and she groaned against the workbench at the cool forge-air on her. I pressed one oiled finger to her asshole and circled. She pushed back against it. I pressed in.

She was tight. Always. She clenched around my finger and then deliberately, visibly, relaxed. I worked it in and out, slow. Added a second. Stretched her. She was making soft wordless sounds into the wood.

Brenna moved around the bench.

She came to the front, where Sybara’s head was, and knelt on the stool there. She reached under Sybara’s body. Between her legs. Found her clit again with that forge-warm thumb.

Sybara jolted.

“Not yet,” Brenna said. “You don’t come until I say.”

“I,” Sybara said.

I didn’t need telling. I pulled my fingers out. I oiled my cock, the head and the length, and lined myself up, and pressed against her.

“Breathe out,” I said.

She breathed out. Long. I pushed in.

Her asshole opened around the head of my cock, slow, tight, so tight, and she cried out against the bench. I held still. Let her adjust. Let her feel it. Then pushed in further, one inch at a time, until I was buried to the root in that massive soft ass, her cheeks pressed flush against my hips.

“Fuck,” I said.

“The pressure,” Sybara gasped. “The pressure is… the angle of insertion relative to the…”

I pulled back and thrust in.

“…the…”

Again.

Gone.

“Stay down,” I told her, low, my hand flat between her shoulder blades. “Let her keep you there. Take what I give you.”

I fucked her ass slow and deep over Brenna’s workbench, and Brenna held her at the edge.

That was what made it different. Every time Sybara started to climb, every time her ass started to clench around my cock in that rhythm that meant she was close, Brenna’s thumb went still. Or came away. Or pressed hard and didn’t move. And Sybara would hang there at the edge, shaking, her ass gripping me, and then the edge would fade a little, and Brenna would start again.

Denying her. On the forge rhythm. Heat, cool, heat, cool.

Frost bloomed across the workbench.

It started under Sybara’s palms where she gripped the wood. White crystals spreading out in fern-patterns, fast, crackling. Across the scarred bench-top. Up the handles of Brenna’s hammers. Over her tongs, her files, her rack of chisels. Every steel tool on the bench furred over white.

And where the frost reached Brenna’s forearms, braced on the bench on either side of Sybara’s head, it flashed to steam.

Brenna’s forge-scales were glowing. Bright orange now, from her wrists up past her elbows. Every time Sybara’s frost touched them there was a hiss and a puff of white, and the steam rolled up off the bench and mixed with the steam rising off Sybara’s thighs, and the Forge started to fog.

I looked down at the frost spreading over the steel tools.

There was a pattern in it, under the usual ferns. Veins. Branching lines, like the veins on a frost-egg shell. Like the veins on Kess’s and Veya’s shells, the morning they rang open in the cold vault. Ever since her clutch, everything Sybara froze carried that signature.

I thrust into her harder.

“Brenna,” Sybara gasped. “Please. Brenna, please, let me…”

Brenna’s thumb stopped.

The third denial.

Sybara’s whole body went rigid. Her ass clamped around my cock so hard I stopped moving. She hung there at the edge, shaking, every muscle locked, frost exploding across the bench under her hands.

And her syntax died.

“Breed me,” Sybara said. “Breed me any way you want. Please. Any way. Please, let me, Brenna, please, let me, let me…”

The scholar was gone. Just the woman. Begging.

Brenna looked at me over Sybara’s back. Slate-gray eyes, steady, open. They never closed.

She nodded once.

“Now,” Brenna said, and moved her thumb.

Sybara came.

She came screaming, wordless, nothing left in her but sound. Her ass locked down on my cock and jerked around it, ragged, out of any rhythm she’d ever kept, wringing me so hard I had to grab her hips and hold on. Her pussy fluttered against Brenna’s fingers. Her whole body bucked on the workbench.

Frost exploded.

It went out from under her hands across the entire workbench in one white blast. Every tool. Every clip. The drawing Bolla had made. It went off the edge of the bench and down the legs and across the floor. It hit the quench-trough beside the bench, the big iron tub of water Brenna used for tempering, and the water froze solid.

All at once. With a crack like river ice breaking.

The whole trough. Top to bottom. One instant water, the next instant ice, a split running across the surface from rim to rim.

Sybara collapsed onto the bench.

Her bun was gone. Fully unraveled, blue-black hair spilling across the frosted wood. Her glasses were opaque white. She was gasping. Her ass still pulsed around my cock in weak aftershocks.

I stayed in her and held my own finish back.

“Not yet,” I said.

Brenna was looking at the frozen quench-trough.

I pulled out of Sybara slowly. She made a soft wordless sound and didn’t move.

I went to Brenna.

She was still kneeling on the stool at the front of the bench. Her forge-scales were blazing orange from wrist to shoulder now. She’d been edging Sybara for a quarter of an hour, and every cycle had been building her too. You could see it. The tight set of her jaw. The way her stocky powerful body held itself, every muscle loaded.

She’d tempered everyone. She’d held everyone at the edge.

Almost nobody had ever tempered her. Me, the night she bonded, on this bench. And me again the night before the seal-frame went down.

“Your turn,” I said.

She looked at me. She didn’t argue. She stood up off the stool and set down the last of her tools, a small file she’d still had in her other hand without knowing it, and that was her yes. She always set down her tools.

I stripped her. Work-leathers, apron, the binding over her chest. She stood still and let me. That meant more, with Brenna, than undressing herself. Her body under the leather was built. Broad shoulders. Muscle from forge-work. Firm strong-carried breasts, handsome rather than heavy. Compact powerful thighs. Forge-ruddy skin weathered by heat.

I lifted her onto her own workbench.

The frost was everywhere on it. She sat down on it bare and hissed through her teeth and the frost under her thighs turned to steam.

I stepped between her knees and pushed into her.

Slow. Exact. The way she’d taught me. She was soaked. Fifteen minutes of edging Sybara had done it to her as much as to Sybara. Her pussy closed around me hot and strong, gripping, and her legs came up and locked around my hips with forge-caste strength.

Her eyes stayed open. On mine. They always did.

I built her slowly. I knew how. She’d taught me on this bench. Long deep strokes, a rhythm like a smith’s hammer, steady, measured, and every stroke her forge-scales climbed brighter. Orange to yellow-orange to white at the center. Her edge came, and she held it. She held it like she held everything, steady, eyes open, jaw locked.

“Hold it,” I told her. “Don’t you let go yet.”

She didn’t. Then Sybara moved.

She got up off the bench.

Slowly. Thawing. Her glasses were still half-fogged and her hair was everywhere and her legs were unsteady, but she came around the end of the workbench to where Brenna sat, and she looked at Brenna’s forearms.

Molten. White at the center. Glowing so bright they lit the fog.

Sybara put both hands on them.

On purpose. Both palms flat. Frost-cold. On Brenna’s white-hot forge-scales.

The steam was enormous.

It roared up off Brenna’s forearms in a white column, hissing like a blade hitting water, the loudest quench I’d ever heard, and it filled the space around the three of us and kept coming, rolling out across the Forge, up to the rafters, a solid white cloud.

And Brenna’s edge broke.

On cold. Every time anyone had ever brought Brenna over before, it had been heat. Building. Climbing. This time the cold hit her and she couldn’t hold.

She came.

Her pussy clamped around me. Her legs crushed my hips. Her back arched off the frosted bench. Her eyes stayed open, locked on mine through the steam, and the sound came out of her through clenched teeth.

The quench-hiss.

Long. So long. Longer than I’d ever heard it. A sound like a blade going into the trough and the water boiling around it, and it went on and on while her forge-scales burned white under Sybara’s frozen hands and the steam kept roaring.

I came with her.

I couldn’t have stopped it. Her legs held me locked to the root with forge-caste strength, and I emptied into her in hard measured throbs, struck in time with her hiss like a hammer finding the anvil, while her body clenched white-hot around every one and wrung me dry. The Mark blazed gold through the fog. I groaned into her neck.

“Breed me, Alpha,” Brenna said.

Quiet. Certain. Through her teeth, at the end of the hiss. The way she set a rivet: once, and it stayed set.

The Forge was white.

Fog to the rafters. You couldn’t see the far wall. You couldn’t see the banked fire. You could barely see each other. The three of us stood in the middle of a cloud of our own steam, breathing hard, Brenna still on the bench with her legs around me, Sybara’s hands still on her forearms, the forge-scales dimming slowly from white to orange to amber under the frost-wyrm’s palms.

Through the fog I could see the tools on the bench.

Every one of them furred with frost. And every crystal of frost had the veins in it. Egg-veins. Kess and Veya, in every crystal, on every tool Brenna had ever used.

Sybara’s glasses were completely opaque. She took them off finally and held them, and her eyes without them looked younger. Naked.

“I will send Talise,” she said.

She said it to the fog.

“To the Farshore. In my place. To copy whatever is carved at the landfall.” Her voice held level. “Her hand is accurate. I have read her margins. I have read her column. She copies exactly. She does not embellish when it matters.” Sybara looked at the glasses in her hand. “I will tell her so. Once. In public. In front of everyone.”

“That’s good,” I said.

“It will cost me something,” Sybara said. “I do not know what to call it. Pride. Territory. I have never let anyone else carry my work.” She put her glasses back on. They were still fogged. She didn’t wipe them. “I will do it anyway.”

Brenna, on the bench, still holding me with her legs, looked at the frozen quench-trough. At the crack running across it. At her frosted tools.

“It’ll hold,” she said.



Past midnight, a knock at the Tower door.

I was the only one still awake. Everyone else was in the pile. Sybara and Brenna had come up from the Forge together and gone straight to the bed and lain down tangled, and Sybara had been asleep before her head settled, still in her glasses.

I went down the stair and opened the door.

Bolla stood there.

Bare feet on the cold stone. Hair down for once, loose around her shoulders, the wind behind her lifting it. She must have come straight from the western wall. The night was dark and cold and clear and the wind was coming off the west, hard and steady.

She didn’t come in.

“I will guide you,” she said.

I didn’t answer right away.

“Nobody else alive knows the wind-road,” Bolla said. “Not on this continent. The ones who flew it with me went home. I’m the only one here.” She lifted her chin. “And it is my home that is dying.”

“You don’t owe us that,” I said.

Her eyes were very steady, and so was her face. Nothing in it was waiting for iron.

“I know,” Bolla said. “That is why I can choose it.”


Chapter 4: It’s Spring

I talked to each of them alone, as I’d said I would.

It took most of the night and the early morning. I’d learned that from my mother, too. You never asked someone to walk into a hard country in front of other people. In front of other people, they said yes because everyone else had. Alone, they told you the truth.

So I asked them alone.

Every one of them said yes.

That was the hard part: who would stay.



The party, when I put it on the map-room table at dawn, fit on one line.

Anfa, because I rode her, and because no other dragon on the continent was fast enough to get me out of trouble if trouble came. Bolla, to guide. Morana, because Bolla was hers and because she knew how a zealot thought from the inside. Nure for the sea-lane. Ceto for the reefs. Talise to copy whatever was carved at the landfall. And Ayida, because the eggs were dying and life was what she was.

Thessaly and two ocean-clan swimmers to escort.

Six partners and a guide. Ten dragons. Me.

Everybody else stayed.

“I HATE this,” Vibria said.

She said it at the map-room table at dawn in front of Campe and Aurelion and the whole war-table, and she said it loud, and she didn’t take it back.

“I know,” I said.

“I hate it. I hate it more than I hated being benched for the Peaks. I hate it more than I hated sitting in the tower during the battle. I hate it so much I want to set this table on fire.”

“Please don’t set the table on fire,” Aurelion said mildly.

“I’m not going to set it on fire. I’m saying I want to.” Vibria’s heat-shimmer was coming off her shoulders in visible waves. The air over the table rippled. “I’m the first bond. I’m supposed to go first. I always go first.”

“You’ve got eight children,” I said.

“I know how many children I have.”

“And one of them is Cinda.”

Vibria looked down at the table. A scorch-mark spread under her palm.

Cinda wasn’t in the room. She was in the nest gallery with Campe’s three and the four newborns and Bellic. But we all knew what I meant. A hatchling who hummed the Weave’s root without a Mark. Who’d opened a war-egg’s last plate with her voice. Nobody knew what she was. Nobody knew what she’d do if the bond went quiet, or if I was far away, or if something reached across an ocean and cut the Mark she hummed to.

“Someone has to hold her if something happens,” I said. “Someone has to hold all of them. And someone has to hold the wall.”

“Campe holds the wall.”

“Campe has three war dragons two days out of the shell and the combat wing,” I said. “Campe needs you on the wall with her.”

“I know,” Vibria said.

The heat-shimmer settled a little.

“I know,” she said again, smaller. “I know I’m needed. That’s why I hate it.”

Campe stayed for the obvious reasons. She’d been a mother for two days. She had the combat wing, the wall, the cadets, and three war-hatchlings, one of whom had already sat on Kira four more times.

Sybara stayed for the wyrmlings and the cold-vault coil. And for the translation desk. If Talise brought back the key, someone had to be here to turn it.

Brenna stayed to arm the Aerie. With the Mark on the far side of an ocean, the forge was the Aerie’s heart. Every harness, every ward-clip, every lantern-kit, every repaired window-pane in the Hatchling Aerie. If something came for the mesa while I was gone, it would be Brenna’s steel the cadets flew in.

And the rest held. Aurelion on the council. Ivora on the western watch. Rissara’s wings. Maren and the freed ward-watch on the walls. Bellic in the forge, with buckets.

“The Aerie holds,” Campe said, at the end of the table.

She’d said it once before, as an order of the day. Before the parley. It had been posted in her own hand on the cadet hall door and nobody had teased her about it because nobody dared.

She said it again now, and looked at me.

“It is holding what matters,” she said. “Go and be seen.”



Sybara did it at the morning meal.

I hadn’t known when she would. She’d said once, in public, in front of everyone. She hadn’t said when.

The cadet hall was full. The fire-wing loud near the kitchen. The tidepool tables in the corner with Talise at the head of hers, holding court, mid-anecdote. Our table, with half of us eating and half of us not.

Sybara stood up.

She did it in the middle of the meal. In full robes, buttoned to the throat, bun speared with a quill. She stood up from our table and walked across the cadet hall, all the way across it, past the fire tables and the war tables and the stone-wing, and every head turned to follow her, because Sybara did not walk across the cadet hall. Sybara read at meals. Sybara walked from the archive to our table and back and nowhere else.

She stopped in front of the tidepool tables.

Talise looked up, mid-sentence.

The hall went quiet around her in a slow wave.

Sybara adjusted her glasses.

She adjusted them again.

“Talise,” she said.

Her voice was formal. Her parade voice, if a scholar had a parade voice. Precise and carrying.

“Your hand is accurate,” Sybara said.

Talise set her spoon down on the table very carefully, like something that might go off.

“I have read your brood-column. I have read every margin note you have written in the public record since Aurelion appointed you, and I have checked them, and they are correct. Every one. Your sagas are…” Sybara paused, visibly searching for a word she could live with. “…inventive. Your margins are perfect.”

She took a breath.

“I require your hand,” she said. “On the Farshore, at the place they call the landfall, there are carvings. They are the oldest writing of the exodus. They may contain the key to the notation on the song-tablet. I cannot go. I am asking you to go in my place. To copy whatever they carved, exactly. Every mark. Every stroke. Do not improve it. Do not make it a saga. Copy it exactly and bring it back to me.”

She held out her hand.

In it was a folded sheet of paper.

“These are my protocols,” Sybara said. “Fourteen articles. You will follow them.”

Talise looked at the paper.

She didn’t take it.

She didn’t say anything.

Sybara’s hand stayed out. Talise’s spoon stayed down. Somewhere at the fire tables a cadet coughed and was elbowed for it.

The whole cadet hall watched the Aerie’s chronicler sit at her table with her mouth slightly open, staring at a folded piece of paper in the head archivist’s outstretched hand, saying nothing.

Then she took it.

She stood up. She took the paper from Sybara’s hand. She held it in both hands against her chest.

“Yes,” Talise said.

The tidepool tables started clapping.

Then the fire-wing, because the fire-wing would clap for anything. Then the stone-wing. Then the war-caste tables near the exit, Rissara’s cadets on their feet. Then the whole hall. Five hundred cadets clapping for a chronicler holding a sheet of paper and an archivist standing in front of her with her throat flushed pink to the collar and her chin up.

Sybara looked mortified.

She also looked proud. It was there under the mortification. In the set of her shoulders. In the fact that she didn’t leave.

She stood there and let them clap for one full breath. Then she turned and walked back across the hall to our table, very fast, and sat down, and opened a book upside-down, and stared at it.

“Your book’s upside-down,” Vibria said.

“I am aware,” Sybara said.

Ceto reached across the table and turned it right side up for her.

Sybara turned it back.

“I was reading it that way,” she said.

“You were reading the table,” Ceto said. She propped her chin on her hand, coral-red curls falling in her eyes, and looked at Sybara with naked delight. “Your ears are pink. I didn’t know your ears could go pink. I’m writing it down. Talise isn’t going to, so somebody has to.”

“Nobody is writing anything down.”

“I have documentation,” Ceto said. “I always have documentation.”

Vibria had both elbows on the table and was staring at Sybara like Sybara had grown a second head and it was beautiful.

“You said ‘perfect,’” Vibria said. “Out loud. In the hall. About a margin.”

“I said her margins were perfect. They are. It is a statement of fact.”

“You’ve never called anything perfect. You told me my flight-form was ‘statistically adequate’ and I cried for an hour.”

“You cried because Kira ate your sandal,” Sybara said, still looking at the upside-down book. “The timing was coincidental.”

At the head of the table, Campe had kept quiet through all of it. She had Hild on her shoulder and a cup of tea she wasn’t drinking. Hild was watching the tidepool tables, where the applause was only now dying, with the stern attention of a sentry.

When the hall was mostly back to its own noise, Campe set the cup down.

“That was well done,” she said to Sybara. Quietly. The voice she used on cadets after a hard drill, when they’d held formation and didn’t know yet that they had. “Standing. In front of the whole hall.” She paused. “It’s harder than giving an order. Giving your work away.”

Sybara’s glasses fogged. Two breaths. She didn’t blame the tea.

“It was very difficult,” she admitted, to the book.

“I know,” Campe said. “Drink your tea.”



Talise didn’t write anything down for the rest of the day.

I watched for a single line all day and never saw one.

At the Forge, mid-morning, Brenna had her standing on the fitting block for a harness adjustment, and Talise stood there with her arms out and her notebook shut in her pocket and her pencil in her hair, and didn’t narrate the fitting at all, buckles or clips or Brenna’s mouthful of rivets. Brenna checked the same chest-strap three times, which was her stress-tell, and finally took the rivets out of her mouth.

“You’re not talking,” Brenna said.

“No,” Talise said.

Brenna looked at her for a second. Then she nodded, once, a maker recognizing something under load, and went back to the strap, and didn’t check it a fourth time.

Bellic, passing with an armful of harness-leather, stopped dead and looked at Talise and then at me. “Is she ill?”

“No.”

“She’s quiet.”

“She’s thinking,” I said.

Bellic considered this. Then she pulled out her slate and looked at it like she was deciding whether it needed a column. She decided it didn’t.

Ayida told me about the infirmary afterward. Late in the morning, while Bolla slept for an hour in the corner chair, Talise had come and sat on the stool Bolla usually took, beside the swimmer’s bed. The swimmer had no name to give and Talise had no words to give, and the two of them sat in the quiet with the window open to the west. Once, Ayida said, Talise took the folded sheet out of her inside pocket and read it. All fourteen articles. Her lips moved on each one. Then she folded it again along the exact same creases and put it back.

The swimmer watched her do it.

Talise touched the pocket through her tunic. Ayida showed me how, two fingers laid flat against her own chest, and I knew the gesture. The way Anfa used to touch the silver feather.

Out loud, by dusk, she’d be herself again. On paper, nothing. Not a line about the hall, or the fourteen articles, or the woman who’d stood up in front of five hundred cadets and called her margins perfect.



“I want to come,” Vael said.

He’d found me on the western wall with the sun already high, and he said it before he’d finished walking up to me. He came alone, without Kaia, which was rare. He’d walked the whole length of the wall from the north watchtower, choosing his route, as he did every morning. Choice was still his physical therapy. Where he walked. What he ate. Which stair he took. Most of a year since we’d pulled him out of the Shattered Peaks with a violet forged Mark eating him alive, and he still made a small deliberate choice every few minutes, like a man flexing a hand that had been broken.

He was taller than me by an inch and thinner by a lot. Pale. Sharp-featured. His true Mark showed at his open collar, five faint amber points, his own constellation. It had rekindled under the mountain when he refused the thing that made him. It was still faint. It brightened when Kaia laughed.

He’d said it like he said everything now. Directly. He’d spent a year or more unable to speak in sentences. He didn’t waste them.

“I know,” I said.

“I can help. I’ve stood in front of something that wanted to own me. I know what it feels like when a crowd’s afraid of what you are.” He looked west. “And they think there’s one tyrant. They don’t know there’s two Marks. If they see both of us…”

“That’s the problem,” I said. “A people who think two Marks means two tyrants should see one first. One. On foot. Not flying in with an escort. Not with a second Alpha beside him.” I touched the Mark. “If they see me and decide I’m not what the songs say, then the next time you go, they’ll already know what a Mark looks like. But if they see two of us on the first day…”

“They’ll run,” Vael said quietly. “Or they’ll fight.”

“Or Hala gets to stand up at the clan-fires and say, look, the tyrant brought his heir.”

Vael was quiet.

Then he nodded.

“Then I’ll be the proof at home,” he said.

I waited. Vael had learned to finish his own sentences, and he did.

“When they come here,” he said. “And they will. Lamya will send someone. A wing. An embassy. Children, maybe, someday. When they come here, they’ll see me.” He touched his own sternum. The five points. “A Mark that was forged and got unforged. A man who was a weapon and isn’t. Somebody who chose.” He looked at me. “That’s worth something. Standing on a wall. Being looked at.”

“It’s worth a lot,” I said.

“Kaia says I’m better at it now,” Vael said. “Being looked at.”

“Kaia’s right.”

He almost smiled.



Kaia found me an hour later in the Forge, where I was being fitted.

She didn’t greet me. She never did. She walked up to Brenna’s bench, where Brenna was strapping me into Anfa’s new long-crossing rig, and put a folded sheaf of paper into my hand.

Several pages. Close-written. In Kaia’s square, determined hand.

“Protocol,” she said.

Her protocol. The one she’d written for the freed. Names, injuries, choices, in that order. She’d built it out of her own waking, the day the violet compulsion broke at the Shattered Peaks and six blank-eyed women became people again in a single breath, and she’d been the first of them to take a name. Now it was doctrine. Every freed soldier at the Aerie and the Peaks woke under it. Bolla had woken under it, after the sky.

“I adapted it,” Kaia said. “Last night. For the severed.”

“The grave-fire.”

“I don’t know if it’s the same wound. It’s probably not.” She tapped the pages. “When we woke up from the brand, something had been taken out of us and we had to learn to be ourselves without it. That’s close. Somebody burned out what was holding them to their people. We had something holding us down. That’s a different hole.” She frowned at the paper. “It’s the nearest map I have.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Read it.” She turned to go. Then turned back. “And come home in one piece. Vael will be here when you get back, and if you aren’t in one piece, he’ll think it was because he didn’t come, and I’ll have to spend a season talking him out of it.”

“That’s specific,” I said.

“I know him,” Kaia said, and left.

Brenna tightened the last strap on my rig without comment. Then, after a moment, she said, “She’s right. About Vael.”

“I know.”

“Come back in one piece,” Brenna said. “I don’t have time to rebuild you.”



The swimmer chose to stay.

I went to tell her in the infirmary. Bolla translated. I told her we were going west. That we’d go to Lamya, and to the brood-fields, and that I’d carry her answer. Then I told her she could come home with us if she wanted. On the wind-road. With a reef to sleep on.

She listened.

She looked at the window. West.

When she spoke, Bolla translated, softly.

“I swam the ocean alone with my sisters burned out of me. I cannot go back yet. I cannot fly over that water and still not feel them. Not yet.” The swimmer looked at her own hands. “I will stay. Until I can bear the silence. Then I will decide.”

Kaia was at the door. She’d heard.

“She stays under my protocol,” Kaia said. “I’ll keep her.”

The swimmer looked at Kaia. A freed woman who’d learned to be herself again after something was cut out of her.

She nodded.

Ayida was still beside the bed. She’d come back at dawn and sat down on the floor and taken the woman’s hand again. She’d tried twice more to heal the cold place. Both times the gold had slid off. She’d stopped trying. She’d stayed.

Ayida looked up at me, and then at the cold place under the woman’s hand, and kept holding on.



At midday Ayida came and found me.

She didn’t say why. She took my hand on the cadet wing stair and led me out through the outer gate and along the path to the Ember Garden.

It was autumn.

You could see it everywhere in the Garden. The leaves on the fig and the vines had turned yellow and brown. The flower beds had gone to seed, heads hanging heavy and dry. The moss around Fen’s sun-spot had faded from green to a tired olive. The stream ran cold and clear through its carved channel. The night-blooming vine on the pavilion was bare.

The Garden was going quiet. Settling down for winter.

The life trio tumbled around Ayida’s feet as we came through the gate. Amaya first, as always, then Sylva, then Fen, who’d been pried out of his sun-spot by his sisters and was protesting the whole way. They were iridescent-prism, the size of hounds now, amber-gold eyed, and they breathed bloom on everything, and nothing was blooming. The bloom-breath came out of them and hit the autumn soil and nothing much happened. A few tired leaves greened at the edges.

Ayida stopped at the pavilion steps.

She turned and took both my hands.

“You won me the spring,” she said.

I remembered.

The night the western wall flowered. Before the parley. In this pavilion, before we ever reached these furs. She’d stood right here with her hand flat on my chest, the western wall humming its new root-lattice under the Garden, and said the Garden’s not done. I’m not done. But gardens wait for spring. Win me the spring.

And we’d won, with proof instead of killing. A freed scout in the open sky and a matriarch’s law and a wall covered in flowers.

“I’m calling it,” Ayida said.

Then she made it spring.

I’d seen Ayida grow things since the night she chose me. I’d seen her bloom a wall. Fruit a sanctum. Root-lattice a fortress. I’d seen flowers grow out of her hair, and moss thread over the stone under a dead man after she closed his eyes, and an entire western wall flower in the dark.

I’d seen her bloom things out of season. I’d never seen her turn a season back.

She stood on the pavilion steps with her hands in mine, and she closed her eyes, and she breathed out.

And the Garden woke up.

It started under our feet. The dry moss on the steps went green all at once, like a lamp being lit. Then the green ran out from the steps across the pavilion floor and down into the beds and up the bare vine, and everywhere it went, things woke.

The buds came first. On the bare branches of the fig, on the vine, on the hedge along the stream, tiny hard brown buds swelled and split. Bright green inside. I watched a bud on the fig open in front of my eyes. A curled leaf pushed out and unfurled, pale and wet and new, the size of my thumbnail.

The autumn leaves went green again.

On the stem. Yellow leaves, brown leaves, leaves that should have fallen a week ago, they flushed green from the stem outward like ink running backward through paper. The whole fig tree went from autumn gold to spring green in the time it took me to breathe twice.

The seed-heads in the flower beds cracked. The dry seeds that had been waiting all winter fell into the soil, and the soil opened, and they sprouted. Tiny green threads, hundreds of them, pushing up through the dirt.

The stream got warmer. I could feel it on the air. The cold autumn smell went away and a new smell came in. Rain on earth. Warm grass. Green things growing.

Spring.

In autumn. By her will.

The life trio went wild.

Amaya bloomed and this time it worked. Flowers burst open in a ring around her, white and gold and violet, hundreds of them, and she shrieked with delight and bloomed again. Sylva ran across the newly green lawn breathing bloom on everything, every patch of soil she touched erupting in moss. Fen stopped protesting. He looked down at the soil by the pavilion steps, which had gone soft and dark and warm, and dug his feet into it to the ankles, and rumbled. A deep happy rumble. He wasn’t going anywhere.

Ayida opened her eyes.

They’d gone gold. Fully gold, the vivid gold they went when her dragon nature surfaced. The prism-bloom had come up along her arms. Deep greens and golds, the mother-prism, the colors motherhood had added to her spectrum.

“There,” she said.

A life-caste healer came down the path for the trio’s noon feed and stopped dead at the gate, staring at a garden that had been brown when she left it an hour ago.

It took both of us and a bribe of honey-cake to dig Fen out of the new soil. He came up out of it with his feet black to the ankle, rumbling his outrage at being uprooted. The healer herded all three back up the path toward the Hatchling Aerie, Amaya blooming the stones the whole way, Sylva darting off to breathe on a hedge and being fetched back by the scruff.

Ayida latched the Garden gate behind them.

“Why now?” I asked.

We sat on the pavilion steps. The spring went on spreading around us, out across the Garden, up the fortress wall. The air warm and green.

She’d known I would ask. She had her answer ready. She always thought before she spoke.

“Because I’m going to the Farshore,” Ayida said. “To a dying people’s nursery. To a field of eggs that are turning gray because they’ve never had any of this.” She opened her hand and a small green shoot grew out of the soil between her fingers. “I don’t want to carry spring home to them later. I want to bring it with me.”

“You want to carry across the ocean.”

“Yes.”

“It’s a hard crossing.”

“I know.” She looked at me. “I’m a life dragon. Last time, carrying dimmed me. You saw it. I was slower. I held less. Every root cost me twice.” She turned her hand over. “Not this time. I can feel it already, in the bond, the way the gold point sits against the center now. This time it opens.”

She closed her fingers over the shoot. “And when we get there, and we’re standing in a field of gray eggs, I want to be carrying something that’s alive. I want them to feel it. I want to walk into that field with spring inside me.”

I let her finish.

“And the old tables say my window closes this year,” Ayida said.

She said it like a seed-count.

“The breeding window. Eighteen to twenty-four. I’m twenty-four. The tables say after this year my clutches will be weaker.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Campe’s thirty-eight. The tables gave her half a cadet’s chance. She laid three armored eggs on the first try. The tables were written before anyone had a bond like ours. Sybara thinks the bond carries the load now, not the calendar.”

“So you don’t care about the tables.”

“I don’t care about the tables at all,” Ayida said. “I care that the timing is mine.”

She looked at me. Her gold eyes were very steady.

“I chose you before I chose anything else,” she said. “I chose to come to the Aerie. I chose my first clutch. I chose to wait for spring. And now I’m choosing it.” She put her hand flat on my chest. Over the Mark. Over her gold point. “I’m choosing it now. Today. In the Garden I grew. Before I go.”

The gold point flared under her palm.

The center answered. Golden-white.

The two of them pulsed together, as they had since the night she conceived her first clutch. Life and true resonance. The same grammar.

“Do you want this?” I asked.

I always made sure with her. Even now, with her first three gone off up the path to the Hatchling Aerie, I asked, because the asking was the whole point.

“I want it,” Ayida said. “I want you. I want spring.” She smiled, slow and certain. “Come inside.”

She undressed me first.

She always did. She stood up on the pavilion floor and took my hands and pulled me up with her, and then she untied my collar.

She did it slowly. Holding my gaze. Her fingers on the laces, one at a time. No shyness in her. There never had been, once she chose. She held my eyes while she undressed me the way other women held their breath.

She pushed the shirt off my shoulders. Her palms on my chest. On the Mark. The gold point blazed and the center blazed and the prism-bloom on her arms went brighter.

She unbuckled my belt. Pushed my trousers down. I stepped out of them.

She looked at me. Down and up. My cock was hard, thick and heavy, standing out from my body. She looked at it with the same open calm she looked at everything, and then up at my face, and the gold in her eyes got deeper.

Her own clothes came next.

Her linen dress was soft and earth-brown, hand-woven, with a living vine for a belt. She untied the vine. It let go of her waist and curled itself around her wrist like a bracelet. She lifted the dress over her head.

Warm brown skin with that iridescent sheen like oil on water. It shifted as she moved. Green at her shoulders in this light, gold at her hips. Her breasts were natural and soft, a full B going toward C after her first clutch, warm brown areolas, her nipples already stiff. Her hips were real. Full and soft, a woman’s hips. Her belly was soft too, and her thighs, and there was prismatic shimmer on the inside of her thighs and along her hip bones and at her collarbones.

The most touchable body of any of them. That’s what I’d thought the first time. It still was.

The prism-bloom was spreading as I watched. From her breasts first. It always started there. Color washing outward across her skin from her nipples. Deep green. Gold. Violet. Crossing her chest, climbing to her collarbones, flowing down her ribs.

I wanted my hands on her. I kept them where they were.

I didn’t move. I waited. She’d tell me.

She stepped close and laid her hand on the Mark again.

“Now,” she said.

I laid her down on the pavilion furs.

The furs were the same ones she’d laid on the first night, in this exact place, with moonlight on the vines. She’d added more since. They were soft and deep and warm from the new spring sun coming through the leaves.

She lay back on them and her hair spilled out around her head, dark brown with strands going green and gold and violet in the sunlight.

I knelt between her thighs.

With her it was always this: slow, face to face, and slower than that.

I braced over her on my forearms. She looked up at me. Gold eyes. She put her hands on my back.

I pushed into her.

Slow. The slowest I knew how to go. One inch. Then another. Her pussy was warm and soft and wet and it opened around me like soil opening around a root, and I felt every inch of it, the soft grip, the heat. She didn’t close her eyes. She held my gaze the whole way. Her breath went out of her in a long slow exhale.

When I was all the way in, I stopped.

We lay there. Joined. Not moving. Her pussy pulsing around me once, slow, like a heartbeat.

The Mark blazed between us. Gold and white. The light of it fell on her face.

“Dane,” she said.

Just my name. She was the one who said it most. She’d always said it most.

I started to move.

One rhythm. Long and slow. All the way out, almost. All the way in. Hold. Out. In. Hold.

The prism-bloom climbed her body as I moved. It crossed her collarbones and climbed her throat. It went down her arms to her wrists. It went down across her soft belly and her hips. Deep green. Gold. Every scale-patch on her body flaring brighter.

At her first pre-crest, her lips parted on a small sound. Her pussy tightened around me once and her eyes went a shade wider.

And under the pavilion, the Garden’s buried seeds split.

I didn’t see it. I felt it. Through the Mark, through her, through the furs and the stone. A thousand small cracks in the soil all around us, all at once. The sound of it was almost nothing. A whisper. Like rain starting on a roof.

I didn’t speed up. She didn’t ask me to.

I kept the rhythm. Out. In. Hold.

I shifted my weight onto one forearm and laid my free hand on her hip.

On the prism-patch over the bone. The scales there were warm and smooth as river glass, and the moment my palm closed over them they lit. Color ran out from under my hand in a slow ring. Gold first, then green, crawling across her soft belly and down the top of her thigh like water finding low ground.

She made a sound, a breath with a catch in the middle of it.

I slid my hand up her side to the patch at her shoulder, and the bloom followed my palm the whole way, and her pussy rippled around me, once, a slow soft squeeze from root to tip that went straight up my spine.

Every muscle in my body answered it. Drive. Take.

I held. My braced arm shook with it. Sweat ran down the middle of my back, and I kept my strokes exactly where they were, because she was watching me do it, and she knew what it cost.

Her nipples were hard against my chest. I lowered my head and kissed her throat, where the prism was brightest, and her pussy clenched.

Second pre-crest.

Her breath stopped for a heartbeat and then went out of her in a long shaking sigh. The bloom flared across her whole chest, green and gold and violet in one wave.

And around the pavilion, sprouts broke the soil.

I could see them this time. Over her shoulder, past the edge of the furs, in the beds by the pavilion steps. Green threads pushing up out of the dark earth. Dozens. Hundreds. Unfurling their first two leaves in the sun. Everywhere I looked, new green, rising.

“Don’t speed up,” she whispered.

“I’m not.”

“I know.” Her hands were on my back, holding me. “I know you’re not. I just wanted to say it.”

Out. In. Hold.

Her soft hips rose to meet me at the bottom of every stroke. Slowly. In time. She was so wet now I could hear it, a soft wet sound every time I pushed into her. Her thighs had spread wider. The prism had reached her inner thighs, the shimmer there blazing.

The pavilion smelled like wet soil after a storm.

“Fill me,” she said.

Quiet. Decisive. The way she said everything that mattered.

“It’s spring, Dane. Fill me. Plant it.” Her eyes held mine. “I want to carry spring across the water.”

Her hand came off my back and found the Mark. Pressed flat over it. Over her point.

“Please breed me, Dane,” she said. “I choose this.”

The same words she’d said to me in this pavilion two years ago. Two years, and I still had to stop for a second when she said it.

“I know you do,” I said. Low. Against her mouth. “So take it. Every inch. As slow as you want it.”

Her pussy clenched around me at that, deep and unhurried, and her eyes never left mine.

I pushed into her, slow, all the way.

Third pre-crest.

Her whole body went still under me. Her pussy clamped down and held. Her breath stopped.

And beneath us, roots threaded the stone.

I felt them. Through the furs. Through the pavilion floor. New roots, threading down from the sprouts into the soil and the stone beneath, finding cracks in the old pavilion flagstones and pushing through them, spreading, a web of new life knitting itself together under the place where we lay.

She let her breath go. Slowly.

“Almost,” she said.

I didn’t change anything.

That was the hardest thing and the only thing. Everything in me wanted to go faster. My cock was so hard it ached, buried in that slow warm grip. My balls had drawn up tight. Every slow stroke pulled at me.

I didn’t go faster. I kept the rhythm. Out. In. Hold.

She didn’t look away. I didn’t look away.

Her eyes were full gold now. No amber left. Her skin was blazing. Full-body prism, every scale-patch at once, green and gold and violet and deeper colors I didn’t have names for, washing across her in slow tides. Her hair spread out on the furs, every strand catching color.

I felt it build in her through the Mark. Slow. Like a river rising.

Her pussy began to pulse around me, longer and deeper than any pre-crest clench. Slow contractions, one after another, rolling through her.

“Dane,” she said.

Then she stopped breathing.

She held it. Her body went rigid under mine. Her fingers pressed into my back. Her eyes held mine, wide, gold, shining.

She shuddered.

Once. Long. From her core outward. Her pussy closed on my cock like roots closing on stone and stayed closed, and then let go of me a little at a time, in slow deep waves that drew me from root to tip, and she didn’t make a sound. She held her breath and shuddered and came around me in silence.

At last she whispered my name into my neck.

“Dane.”

I came.

Slow, at her pace, with my eyes on hers the whole time. I pressed as deep as she would take me and let go there, and each long contraction of her pussy drew the next pulse out of me, so that I spilled into her in unhurried waves, planting it exactly where she’d asked for it. I groaned against her throat. My hands fisted in the furs.

The Mark blazed so bright the pavilion had no shadows in it.

Gold and white. Her point and the center. Pulsing together, in the same rhythm, her life-light and my true resonance, and through the Mark I felt something happen inside her. A small warm thing. A spark catching.

She gasped. The prism-bloom flared gold across her collarbones.

“There,” Ayida breathed. “It took.”

And every dormant seed on the mesa germinated at once.

It went out of her through the furs and the roots and the stone, a wave of green rolling outward from the pavilion in every direction, a great soft rushing through the Mark like a wind made of growing.

By morning every crack in every stair in the Aerie had a green shoot in it. Every gap in the outer wall. Every seam between the flagstones of the Flight Apron. Every crevice in the cadet hall steps, every chink in the watchtowers, every crack in the old Tower walls. Every seed that had ever blown onto the mesa on the wind and fallen into stone and waited, years, centuries maybe, for a chance.

All of them. At once.

The whole Aerie, sprouting.

Bellic stood at the bottom of the cadet hall stair at dawn the next day, contemplating it. The stair was green. Every step had a line of fresh shoots growing out of the joint between the stones.

She pulled her slate off her belt and chalked a new column.

STAIRS (GERMINATING).



We lay in the pavilion for a long time after.

She stayed under me. I stayed inside her. Neither of us wanted to move. The spring went on spreading around us, out across the Garden, out across the mesa. I could feel it through the Mark, faint, a warm green hum.

Her prism-bloom faded slowly. Down from full-body to her shoulders and breasts. Down to a soft shimmer. Her eyes went from gold back to amber.

She didn’t cry this time. She used to cry after, in the early days. Grief-crying, healing-crying. She hadn’t cried after in a long time now.

She smiled.

She took my hand and held it flat over her belly. Low. Under her navel. Over the place where something small and warm had just caught.

I felt it. Through the Mark. Barely. Like the first green thread of a sprout under the soil, before it breaks the surface.

“Now,” Ayida said, “I can go.”



At dusk Bolla held the first lesson for the expedition.

On the Training Terrace, with the sun going down red behind the western ridge. Everybody who was going. Everybody who was staying came to watch.

The first thing Bolla had done when I told her the party was look at each of the women in it, one by one, the way she looked at a wind.

“Some of you will be very bad at this,” she’d said. “That’s all right. Bad is a place to start.”

She was right.

Anfa still flapped.

She’d followed once, a few days ago. Unbuckled, Bolla had called it. And she’d been strange and quiet afterward. But following once wasn’t the same as learning it, and the old instinct ran deep. She shifted on the Terrace edge in her five-second eruption of silver and storm, and went off the edge into the updraft, and every wingbeat was a fight. She powered through the lift instead of riding it. She made her own air. That was what storm dragons did.

Bolla rode beside her and sang a wind-band at her. Low. Patient. Over and over.

Anfa snapped her jaws.

Bolla kept singing.

Morana went next.

She shifted on the Terrace edge fast and hard, as storm-caste did, and there she was: charcoal-gray storm dragon, the dead gray of her defection years shot through now with living silver, veins of it crackling down her flanks like rain-lines on dark stone. She went off the edge after Anfa.

And she didn’t flap.

She hadn’t had time to learn the lattice. She managed it because she’d spent her whole life flying someone else’s line. Delphyne’s, for two years. Anfa’s, since. The paired-sweep was the storm-pair’s oldest formation, and in it Morana flew the second position, the following one, reading Anfa’s wingtip and going where it went. She had the instinct Anfa didn’t. She knew how to take a read she hadn’t made.

She slid in behind Bolla’s left wing and held there, watching the gale scout’s wingtip as she watched Anfa’s. When Bolla tilted, Morana tilted. When Bolla set her wings, Morana set hers, and the storm in her body fought it. I could see the silver crackle flaring along her ribs every time the old instinct pulled. She held anyway.

For two full passes she rode the lift off the rim behind the woman she’d once clipped out of the sky over a shingle beach.

When they landed and shifted, Bolla studied her.

“You follow well,” Bolla said.

“Practice,” Morana said. “I followed the wrong people for two years.” She pushed a hand through her charcoal crop, scars still sparking faintly at her forearms. “This is better.”

“I’m not leading you. The wind is.”

“Then I followed the wrong wind,” Morana said, and the corner of her mouth went up.

Bolla didn’t laugh. But she stood a little closer to her keeper for the rest of the lesson, near enough that their elbows touched when the wind gusted.

Ceto couldn’t stop talking.

She was a reef dragon. Sixty feet of coral-armored ocean-dragon, a living reef growing on her back, built for water. She’d never flown much. She could fly, the way a swimmer could walk, competently and without joy. And dragons couldn’t talk in dragon form, but they could make sounds, and Ceto made sounds. The entire glide. A long running commentary of chirps and clicks and amused rumbling that everyone could understand perfectly in tone, which was: this is ridiculous, I am a fish, why am I in the sky, the sky is very large, look at that cloud, is that a bird, I am going to eat that bird.

Her fish-halo flew with her, twenty-seven deep-water fish scattering and reforming around a reef dragon who plainly did not want to be in the sky either.

“She’s talking during the glide,” Bolla said, landing beside me in human form.

“She does that.”

Bolla watched Ceto bank, badly, still chirping. “She is happy, though.”

“She’s always happy.”

“That’s good. Happy is a fine place to be bad from.”

Nure declined.

She didn’t even shift on the Terrace. It wasn’t big enough. She shifted down in the Flooded Crater instead, and rose up out of the water like a small island deciding to stand, one hundred and eighty feet of abyssal dragon, bioluminescent scales glowing blue-green in the dusk, the water streaming off her in sheets. The sky dimmed a little when she surfaced. It always did.

She looked up at the Terrace. At Bolla.

She made a long low sound that rolled across the whole crater.

She shifted back to human form, waded to the shore, climbed the stair to the Terrace, dripping, and stood in front of Bolla with water running out of her black hair onto the stone.

“I am not a wind creature,” Nure said.

“No,” Bolla agreed.

“I will be under you,” Nure said. “In the water. Reading the current. If anyone falls, I will be there.” She tilted her head. “That is my lattice-position. Below.”

Bolla considered this with total seriousness.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s a good position. In my clan we would call it the floor.”

“The floor,” Nure repeated, pleased. She turned to me. “I am the floor.”

Talise was a natural.

That was the surprise of the evening. Nobody expected it. She was a tidepool dragon. Thirty-five feet, compact, amphibious, mottled teal-and-sand, built to vanish in three feet of water and dart through surf no other dragon-form could work. A diver, built for the shallows, and nobody’s idea of a long-distance flier.

She went off the Terrace edge, caught the updraft, set her wings exactly as Bolla had shown them, and rode it.

No flapping. No fighting. She found the lift on her first try and climbed in a long smooth spiral and hung there in the red light like she’d been born on a crossing.

Bolla stared.

“How,” Bolla said.

Talise came down. Landed. Shifted. Stood there on the Terrace in her cadet gear, windblown, teal-streaked hair coming out of its knot, and grinned the widest grin I’d ever seen on her.

“Surf,” she said. “Waves are just wind you can see. I’ve been reading lift my whole life. I just never did it in the sky.” She tapped her temple. “The chronicler, displaying tremendous natural aptitude…”

“Oh no,” Morana said.

“…ascended the heavens with the effortless grace of…”

“She’s going to be insufferable,” Anfa said, landing hard on the other side of the Terrace, steaming, scars crackling.

“…of the very gulls themselves…”

“She’s already insufferable,” Ceto said cheerfully, coming in from the crater on foot, wet, delighted. “It’s wonderful.”

Ayida flew last.

She was carrying. A few hours. You couldn’t see anything. But Bolla saw it anyway. When Ayida shifted, forty-five feet of life dragon, iridescent prismatic scales that shifted color like a soap bubble, Bolla went up beside her and guided her, not with a song this time, but with her own body. She flew just ahead and to one side of Ayida, in the exact place where the air came off a gale-dragon’s wing in a smooth easy stream, and Ayida slid into the slipstream behind her and rode it.

The easiest place in a lattice. The place you put the tired and the young and the carrying.

When they came down, Ayida shifted back and stood on the Terrace with her hand on her belly and the prism-bloom still running high up both arms.

“She knew,” Ayida said to me quietly. “I didn’t tell her.”

“She reads things.”

“She read me.” Ayida watched Bolla walk away across the Terrace. “Nobody outside the bond has ever known before I said so. She just looked at me and knew.”

Bolla came back to stand beside me at the Terrace edge.

The sun was almost gone. The crater below had turned to dark copper. The wind was coming off the west, steady, cold.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “you stop trying to fly.”

“I don’t fly. I ride.”

“You ride like you’re flying.” She looked at me sidelong. “Your body tries to help. You lean into the turns. You brace for the lift. You try to make the dragon do things. I watched you on Anfa.” She shook her head. “Tomorrow you stop. You let the air carry you. You let her carry you. You do nothing.”

“That’s harder than it sounds.”

“It’s the hardest thing there is,” Bolla said simply. “Doing nothing on purpose. Letting something else hold you up.” She looked out at the darkening crater. “My people can do it in the air. We spend nothing on a crossing. We can let the wind hold us for six days.” Her voice went quiet. “We can’t do it anywhere else.”

Morana had come up behind us. She stood with her arms crossed and watched the last light go.

“That’s the whole lesson. Isn’t it.”


Chapter 5: Spend Nothing

The wind-school ran for six days.

Bolla didn’t let anyone miss one. Not Anfa, who hated it. Not Ceto, who talked through it. Not Ayida, who was carrying, and not me, who was the Alpha and apparently had no special exemption from being bad at things.

“Especially not you,” Bolla said, the first morning, on the Training Terrace in the gray before sunrise. “You’re the one they’ll carry. If you fly wrong, they all fly wrong.”

“I don’t fly.”

“You ride wrong,” Bolla said. “Same thing. Worse, maybe. A dragon can feel a rider fighting her.” She tilted her head at me, the gale-clan look, the one that measured you like a crosswind. “Anfa can feel you leaning into the turns. You think you’re helping. You’re adding weight in the wrong place. Today you stop.”

We worked over the Flooded Crater, because the crater had everything.

Bolla had mapped it in a week when she first started the school, faster than I could have done it in a month. She knew every lift and dead pocket over that water by feel. The ramp off the northern rim in the morning when the sun hit the stone. The long sinking air over the deep black center of the lake where nothing rose. The twisting band along the southern cliffs that I’d drawn the first day. A shear zone at the eastern narrows where the air off the high country hit the air off the water and tore.

“Your previous Alpha died in that one,” Bolla said quietly, the second morning, pointing at the narrows. “Morana told me.”

“Tarek. Yes.”

“The wind didn’t kill him.” She looked at the narrows. “A man turned off the stabilizers. Morana said.” Her jaw set. “I hate that. Using the wind to murder someone. Where I come from, that’s the worst thing there is. Worse than the brand.”

“Why worse?”

“Because the wind’s not yours to use,” Bolla said. “You ride it. You don’t aim it.”

Rissara’s cadet wing worked the lattice above us while Bolla taught the expedition.

The Aerie flew wedges and lines, every flier holding her place off the leader. A gale lattice was a net, and every flier in it held a position relative to the wind. Where the air was rising, someone set her wings. Where it was falling, someone slid over it. The whole shape of the lattice changed every minute, flexing and stretching, because the wind changed, and the fliers followed the wind and not each other.

And it spent nothing.

That was the point. That was the whole craft. Twelve fire and war cadets, who’d been flying all their lives by beating the air into submission, learning to ride it instead. By the third day they could hold a lattice for half an hour over the crater without more than a dozen wingbeats between them. Rissara, with her scarred left arm, held the point position and grinned like a girl the whole time.

“She was afraid she wouldn’t fly the same,” Bolla told me, watching Rissara bank. “After the burn. She told me. She said her left wing pulls wrong now.”

“It does.”

“In a lattice, it won’t.” Bolla smiled. “In a lattice you don’t pull. You set. The burn doesn’t matter if you’re not fighting.”

My lesson was doing nothing.

It was the hardest thing I’d ever learned on a dragon’s back, and I’d learned to stay on a storm dragon in a thunderhead.

Bolla flew beside us the whole first day, close enough that I could see her eyes narrowed into the wind, watching me from her long lean gale-head. Every time I leaned into a turn, she made a sound. A short sharp chirp that meant there, that, stop.

I’d been riding since my first week at the Aerie. My body knew how. Lean into the bank. Grip with the knees on the climb. Brace back on the dive. Shift your weight to help her through a hard turn. Everything a rider did, I did, without thinking, because that was what I’d been taught by every partner I’d ever ridden and by Bellic and Campe and the whole curriculum.

In a lattice, every single thing I’d learned was wrong.

“You are a load,” Bolla told me, at the noon rest, sitting on the Terrace edge with her bare feet hanging over five hundred feet of air. “Not a pilot. Not a helper. A load. The best load lies still and lets the carrier decide.”

“That sounds like something your clan says.”

“About children,” Bolla said. “And grain.”

Anfa, sitting against the wall behind us drinking water, laughed out loud. Then looked surprised at herself.



On the third day, I called a gust.

I didn’t mean to. It just happened. We were holding a lattice-position along the southern band, Anfa’s wings set, my body lying flat along her spine as Bolla had made me practice for two days until I could do it without my muscles twitching. Bolla was ahead and to the left. The lattice was eight dragons spread across the band, riding.

I felt it before it came.

The air changed. Something I couldn’t name. A pressure. A shift in the way the band was moving, like the feel of ground going soft under your boots a step before the mud.

“Gust,” I said. “Left. Coming up off the rim.”

I said it out loud, without thinking, the way I’d have called a rockfall to a partner on survey.

Two seconds later it hit.

A hard upward punch of air off the southern rim, slamming up into the left side of the lattice. If I hadn’t called it, Anfa would have taken it under her left wing and rolled. But I’d called it, and Anfa had heard me, and she’d set her left wing a fraction lower a heartbeat before, and the gust hit and lifted us thirty feet and set us down on the band again like a hand.

Bolla hadn’t called it.

She’d felt it a half-second after I did. I saw her head snap around. I saw her see the gust hit us. I saw her see that we’d already been ready for it.

She stared at me.

Then she laughed.

It came out of her like the gust had. Sudden. Hard. A full laugh, loud, a gale-dragon’s laugh, which in dragon form was a kind of high chiming bark that echoed off the crater walls. Rissara’s cadets turned to look. The whole lattice turned to look.

That night at the cadet hall, Morana told me it was the first time anyone had heard Bolla laugh out loud since the defile. The first real laugh, all the way out, in a season.

“She laughs,” I said. “I’ve heard her laugh.”

“She laughs quietly,” Morana said. “Little ones. Like she’s checking if she’s allowed.” She looked down the table to where Bolla sat with Ceto and Talise, eating, still smiling to herself. “That one wasn’t checking.”



By the fourth day I had a wind-grammar.

That’s what Sybara called it, when she came up from the deep archive to see what I’d been drawing. I’d filled twelve pages of my survey book with the crater’s air. Contour lines for lift. Rings for dead pockets. Arrows and parallel strokes for bands. A notation I’d made up for gusts, little zig-zags with a direction mark. Elevation by eye. Time of day in the margins, because the air over the crater changed with the sun.

“This is a grammar,” Sybara said, turning the pages with one fingertip. “A consistent symbolic system for a phenomenon that has never been recorded symbolically.” She looked at me over her glasses. “You have invented a written language for wind.”

“It’s just a map.”

“All maps are languages.” She turned another page. “Your mother would be proud.”

I didn’t have an answer for that.

Bolla had started bringing me her songs.

On the second evening she’d come to our table after the meal and sat down beside me and said, “This one. The southern band. It has a song.” And she’d sung it, low, under the noise of the hall. Short. A rising line, then a long flat note, then a falling one. Like the shape of the band itself, rising off the cliff and running along and dropping off at the end.

“Write it down,” she’d said. “Beside your lines.”

I’d never written down music. I didn’t know how.

I drew it. A rising line. A flat one. A falling one. Small marks above them for where her voice went up and down. Next to the band I’d drawn for the air, the band she’d sung.

She didn’t look up from the page until the lantern needed trimming.

The next evening she came back with two more songs. The evening after, four.

By the fourth day I had seven gale-clan wind-songs drawn on my pages next to the bands they belonged to, song and map side by side. The shape of the air, and the shape of the sound her people had made for it, back when they first crossed, so their children wouldn’t die on the crossings.

“In my clan,” Bolla said, looking at the pages, “we would say you are stealing our songs.”

“Am I?”

“No.” She touched the edge of the page. Very carefully. “Stealing is when you take it away. You wrote down where it lives.”

Everyone treated Anfa’s flapping a little bit like a joke. Ceto teased her. Talise narrated her failures in saga voice. The cadets watched the fastest flier on the continent flap her way through a lattice like a fledgling and grinned behind their hands.

I didn’t think it was funny.

She came down from the third day’s drill with her jaw set so hard I could see the muscle jumping. She shifted on the Terrace and stood there with her fists curled at her sides and her scars sparking along her ribs. She went straight to the stair and down it and I didn’t see her again until the evening meal, where she ate in silence.

That night in the pile, she curled smaller than usual. Her back against my chest. She didn’t sleep.

“It’s against everything,” she said, finally. Into the dark.

“I know.”

“Storm dragons make their own air. That’s what we are. We don’t follow a read. We don’t follow anything.” Her scars sparked faintly against my skin. “When I was a fledgling, my mother told me: the storm doesn’t ask the wind which way. The storm IS the way. That’s how I learned to fly. That’s how I’ve flown my whole life.”

“And now Bolla’s asking you to follow.”

“Every instinct I have says no.” She was quiet. “Every one. My whole body. When she sings the band at me, my wings want to beat. I want to make my own lift. I want to go through it, not ride it.”

“You did it once.”

“Once.” Her voice was very low. “And it felt…”

“Like what?” I asked.

She didn’t answer. She just pressed back against me harder, and her scars went quiet, and after a while she slept.



On the fifth day she let Bolla lead her through a band.

This time it was a whole band. The long southern band, from where it lifted off the cliffs at the western end all the way to where it fell off the narrows in the east. Two miles. Bolla flew point. Anfa flew behind her with me on her back, in the follow position, the one where you set your wings in the leader’s wake and let her read the air for you.

And Anfa didn’t flap.

For two miles she didn’t beat a wing. I lay flat along her spine and did nothing and she did nothing, and Bolla read the band ahead of us and set her wings a fraction this way and a fraction that, and Anfa followed every fraction, and the air carried us.

Her heart under me was slower than I’d ever felt it in the air. Slower than in my bed.

When we came off the end of the band at the narrows and Bolla peeled away, Anfa didn’t break out of the follow position. She held it. She glided down the whole length of the crater, slow, wings set, all the way to the Terrace, and landed so softly I barely felt it.

She shifted.

She stood on the Terrace in her flight leathers and pushed the wind-wet silver hair off her forehead with the back of her wrist, slowly, like she’d forgotten what the gesture was for.

She didn’t look angry. She didn’t look like she had after the third day. Her fists weren’t curled. Her scars weren’t sparking. She stood there on the stone looking at the sky where the band was, and her face had a look I’d seen exactly once, on Starward Peak, after the first time I pinned her wrists. When she’d woken up in the alcove soft-eyed and quiet and didn’t know what to do with herself.

She went past me without a word, straight to the stair, and down it.

“She’ll be all right,” Morana said, beside me.

“I know.”

“She’s the same as me,” Morana said. “When someone takes the weight and it’s good, the first time, you don’t know where to put it. Being unburdened. It’s strange.” She watched the stair where Anfa had gone. “She’ll figure out where it goes.”



Ceto grew her first rest-reef on the fifth evening, in the crater lake, an hour before the meal.

The whole expedition went down to watch. Plus half the pack. Plus a large crowd of cadets who’d heard there would be a demonstration and wanted to see a reef dragon make a raft.

She went out into the shallows in human form, waist-deep, my flight jacket abandoned on the shore for once, her coral-red curls tied up on top of her head and already escaping. The twenty-seven deep-water fish that had followed her up the aquifer from the ocean-clan sanctuary schooled around her in a glowing halo. They’d been circling her for most of a year. Not one of them had ever left.

She put her hands flat on the water.

And grew.

I’d seen her grow shell in combat. Shell-walls ramping out of the western shallows in four seconds at the Battle of the Aerie, wet and glowing, hard enough to shrug off ash-fire. This time she took it slow. Her amber ring-glow bloomed out across her skin from her palms and spread up her arms and down into the water, and where it touched the water, the water thickened.

Coral. Living coral, growing out from her hands in a widening disc just under the surface. Pale pink and amber. Branching. Knitting. Then shell over it, a smooth hard curve of grown shell rising out of the water like the back of a turtle, broadening, flattening.

It took her about twenty minutes.

When she stepped back, there was a raft floating in the shallows. Round. Maybe fifteen feet across. Shell on top, smooth and slightly cupped, coral underneath holding it up. It glowed faintly amber at the edges where her light was still in it.

“For four,” Ceto said, proudly. “Four sleepers. In human form.”

“Test it,” said Bolla.

Talise volunteered.

Of course Talise volunteered. She waded out and climbed onto the raft with her notebook held over her head to keep it dry and stood up in the middle of it, arms out, delighted. “The chronicler,” she announced to the shore, “stands upon the FIRST REEF OF THE CROSSING, grown by the hand of the reef-daughter herself, a vessel that shall bear us across the…”

The raft tilted.

Slowly.

“…the endless…”

It tilted further. One edge dipped under the surface. Water poured over the shell.

“…the endless SEA…” said Talise, as the raft sank.

It went down gently. Like a leaf going under. The shell filled with water and the coral gave up and the whole thing slid down into the crater shallows with Talise still standing on it, still narrating, notebook held high over her head.

“…BENEATH which the chronicler now descends, with tremendous dignity, into the…”

Her head went under.

The notebook stayed up. Held at arm’s length above the water. Perfectly dry.

The shore went silent.

The notebook moved sideways a few feet. Talise’s head came up next to it, hair plastered to her face, spitting water, still holding the notebook up.

“…into the DEPTHS,” she finished, “from which she returns triumphant, notebook intact.”

The whole shore exploded. Cadets fell over laughing. Vibria laughed so hard she set a reed-bed on fire. Morana sat down on the stones and put her face in her hands. Even Anfa, who’d been silent all evening since the band, made a sound that was very nearly a laugh.

Ceto stood in the shallows staring at the place where her raft had gone down.

“Hm,” she said.

The second one held.

She grew it bigger. Thicker shell. A deeper coral keel underneath. Wider at the edges so it wouldn’t tilt. She took forty minutes this time, and her ring-glow pulsed slower and deeper, and when she was done there was a raft in the shallows twenty feet across that sat on the water as steady as a dock.

Talise climbed onto it again, alone, wet, notebook still held high.

It didn’t tilt.

Morana climbed on after her, and Ayida, and me. Four sleepers. We stood on it in the shallows and it bobbed gently and held.

The twenty-seven fish schooled around it in a glowing ring. A halo. They’d found something they liked. They circled the raft and stayed.

Ceto waded over and put her hands on the edge of it, soaked, her curls coming down, ring-glow bright from her shoulders to her fingertips. She looked at it with enormous satisfaction.

“Reefs are better the second time,” she said. “Everything is.”



Brenna’s crossing rigs came out of the Forge on the fifth day.

She’d been building since the night of the war-table.

She laid them out on the Forge floor in rows.

Lattice-clips first. The salt-alloy ones she’d been making from Bolla’s sketch, the night Sybara froze her quench-trough. Gale-clan style: they clipped to the wing-root instead of the spine, so the rider’s weight could shift with the lift without fighting the dragon’s balance. A full set for every dragon in the party. Different sizes for each.

Anfa’s long-crossing harness. New. Heavier than her storm-harness. Built for days in the air instead of hours. Extra padding at every anchor-point where the straps would rub on the long crossing. And at the mid-back anchor, a strap-down for me.

“You’ll sleep on her,” Brenna said. “Some of it. Not at night, on the reef. But in the afternoons, when the lattice is steady. Bolla says the gale scouts sleep in the air on long crossings.” She tapped the strap-down. “You sleep, this holds you. You don’t fall off.”

“You built me a bed.”

“I built you a load-bearing restraint,” Brenna said. “If you want to call it a bed, call it a bed.”

Lantern-signal kits for every dragon. Small, salt-proof, with shutters you could work with one hand. Bolla had told her the gale-clan signaled at night on the crossings with lanterns. Brenna had built a set that could signal in gale-clan code and Aerie code both.

And Talise’s copying case.

It was a work of art. A flat case of salt-alloy and oiled leather, waterproof, with a hinged lid and a seal around the edge. Inside: slots for paper. A rack for charcoal pencils, twenty of them. A slot for a lantern. And in the center, fitted into its own padded cradle, a small cold-jar. Sybara’s. Glass and alloy. Inside it, a pale gray fixative.

“For the copies,” Brenna said. “You copy. You seal them in the jar with the fixative. They don’t smudge, they don’t fade, they don’t get wet.” She glanced at Talise. “Sybara’s protocol says you put them in the jar every evening. Every one.”

“Article seven,” Talise said. “I know.”

“She’s read it,” Morana said, surprised.

“She’s read it nine times,” Ceto said. “I counted.”

Talise looked at the case. She didn’t narrate. She just reached out and touched the lid.

Brenna checked Bolla’s harness four times.

It was the last fitting of the day. Bolla stood in the middle of the Forge in her gale-scout leathers, the patched ones, half Farshore and half Aerie cadet gear, and Brenna went over every buckle and every strap and every rivet.

Once. Twice. Three times.

The fourth time, she didn’t check anything. She just put her hands on the collar-ring of the harness, the round steel loop at the front where the chest-straps met, and stood there.

She reached into the pocket of her apron and took something out.

A glass bead.

Small. Round. Cold-worked. Gray-green: storm-gray and green, the exact color of the scale-patches on Bolla’s forearms. The exact color of her eyes.

Brenna threaded it onto the collar-ring with her big steady fingers and closed the ring.

The bead hung at the hollow of Bolla’s throat, catching the forge-light.

Bolla looked down at it.

She’d seen Ceto’s bead. Everybody had. Brenna had put an amber-glass bead on Ceto’s harness when she fitted it, the night before Ceto bonded, and Ceto had worn it every single day since. Morana had a silver storm-bird she kept in her pocket. Every woman Brenna had ever fitted had one small grace from her that nobody had asked for.

Bolla touched the green bead with one finger.

“What does it mean?” she asked.

“It’s green,” Brenna said.

“Yes. But what does it mean?”

Brenna looked at her with her steady slate-gray eyes.

“It means it’s your color,” Brenna said. “Whatever that turns out to be.”

Bolla didn’t say anything else. She wore the bead out of the Forge, and to the evening meal, and I noticed she kept touching it.

The color didn’t match anything yet. Not on the Mark. There were ten points on my chest and none of them was that storm-green.



The goodbyes started on the fifth evening, because the Aerie had never let anyone leave quietly.

Jessa came out of the kitchen at the end of the meal carrying a parcel wrapped in waxed cloth and tied with string. She walked straight down the hall to where Bolla sat, and set it in front of her.

“Honey-cake,” Jessa said. “For the crossing. And for the frightened ones on the far shore.”

Bolla’s hands stopped on the string of the parcel.

Everyone at the table knew. Months ago, before Skarn took her off the coast road, Jessa had packed honey-cake for Bolla to take home. For the crossing, Jessa had said then. And for the frightened ones. And Bolla had never delivered it. Skarn had taken her. The cake had gone into a river with her pack and she’d been carved instead of going home.

She picked it up with both hands and held it like a thing that could break. She held it against her chest and didn’t say anything for a while.

“I’ll deliver it this time,” she said finally.

“I know you will,” said Jessa, who knew what a promise looked like when she saw one. She went back to her kitchen.



Vibria found Bolla on the western wall that night.

I was there. I’d gone up to check the relay-glass and found the two of them on the wall-walk in the wind. Vibria barefoot, of course, her heat-shimmer rising off her in the cold air like steam off a hot spring. Bolla standing with her finger up, reading the wind out of habit.

Vibria walked up and stood in front of her. She had to tilt her head back. Bolla was six inches taller.

“You bring him back whole,” Vibria said.

She said it fierce. Her glow-eyes lit. Heat poured off her.

“You bring him back whole,” she said again, “and I’ll teach you to set things on fire.”

Bolla blinked.

“I can’t set things on fire,” Bolla said. “I’m gale-clan.”

“I’ll teach you anyway,” Vibria said. “I taught Kira. Kira can set anything on fire. I taught Tama to set a banner on fire at four months. I can teach anybody.” She jabbed a finger at Bolla’s chest, right at the green bead. “Bring him back whole.”

Bolla looked down at her.

Then she put her hand over Vibria’s, on her chest. Briefly.

“I will,” Bolla said.

Vibria nodded once. Then she turned and walked off down the wall without another word, and I heard her crying by the time she got to the stair, and she didn’t try to hide it.



The nest gallery said goodbye the next morning, the sixth day.

Hild saluted.

She was standing on the nest-rim with Bram and Gerd on either side of her, the three of them in their line, plates much darker now, slate going to iron, a week old and holding formation like veterans. When I came to the gallery arch to say goodbye, Hild looked at me, and lifted one foot, and touched it to the side of her head.

Bram and Gerd, a beat behind, did the same.

Campe, behind them, looked at the ceiling very hard.

Kira had appointed herself acting Warden of Everything.

She’d decided that if the Alpha was going away, someone had to be in charge, and she was the obvious choice, and she stood in the middle of the gallery floor and sparked a long, complex speech at me that I understood perfectly in tone. It went something like: I will manage the Nursery, the newborns, the war-brood, the life-brood, the frost-pair, the vault, and the kitchen. Do not worry. I have this.

“Thank you, Kira,” I said.

She sparked once more, curtly, and went to stand guard at the arch.

Torren gave me nothing. Torren didn’t give things. But when I looked over at his vault on my way out, he’d put a new line on his exchange board. Talise had chalked it for him. It said, in her careful public hand:

CREDIT EXTENDED TO THE ALPHA. NO INTEREST. UNTIL RETURN.

And Cinda hummed.

She was on Vibria’s shoulder. When I came to say goodbye to her, she climbed off Vibria and onto my arm and up onto my shoulder and settled there with her tail around my neck, the way she did every day, and she hummed the root into my bones.

I stood there in the gallery and let her.

She hummed. And hummed. And didn’t stop. And the center-point of the Mark warmed under her paw, and the warmth went down through me into my feet, and I stood there with my striped weave-born daughter on my shoulder humming the bottom note of the Weave, and I couldn’t leave.

I couldn’t. Every time I took a breath to lift her off, she hummed a little louder.

Vibria came and took her finally. Gently. Lifted her off my shoulder and held her against her own chest.

“Go,” Vibria said. Her voice was thick. “Go or she’ll do it all day.”

I went down the stair. I didn’t look back.

From the stair I could still hear Cinda humming.



“Map-room. Last bell before the meal. Bring Morana.”

Campe said it to me in the corridor that afternoon, in the voice she used for orders, and walked away before I could ask why. At dusk I was there with Morana, because she’d asked me to be.

Campe stood at the head of the long table in full uniform. Half-cape. Braid tight. Boots polished to a mirror. Hild was not on her shoulder for once. She’d left the war-brood with Bellic. She stood alone at the table with her hands clasped behind her back and the big chart of the continent on the wall behind her.

Morana came in and stood at the other end of the table. At attention. She didn’t know why she was there. I saw her not know. Her shoulders set, the old cadet’s posture, braced.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

I knew what this was. Every one of my partners knew. Nobody had ever said it out loud.

Morana had defected from Campe’s wing.

Four years ago. Two years before I came. She’d been a cadet in Campe’s command, a storm-caste fourth-year, the best paired-sweep flier in the academy with her flight-sister Anfa. And she’d grown bitter about the breeding doctrine, and Delphyne had found the bitterness and fed it, and one night Morana had flown north to the Shattered Peaks and never come home. Her formations came back at the ward-line, and she came back herself at the siege, and Anfa drove her off. Two years after the night she flew north, Anfa dragged her out of the sky over the Drowned Reach.

Campe had been her commander.

It was the oldest failure in Campe’s ledger. The one she’d never spoken. Every other loss in her command she’d talked about with me at some point, in the dark, in the pile. Cadets she’d lost in the Dragon War. Tarek, who she was supposed to be paired with. Her mother.

Never Morana. Not once. Not when Morana was a prisoner. Not when Morana was unchained. Not when Morana bonded. Campe had treated her with exact professional courtesy since the Drowned Reach and never said a word about the night she left.

They stood at opposite ends of the map-room table.

Campe did not apologize.

I’d thought maybe she would. I’d thought maybe that was why she’d called this. An apology, finally, in private, commander to cadet.

She didn’t.

She looked at Morana down the length of the table with her forest-green eyes, and when she spoke, it was the parade voice. The command voice. The one that carried across the training yard.

“Cadet,” Campe said.

Morana went rigid.

Nobody had called her cadet in four years. She was a bonded woman. A full flier. A veteran of every campaign since the southern camp. Nobody called her cadet.

“Bring him home,” Campe said.

That was all. Three words. An order.

She’d sent Morana into battle a dozen times since Anfa unchained her, by wing and by formation, through signal-flags and runners and the tower. She had never once given her an order the old way. By rank. To her face. Commander to cadet, the way she had before the night Morana flew north.

This was the first.

Morana didn’t move. I watched her face. The silver spark surfaced in her storm-gray eyes, bright, and stayed. Her mouth opened and nothing came out.

Then her heels came together.

Her spine went straight. Her chin came up. Her hands went flat against her thighs. Perfect attention. The way she must have stood in Campe’s wing at eighteen, before any of it.

“Yes, Commander,” Morana said.

Her voice cracked on Commander.

Campe looked at her for one more breath.

She said, quietly, not the parade voice anymore, “Good,” and walked around the table, and stopped in front of her, and took her face in both hands.

She held it there for a long breath. Morana didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Her chin stayed up in Campe’s palms like she was being inspected for parade.

Then Campe’s hands came down, and one of them closed around Morana’s wrist.

She walked her out of the map-room like that. Down the council corridor. Across the yard in the last of the light, past the cadet hall, where the whole Aerie was already roaring at the farewell meal Jessa had turned into a feast. Nobody looked out. Nobody saw the commander of the combat wing towing a storm-caste flier across the flagstones by the wrist, and the flier letting herself be towed.

I followed. Nobody had said I should. Nobody had to.

On the Tower stair, Campe didn’t let go. Morana’s free hand came up once to the rail and Campe’s grip tightened, just slightly, and Morana’s hand went back to her side. Past the nest gallery, where I could hear the war-brood rumbling at Sera and Bellic’s voice telling Bram to get off the bucket. Up the last flight.

The bedroom was empty. Lamp lit, hearth banked, the fig tree in its corner.

She stopped in the middle of the floor and let go of Morana’s wrist.

She undressed her the way a commander would. Uniform inspection. I’d seen Campe inspect cadets on the training yard. She walked the line and looked at everything. Collar. Buttons. Buckles. Boots. She fixed what was wrong with her own hands and moved on.

She did that now. To Morana.

She started at the collar of Morana’s flight leathers. Turned it down. Straightened it. Then unfastened it. One clasp. She moved down. The buckles of the leather vest, one at a time, checking each one as she undid it, her fingers precise and slow. The vest came open.

Morana stood at attention through all of it.

Her silver scars were sparking. Down both forearms, across her shoulders where the leather fell away. Living silver, crackling, brighter every second. She stood perfectly still with her chin up and her eyes front and the spark in them so bright it lit her face, and her old commander undressed her like a cadet being inspected for the last time.

Campe pushed the vest off her shoulders. Underneath, a linen undershirt. She unlaced it. Pulled it up and off over Morana’s head.

Morana’s breasts came free.

Fuller than Anfa’s. That was always the first thing you saw. Same height as Anfa, same storm-caste, same dark warm skin, but a different body. Softer. Heavier. A natural D-cup on a warrior’s frame, round and full, dark nipples tight in the cool air. Being fed and loved had put her condition back on her, and it showed. Thick strong thighs. Heavy hips. A soft belly over hard muscle.

The commander’s eye ran over her. Assessing. Every inch.

“Good,” Campe said again. Quietly.

Morana’s scars flashed.

Campe stepped back, and held her arms out from her sides, and stood at attention herself.

Morana understood.

She undressed Campe.

Her hands shook, a little. Campe’s had shaken on the half-cape clasp the morning of the hatching, and Morana’s shook now on the same clasp, and she got it open on the second try and lifted the half-cape off Campe’s shoulder and folded it, carefully, the way a cadet folded her commander’s cape, and laid it on the chair.

Then the jacket.

She unbuttoned it from the collar down. Each brass button. Campe’s breath went deeper with each one, and the jacket strained across her chest, the seam at the bust pulling tight every time she inhaled.

The beauty mark on her left collarbone came into view as the collar opened.

The jacket came off. Morana folded it. Laid it on the cape.

Under it, the undershirt. And under that, the binding.

Campe still bound her breasts flat under her uniform every day. Even after the clutch. Even now. Habit, and command, and armor. The binding was linen, wrapped tight around her chest in a long band, tucked at the side.

Morana found the tuck. Pulled it free. Began to unwind.

The binding came off in long turns around Campe’s ribs, one after another, and with each turn her chest rose a little more, filled a little more, and then the last turn came free and Morana let it fall and Campe’s breasts dropped heavy and full into the lamplight.

Massive. That was the only word. Full natural DD, heavy and soft and warm olive, with dark pink nipples that went rock hard the second the binding came off. They swayed with her breath. They’d gotten heavier with her clutch. Fuller. She was thirty-eight and she’d carried three war-eggs and she had the body of a woman who’d done exactly that, wide mother’s hips and strong thick thighs and those breasts.

And her forearm plates were going.

Under Morana’s hands. As Morana unwound the binding, Campe’s forearms had begun to smooth. The dark metallic scale-plates retracting from her wrists toward her elbows. She’d stopped trying to hide that months ago. She let it happen.

Morana saw it.

Her cadet. Her commander’s armor coming off under her hands.

Her lips parted on something that wasn’t a word.

Campe knelt.

She always knelt before she asked for anything. It was what she’d done the first night in this room, with my lost spoon in her hand. She went down on her knees on the rug at the foot of the bed in front of me, in nothing but her uniform trousers and her polished boots, and she looked up.

Forest-green eyes. The ones that had commanded armies.

I pushed my trousers down. My cock came free, hard and heavy. She looked at it and her breath went out of her slow.

She cupped her breasts in both hands and lifted them and pressed them around me.

Warm. Fuck, so warm. Soft and heavy, yielding around my cock, enveloping it from both sides. She pressed them together and the soft flesh closed around me and I groaned. She started to move. Slow. Up and down. Her heavy breasts sliding along my length, the head of my cock pushing up through her cleavage on every upstroke.

Her eyes never left mine.

Morana knelt beside her.

She didn’t wait to be told. She went down on her knees next to her commander, and she put her hands on Campe’s breasts. Over Campe’s hands. Helping. Holding them around me. Pressing them tighter.

And her own breasts pressed against Campe’s arm.

Two busts side by side. Campe’s massive mature olive, Morana’s full heavy dark. War-warm skin against storm-warm skin. I looked down at the two of them kneeling there, Campe’s breasts wrapped around my cock and Morana’s hands over hers and Morana’s heavy tits pressed to Campe’s shoulder, and my whole body went tight.

Campe started to rumble.

Low. Down in her chest. The war-rumble. It came up through her breasts into my cock and I felt it like a hand around me, a vibration, deep and steady.

“Look at me,” I said.

They both looked up.

Two pairs of eyes. Green and storm-gray. The commander and the cadet.

Campe moved faster. Morana’s hands pressed tighter. Campe bent her head and took the tip of my cock into her mouth on the next upstroke, her tongue circling, her breasts still wrapped around me, the rumble going through everything.

I had to stop them.

“Not yet,” I said, and pulled back.

Campe’s mouth came off me with a soft wet sound. She sat back on her heels, breathing hard. Her breasts were flushed. Her plates had smoothed to her elbows.

“Not yet,” she agreed, hoarse.

I sat on the edge of the bed.

“Come here,” I said to Morana.

She came. She climbed into my lap facing me, her strong thighs spreading over mine. She wanted my eyes. She always did.

I took her hips in my hands and lifted her and she reached down between us and guided me in.

She sank down on me slow. Her pussy was soaked. She’d been soaked since the map-room. She took me all the way in one long slide and her head went back and she groaned.

“Look at me,” I said.

She looked at me.

And Campe moved behind her.

She came up on her knees on the bed behind Morana and put her arms around her. Around her waist. Pulling her back against her own body, Campe’s massive breasts pressed against Morana’s back, Campe’s chin on Morana’s shoulder. Holding her.

Campe spoke into Morana’s ear, in the low private voice that was somehow more commanding than her shout.

“Best cadet I ever lost,” Campe said.

Morana’s whole body jerked.

“Best paired-sweep in the academy. Fastest second-year in my wing. You flew a crosswind dive at nineteen that I still teach.” Campe’s arms tightened around her. “I lost you. On my watch. I never said it. I’m saying it now.”

Morana’s scars flashed silver.

“I got you back,” Campe said.

Morana sobbed. One sound, torn out of her and gone. She started to move on me. Riding me. Her hips rolling. Her heavy breasts bouncing against my chest.

“You fly for me again,” Campe said, against her ear. “You hear me? You fly for me. That’s an order. You’re mine again. My wing. My best.”

“Yes,” Morana gasped. “Yes, Commander. Yes.”

“Look at him while I say it.”

Morana’s eyes held mine. Storm-gray. The silver spark blazing in them. Tears on her face. Her scars crackling along her forearms and shoulders, living silver light running across her dark skin.

“You chose me,” Morana said to me. Breathless. “He chose me. She chose me. You both…”

“We did,” I said.

“Breed me,” Morana said. “Breed me because you want me. Because she wants me back. Not because I’m…”

“Because we want you,” I said, and drove up into her.

She came.

Hard. Fast. Her eyes never left mine. Her pussy clamped down on me and convulsed, and she gushed. Hot. Soaking. A flood of it, spilling out of her over my cock and my thighs and the bed, the storm she’d held for two years breaking open as water, and her scars discharged at the same instant. Silver. Full-body. Living lightning running over her skin from her wrists to her throat to her ribs, crackling, lighting the whole room.

The Mark flared on my chest. Her point first, silver-charcoal, storm-edged, blazing so hard it threw her shadow on the wall behind her, and the rest of the constellation lighting gold behind it, her coming washing back through the bond into my chest like a second heartbeat.

Campe held her through it. Her mouth at Morana’s ear. Murmuring. Not words I could hear. Old command dialect, maybe.

Morana collapsed back against her commander, shaking. Laughing, wet and astonished, with her head on Campe’s shoulder.

“Two years,” she said. “I’d have run three provinces before I let anyone say any of that to me.”

“You’d have run four,” Campe said.

I lifted Morana off me gently and laid her on the bed.

I turned to Campe.

She was still on her knees on the bed. Her uniform trousers. Her boots. Nothing else. Her breasts flushed and heavy. Her forearm plates smooth to the elbow. Her braid starting to come loose at the nape.

She looked at me, and her mouth, for once, didn’t hold its line.

“Lie down,” I said.

She lay down.

On her back. In the middle of the bed. Morana curled against her side. I pulled her boots off, one, then the other, and set them on the floor side by side. Then her trousers. She lifted her hips to let me.

Bare. All of her. The commander of the combat wing, naked on her back on my bed, her wide strong thighs parting for me.

I knelt between them.

I pushed into her. Slow. Deep. Her pussy was hot and wet and heavy around me, gripping, and she exhaled long and hard through her teeth.

Missionary. She stayed looking up at me. Always. Her hands came up and rested on my forearms, permitting everything.

I started to move.

And her plates went.

All of them. In one long wave. From her forearms, which were already smooth, up past her elbows, across her upper arms, over her shoulders, to her collarbones. Every scale of armor on her body that hadn’t yet smoothed, smoothing. A ripple of soft olive skin running up her body from her wrists to her throat, like a sleeve being drawn up her arm and off. Bare. All the way.

Morana watched it happen.

She lay beside Campe on the bed and watched her commander’s armor come off from her wrists to her collarbones in a single wave, and her fingers knotted in the sheet, and then she put her hand flat over Campe’s heart.

She leaned in and kissed her.

Soft. On the mouth. The cadet kissing the commander. Campe kissed her back, hungry, her hand coming up into Morana’s ragged charcoal hair.

I fucked Campe while they kissed. Deep and steady. Building.

The war-rumble started.

It came up out of her chest into mine. Into the bed. Into the floor. Low and rolling and rising. The windows started to buzz. The bed-frame hummed. My teeth hummed.

Campe pulled her mouth off Morana’s.

“Breed me, Alpha,” she said.

Her voice dropped to a whisper on the last word.

“Breed me. Then give them back to me. All of them.” Her eyes held mine. “Bring them all home.”

“I will.”

“Breed me,” Campe said. “Now.”

I drove into her and held and came.

Deep inside her, straight into the rumble, so that every pulse of my cum shook back at me through her chest. I filled her the way she’d ordered it, held hard against those wide mother’s hips, and she came with me. Her pussy gripped me in time with the rumble, every roll of it another squeeze, until I couldn’t tell her coming from the sound. Her back arched off the bed. And the war-rumble went to full.

The Mark went gold. All of it, the whole constellation burning across my sternum, and in the middle of it the green point and the silver-charcoal point blazed side by side, commander and cadet, so bright they threw two colors of light down across Campe’s skin and the back of Morana’s hand where it lay over her heart.

The windows rattled.

All of them. Every window in the Tower bedroom shook in its frame. And then they sparked, because Morana’s scars were still discharging, because Morana’s hand was on Campe’s chest, because the war-rumble and the storm-silver hit the glass at the same time, and little bright sparks jumped across every pane, crackling, silver on green.

The fire in the hearth flared. The fig tree in the corner shook its leaves.

After, Campe held Morana.

She lay on her back with her plates smooth and her braid finally all the way undone, auburn hair spread across the pillow, and she held Morana against her side with one arm. Morana’s head on her breast. Her hand still over Campe’s heart.

Neither of them spoke for a while.

Then Campe did. To the ceiling.

“Bring him home,” she said.

Morana didn’t lift her head.

“Yes, Commander,” she said.



Dawn on the Flight Apron.

Gray. Cold. Wind coming off the west. The whole expedition in a line along the apron edge in human form, gear loaded, harnesses checked. Brenna had checked them four times. The stone was wet with dew and there were green shoots growing out of every seam between the flagstones, Ayida’s spring, still spreading.

Behind us, the Aerie had come out on every balcony.

Bolla walked to the very edge of the apron.

She stood there with her bare toes curled over the lip of the stone and the wind lifting her pale hair, and she licked her finger and held it up.

She stood like that while the gray came up over the mesa behind us. Silent. The gale-scout’s silence. Reading.

Everyone waited.

She lowered her hand and turned around and looked at all of us, and her face had come alight, wide open, like a girl seeing her own coast.

“It’s a good wind,” Bolla said. “It wants to go.”

Behind her, the first gust came off the west and lifted every banner on the apron.


Chapter 6: The Exodus Road

We left with the sun barely over the eastern ridge, and the whole Aerie on the walls to watch.

I’d told myself the goodbyes would be short. I’d told everyone. Short, specific, done. No speeches. We had three days to the coast and six days of open water after that, and every hour we stood on the Flight Apron saying goodbye was an hour of good west wind we weren’t riding.

They were short. That didn’t make them easy.

Campe stood at attention at the apron edge in full uniform with the half-cape clasped at her left shoulder.

Hild sat on her left shoulder. Sera sat on her right.

Shared custody. That was how Vibria had put it, the night before, and it had stuck. The two of them had spent a week in a cold war over Campe’s shoulders, Sera with a year and a half of seniority and Hild with the absolute conviction of a war dragon born standing at attention. Somewhere in the night they’d come to terms. I didn’t know how. Nobody did. But this morning Sera was on the right and Hild was on the left, and they sat perfectly still on either side of Campe’s neck like two bookends, and when I came down the line Hild saluted and, a heartbeat later, so did Sera.

Campe didn’t salute.

She didn’t speak either. She looked at me. Forest-green eyes, crow’s feet she’d earned, the braid so tight it pulled at her temples.

She reached out and put her hand flat on my harness. On the chest-strap, right over the Mark. Right over her green point.

She held it there one second too long.

When she took her hand back, she looked past me at Morana.

Morana came to attention without being told.

Campe nodded once.

Vibria held Cinda.

She’d told me the night before she wasn’t going to cry. She’d told me three times. She’d told Bellic, and Jessa, and the entire fire table at the evening meal, and Campe, who had looked at her with deep skepticism.

“I’m not crying,” Vibria said, on the apron, with tears running straight down her face.

“I know.”

“I’m not. It’s the wind. It’s cold. My eyes are watering from the cold.” She sniffed hard. Heat-shimmer rose off her in the cold air like steam off a pot. “I run hot. The cold wind makes my eyes water. That’s all this is. It’s science. Ask Sybara.”

“It is not science,” said Sybara, beside her.

“It’s science,” Vibria said, furious, crying.

Cinda hummed.

She was curled against Vibria’s chest, striped amber-and-gold, tail around Vibria’s wrist. When I came close she lifted her head and looked at me with those calm ember eyes and hummed the root, very softly, and I felt the center-point answer her.

I put my hand on her head.

She pushed up into it like a cat. Hummed louder.

“Don’t,” Vibria said thickly. “Don’t let her start. She’ll do it all morning.”

I took my hand back. Cinda stopped humming. She looked at me with what I could only describe as patience. Like she knew I’d be back, and she’d hum then.

Vibria grabbed my collar and pulled my face down and kissed me. Hot. Hard. Her heat-shimmer wrapped around both of us. Her tongue tasted like the black tea she’d stolen from me at breakfast.

When she let go her eyes were glowing.

“You come back,” she said. “Or I come get you. I’ll fly the ocean myself. I don’t care if I can’t. I’ll do it angry.”

“I’ll come back.”

“You’d better.” She let go of my collar and stepped back and wiped her face with the back of her wrist, and the tears hissed into steam against her hot skin. “Go. Go before I set something on fire.”

Sybara gave Talise the fourteen articles.

Again. She’d given them in the cadet hall at the morning meal a week ago, in front of everyone, folded in a sheet of paper. Since then she’d revised them twice. This morning she handed Talise a new copy, bound in oiled cloth, waterproof, sealed at the edges with wax.

“Revision three,” Sybara said. “Article nine has been clarified.”

“Article nine was clear,” Talise said.

“Article nine is now clearer.”

Talise took the bound copy and put it in her inside pocket, next to the old one, which she apparently was keeping. Then Sybara reached into her own robe and took out something else.

It was a cleaning cloth. Small. Soft gray. The spare cleaning cloth for her spectacles. She’d had one in every pocket since her first year bonded, because the Mark fogged her glasses in two breaths and she was always needing one.

She held it out.

Talise looked at it.

“I don’t wear glasses,” Talise said.

“I am aware,” said Sybara.

She held it out anyway. Her hand didn’t move. Her face didn’t change.

Talise took it.

She looked at the cloth in her hand. A spare cleaning cloth, for spectacles she didn’t have, from a woman who never gave anyone anything that wasn’t a protocol or a correction.

She folded it carefully and put it in the pocket with the fourteen articles.

“Thank you,” she said.

“It is for the lens of the copying lantern,” Sybara said. “If it fogs.”

“Of course,” Talise said.

Neither of them believed it. Neither of them said so.

Brenna checked the rigs a fifth time.

She’d checked them three times the night before. Once at dawn. Now she went down the line on the Flight Apron one more time, every dragon, every clip, every strap. Bolla’s lattice-clips at the wing-root. Ayida’s padded harness for carrying. Talise’s case-mount. Anfa’s long-crossing harness with my strap-down.

Nobody told her to stop.

When she got to me, she tugged the strap-down twice. Hard. Then she looked at me with her slate-gray eyes.

“It’ll hold,” she said.

“I know.”

“Come back in one piece,” Brenna said. “I’m not rebuilding you.”

“You said that.”

“I’m saying it again.” She tugged the strap one more time. Then she stepped back to the line beside Campe and folded her arms and didn’t move again until we were in the air.

Vael and Kaia stood on the western wall.

They’d chosen the wall over the apron, where everyone could see them. Wall-cloaks over their shoulders, the ones Aurelion had given them before the Flight came. Vael’s five faint amber points showed at his open collar.

He didn’t wave. He just stood there, visible. The proof at home.

Kaia raised one hand. Then put it down. Then raised it again, the way you do when you’re not sure you’re allowed.

Aurelion stood at the top of the apron stair on her cane.

She didn’t make a speech. Five Alphas she’d watched. Forty-five years as headmistress. She’d watched three of them die. She’d sent all of them into danger at one point or another.

She raised one hand.

Nothing more. A single raised hand, palm out, silver-white crown braid catching the first sun. The old court gesture. The one that meant go, and come back.

I raised mine back.

Then Anfa shifted under me, and we went.



Three days to the Drowned Reach.

I’d flown it four times. Three days of mountains and plateau and coastal forest. The high plateau camp. The old-growth forest at the coast. The ward-stone markers from extinct clans, still standing in the passes, worn smooth by centuries of weather.

We didn’t stop to look at any of it. We flew.

We stopped only to sleep.

The first night we camped on the high plateau, on the same stony bench where Anfa’s first heat had hit her, and Anfa looked at the place once and then very deliberately didn’t look at it again. We built a fire out of dwarf-pine. It was just the eight of us in human form, eating Jessa’s bread around a fire under more stars than the mesa ever showed.

Ceto sat down next to Ayida with her knees pulled up and stared at Ayida’s stomach.

“Can I?” she said.

Ayida looked at her, amused. “There’s nothing to feel yet.”

“There’s something,” Ceto said. “I can see it on you. You’re brighter on the left side.” She held up her hand, palm out, waiting.

Ayida took Ceto’s wrist and laid her hand flat below her navel.

“Oh, hello,” Ceto said to Ayida’s stomach, in the voice she used on hatchlings. Then, accusingly, to Ayida: “It’s warm. Is it supposed to be that warm? Nobody told me it would be warm. I’m putting that in the charter.”

Her ring-glow came up under her palm, amber, a soft slow ring spreading out across the linen. Where it touched, Ayida’s prism-bloom answered, a little wash of deep green rising through the brown of her skin to meet it. The two lights met on Ayida’s belly and didn’t fight. They lay against each other like water against a shore.

“It’s like a polyp,” Ceto said, more quietly.

“A what?”

“The first one. When a reef starts. One tiny living thing on a rock, so small you’d never see it, and everything else grows out of it.” She didn’t take her hand away. “Every reef I’ve ever grown started like that. That’s what you feel like.”

Ayida put her own hand over Ceto’s.

“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said about it,” she said.

“I have more,” Ceto said. “I have a whole list. I’ll tell you on the ocean. We’ll have days.”

“We will.”

On the other side of the fire, Morana caught my eye. I let it be. But I noticed Ceto slept beside Ayida that night, back to back, and in the morning the moss that had come up under Ayida’s blanket had grown in a perfect ring, the way Ceto’s light spread, and nobody could explain it.

On the third evening the Reach came up out of the haze.

Black rock cliffs. Geothermal steam rising off the sea. The half-drowned city of the Tidal Accord, terraced down from the cliffs into the harbor, its stone still green and gold where Ayida’s life-magic had taken root on our first visit. The ghost-city’s living architecture glowing faintly in the dusk.

We came in low over the harbor arm. The black rock curved out into the sea like a sheltering elbow, and the deepwater basin inside it lay calm as a pond while the swells broke white on the outside. The air smelled of sulfur. Nure and Ceto shifted the moment their feet touched the plaza and went straight off its edge into the harbor in human form, like thirsty people to a well. Nure came up thirty yards out, black hair streaming, and floated on her back with her eyes closed and her light running in long slow branches under her skin.

“Salt,” she said to the sky. “Finally.”

Thessaly waited on the upper plaza.

She stood alone in the middle of the broad warm stone, broad-shouldered and stern, gray-streaked hair hanging wet down her back. Behind her, at the edge of the plaza, two ocean-clan swimmers stood waiting. Two young women. Lean, pale, bioluminescent in faint blue lines along their throats. They looked at me with the frank curiosity of people who had heard about the Mark their whole lives and were finally seeing it.

The plaza still bore the marks of the Flight.

Scorch-rings on the stone. Dozens of them. Round black circles burned into the plaza where sixty Farshore war-dragons had built their cook-fires for weeks, roosting in the ruins of their ancestors’ last landfall. The wind had scoured some of them faint. Most were still there.

Bolla landed and shifted and walked out into the middle of them.

She stood there barefoot on the stone, among the scorch-rings, and was silent.

“They walked the plaza like a graveyard,” Thessaly said quietly, beside me. “When they were here. Reverent. They touched the mosaics. Some of them wept.” She looked at Bolla. “This was the last place their ancestors saw before they crossed. Ten thousand years ago. The exodus left from this harbor.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Nor did they, until they came.” Thessaly’s stern face didn’t change. “Kulshedra read it on the harbor wall. The wing-script. From here we flew.”

Bolla knelt down and put her hand flat on one of the scorch-rings.

She stayed like that for a while.

When she stood up and came back to us, she said, in a perfectly steady voice, “The wind turns west at dawn. We should be in the air when it does.”



Then the open water.

Nothing crosses it.

That was the oldest fact. Older than the academy. Every land-dragon child learned it the way Farshore children learned to fear bonds. The ocean is for the ocean-clan. Land-dragons fly over land. Out past the coast there’s no ground, no rest, no shelter, no end. You fly out over the open water and you don’t come back.

The Flight had crossed it. Sixty of them. And buried ten in it on the way.

We crossed it.

I can still see the moment the coast dropped behind us. We’d launched off the upper plaza at dawn with the wind turning, five dragons going up into the gray in a ragged cluster and five more going into the swells below, and Bolla had flown out over the harbor and turned west and started to sing.

Dragons couldn’t sing words. But gale-dragons had a sound they made in flight, a long low tone through the throat, and Bolla made it now. A note. One long steady note, rising slightly at the end.

And the lattice formed.

It formed on her note. She was at the point. Lean and long-winged, storm-gray and green, wings set on the west wind. She set her position and sang.

Anfa took the second position.

Behind her. In her wake. With me on her back.

I felt it happen. I felt Anfa set her wings in Bolla’s slipstream, and I felt the instant of resistance in her, every instinct she had saying no, and then I felt her let go of it.

She’d done it in the crater, over a band two miles long. In the crater she’d had the Aerie walls in sight. Out here she had an ocean.

This was a crossing, out over water no dragon of the Aerie had ever crossed, and she was flying it behind a gale scout half her mass, and she’d done it, and her heart under me through the Mark slowed and settled.

Morana took the third position. Off Anfa’s right wing. Storm-dragon, dark charcoal-gray scales with living silver veins running through them.

Ayida took the slipstream. The easiest place. Tucked in behind Bolla’s left wing where the air came off the gale-dragon smooth and soft. Forty-five feet of life dragon, iridescent scales shifting color in the dawn, prismatic, a soap-bubble in the sky.

Talise took the outer edge.

Thirty-five feet of tidepool dragon. Compact, mottled teal and sand, the smallest of the fliers. She’d been a natural in the crater. She was a natural here. She found her position on the first try and held it without a wingbeat, darting forward and back along the edge of the lattice to catch the gusts, like a gull working the surf.

And below us.

Under the swells, a shadow.

You couldn’t see Nure from the air most of the time. She ran deep. But when the light was right you’d see it, a dark shape under the surface, enormous, longer than any ship that ever sailed this coast, pacing us at depth like the shadow of a cloud. Sometimes the bioluminescence came up through the water, blue-green, a long faint line of light under the waves.

Ceto swam on the surface.

Sixty feet of reef dragon, coral-armored, a living reef growing on her back, amber-glowing at the edges. Her twenty-seven fish schooled around her in a halo, glowing in the water, following her wherever she went. She swam with her head up and her eyes on the sky, watching us.

Thessaly and her two swimmers ran beside her in dragon form. Lean ocean-clan forms, smaller than Nure, pale and quick.

Ten dragons. One man.

The coast went down behind us. The black cliffs. The steam. The green city.

Then there was nothing.

Nothing.

I’d been a surveyor my whole life. I’d mapped mountains and passes and river valleys. I’d stood on ridges and looked out at a hundred miles of country and named every fold in it.

Out here there was nothing to name.

The sea. The sky. The line where they met, all the way around. Gray-green swells running east under a gray-white sky. No land. No rock. No bird. Nothing to measure against. Nothing to fix a bearing on.

It should have been terrifying. Part of me was terrified.

But the lattice held.

That was the thing I hadn’t understood until I was in it. In the crater, the lattice was a drill. Out here it was a road.

I felt it through Anfa’s body. She hadn’t flapped since the coast dropped away. She was gliding, in Bolla’s wake, on air that moved west like a river. And so was everyone else.

Five dragons spread across a mile of sky, five more under it, and not one of them was spending anything.

The air carried us.

I lay flat along Anfa’s spine as Bolla had taught me, doing nothing, a load, and I felt the economy of it. The lattice flexed and stretched as the wind changed. Bolla read the air ahead and set her wings a fraction this way, and the lattice followed, every dragon adjusting to the dragon ahead, the whole net shifting like a flock of birds. A mile of moving air, shared out among ten of us.



I started charting the first morning.

I couldn’t help it. I had my survey book strapped to my thigh in a waterproof case Brenna had made, with a charcoal pencil on a cord. I’d brought a compass, a dead-reckoning slate, and a sun-glass for star-sights.

Dead-reckoning first. You knew where you started. You knew which way you were going. You knew how fast. Every hour you marked where you should be. It drifted, out here, with nothing to correct against. But it was something.

And the wind.

I felt the bands. Same as over the crater. The air off the ocean moved in long broad currents, wide as valleys, and each one felt different. A warm band that rose. A cold band that sank. A fast band that pushed us west so hard Anfa’s body hummed with it.

I drew them.

Lines on paper. Contour lines for air. A warm rising band from the coast that ran west-southwest for, by my guess, sixty miles before it faded. A cold sinking pocket off to the north that Bolla steered us around without a word.

At noon I felt something change ahead.

The air. A shift in the pressure, like a rope going slack a heartbeat before the load shifts.

“Shift coming,” I said. Out loud. To Anfa. To the wind. “Band’s turning south.”

Anfa couldn’t answer. But up ahead at the point, Bolla’s long gale-head turned.

She looked back at me over her shoulder. Her eyes found me on Anfa’s back.

Then she sang.

A different song from the lattice-note. A short one, a rising line, then a long one that bent south at the end.

I knew it. She’d sung it to me in the cadet hall. The Long Breath, she’d called it. A band her people had sung since the exodus.

She was singing it back to me. To confirm.

Two seconds later the band turned south, exactly where I’d felt it, exactly as the song said, and the whole lattice turned with it.

I drew it.

The line on the paper. The bend. And above the line, the shape of her song, as I’d learned to draw it at our table in the cadet hall. Rising. Long. Bending.

Song and map. Side by side.

At dusk I took star-sights. The first stars came out over the sea in a sky so clear it looked like glass, and I held the sun-glass up and found the north star and marked its height, and found where we were. Close to where dead-reckoning said. A little south.

I corrected the chart. Drew the day’s line.

The first map of the open ocean.



In the afternoon, Ayida tired.

Ten days carrying. You couldn’t see it on her. Not yet. But she was carrying, and carrying took from a body, even a life dragon’s. Even in the easiest slipstream.

The Mark caught it first. The gold point flickering. A drag in it, like a lantern with its oil running low.

A breath later I saw it. Her position in the lattice slipping. Just a little. Her wings dipping. She was falling behind the slipstream, out of the easiest air, into the rougher air behind it.

I opened my mouth to call it.

I didn’t have to.

Bolla dropped out of the point.

Without a sound. Without a signal. She just tipped one wing and slid back and down out of the lead position, and the lattice wavered for a heartbeat as everyone adjusted, and then Anfa slid up into the empty point, because Anfa was next, and Morana slid up into second, and the net held.

And Bolla slid under Ayida’s wing.

Right under her. Close enough that their wingtips almost touched. Her lean gale-body tucked in below and just ahead of the life dragon, in the exact place where the air came off a gale-dragon’s wing in a smooth easy stream.

She was giving Ayida her wake.

The gale-draft. The softest air a lattice had. She was carrying the life dragon on her own slipstream, her own body making the lift for her.

From under Ayida’s wing, Bolla kept singing the band. Anfa held the point on her song and didn’t make one call of her own.

Ayida felt it. Her wings set. Her position steadied. The gold point on my chest stopped flickering and went steady.

Bolla held it for an hour.

An hour. Flying a carrying life dragon on her own wake, every minute of it costing her, because making a slipstream for someone else took strength, even for a gale scout. You could see it after a while. Her wings working, small adjustments, holding the air just so. Not one flap. Not one slip out of position.

She wasn’t bonded. She didn’t feel Ayida through the Mark. She’d just seen a tired dragon falling out of the line and dropped out of the point to catch her.

She’d done it once on the Terrace, as a lesson. This was the first time she’d done it with an ocean under us and nothing to land on.

I saw every minute of that hour. I kept my mouth shut and my palm flat on the scales at the base of Anfa’s neck.

When Ayida’s strength came back, Bolla slid out from under her and climbed back to the point, and Anfa, who’d flown an hour at the head of the net on someone else’s song, dropped back into second without a flicker, and the lattice reformed on Bolla’s note like nothing had happened.

I filed it. The way she filed my answers.

Anfa was the strangest thing out there.

The fastest flier on the continent. A storm that had made its own air its whole life, who’d broken a wall of grief and exhaustion on a mountain ledge my first season here and let me be the first one to stay on her back.

She flew second in a gale lattice, obedient to a read she hadn’t made. All day. Even the hour she’d held the point, she’d held it on Bolla’s song.

She didn’t fight it once.

I felt her the whole time, her heart, her breathing, the set of her wings, and I didn’t have a name for what I was feeling in her.



The first step came up out of the sea at sunset.

I called it first. A dark speck on the horizon dead ahead, where the sun was going down. Then a dark line. Then a shape.

A sea-stack.

A single black tower of basalt standing up out of the open ocean. Nothing around it for a hundred miles in any direction. Maybe two hundred feet tall, rough-sided, the sea breaking white against its base. Its top was flat. Wind-scoured. Big enough to stand on.

Bolla sang a new note. Short. High. Sharp.

Landing.

The lattice spiraled down. One by one we came in over the crown of the stack and landed on the flat black stone and shifted. Bolla first. Then Anfa, careful, so I could unclip. Then Morana, Ayida, Talise.

I unbuckled and climbed down off Anfa’s spine-ridge onto the stone.

It was warm.

The sun had been on it all day. The basalt held the heat like a hearth-stone. I put my palm flat on it and felt it soaking into my hand, and after a day of cold wind it was the best thing I’d ever felt.

I looked around.

The crown of the stack was covered in cairns.

Dozens. Low piles of stones, knee-high, some taller, built from black basalt chunks and pale gray ash-stone. They stood all across the flat top of the stack in rough rows. Some had fallen and been rebuilt. Some had been built on top of older ones. The oldest ones at the center had worn almost smooth, their stones fused together by weather into single lumps.

And the stack’s flanks were carved.

Wing-script. I’d seen it at the Drowned Reach, on the harbor walls. Kulshedra had read it there. From here we flew. Here it ran in long lines down the sides of the stack, cut into the basalt by claws, hundreds of lines, some deep and some shallow. Some so worn you could only see them when the low sun threw shadows into the grooves.

Ten thousand years old.

The first step of the exodus road.

“They had nowhere else to rest,” Bolla said.

She stood among the cairns in human form, barefoot, her hair coming down out of its knot in the wind. She’d landed first and shifted first and she hadn’t moved from the spot where she’d shifted.

“The Flight came here,” she said. “We came here, on the way east. To the Aerie. To kill you.” She didn’t look at me. “And our ancestors came here, ten thousand years ago, on the way west. This is the first place. The first land. One day out, the first place you can stop.” She looked around at the cairns. “Some of us died here. On the crossing. The ones who made it this far and couldn’t go further. They’re under the cairns.”

“You know who they are?”

“The songs list them.” She touched the nearest cairn. Just lightly. “I know their names.”

She sang three of them.

Out loud, in human form. A short gale-song. A name, then a falling line. A name, then a falling line. A name.

The wind took them. Off the top of the stack and out over the sea, east, the way they’d come.

Talise copied the cairn marks by lantern.

Every cairn had marks on it. Small scratches on the top stone. Wing-script, mostly. A few other marks I didn’t recognize. She went from cairn to cairn with the copying lantern Brenna had built into her case and a sheaf of paper and a charcoal pencil, and she copied them.

Exactly.

She knelt in front of each cairn without a word and held the lantern close and copied every mark, stroke for stroke, her mouth shut for once in the yellow light.

Practice, she said, when I asked. For the Landfall Stones.

“Sybara’s article four,” she said. “Copy each mark in the order it was cut, not the order it appears.” She held up a sheet so I could see. “You can tell from the depth. The first cut’s deepest. Then the next. The ones on top went in later.”

“You can tell that?”

“I can tell anything,” Talise said. “I just usually don’t.” She went back to copying.

Once, the lantern fogged with sea-spray.

She took Sybara’s cleaning cloth out of her pocket and wiped it clean.

She didn’t say anything about that either.

Ceto grew the reef at the base of the stack.

She’d come in last. She’d stayed in dragon form until the sun was nearly down, swimming slow circles around the base of the stack, her fish-halo glowing in the dark water. Then she’d shifted, out in the swells, and climbed up onto a ledge just above the waterline.

She put her hands on the sea.

Twenty minutes. Half what the second one in the crater had cost her. Her amber ring-glow spreading down her arms into the water, the water thickening, coral growing out from her palms in a widening disc, then shell over it. Bigger than the crater ones. Thicker at the keel. She’d learned.

When she was done, there was a reef floating at the base of the stack. Twenty-five feet across. Moored to the rock by a living coral cable she’d grown out of its edge and into a crack in the basalt.

The swimmers came up out of the water and climbed onto it. Thessaly and her two. They lay down on the warm shell, ocean-clan, wet and glowing faintly, and sighed with what sounded like enormous relief.

Ceto climbed onto it last. She sat down in the middle of it with her knees up and her coral-red curls dripping, and her fish schooled in a glowing ring around the reef in the dark water, and she looked up at the top of the stack.

“Somewhere to sleep,” she called up. “Every night.”

Bolla, at the cairns, looked down at the reef for a long moment, and back at the names.

Morana and Ayida shifted and glided down to the reef to eat with the swimmers, and Talise went after them on her own wings, copying case in her jaws, to work the marks on the low ledges by the waterline. After a while Bolla followed them, quiet, the names still in her mouth.

Anfa found me at the edge of the crown.

Full dark now. Stars. More stars than I’d ever seen, even in the mountains. The star-river running across the whole sky like spilled salt. No light anywhere but our lanterns and the faint glow of Ceto’s reef at the base of the stack and, out in the black water, sometimes, the long blue-green line of Nure’s light moving under the surface.

The basalt was still warm.

Anfa came and stood beside me. She’d shifted back as soon as I unclipped and she hadn’t changed out of her flight leathers. A day of sea-spray had soaked them and the wind had half-dried them again, and the salt had stayed behind. It had dried white along every lace of her vest, a crust of it tracing each cord where it crossed. The leather under it had gone dark and heavy and molded itself to her, so that the firm high shape of her tits showed through it as plain as if she’d been carved there, nipples standing hard against the wet hide. There was salt in her silver hair too, stiffening it at the ends into little white-tipped spikes. Her scars glowed faint silver along her ribs under the leather.

She folded her arms tight across the vest and watched the black water until Nure’s light had gone under twice.

At last she said, “All day.”

“I know.”

“She told me every turn.” Her voice was low. Rough. The voice she only used with me. “Every climb. All day. She read the wind and I followed it and I didn’t…” She stopped. Her mouth worked on the rest of it and couldn’t find the end.

“How did it feel?”

She was quiet.

“Like you,” she said. “Like when you pin me. Like when you tell me to stay.” She stared out at the dark sea. “Someone else carrying the read. Someone else deciding. And I just… go where I’m told. And it’s…” Her jaw worked. “It’s the best thing there is. I didn’t know it worked in the sky. I thought it only worked in bed.”

“It’s the same thing.”

“I know that now.” She turned and looked at me. Her electric-blue eyes sparked. “I want it again.”

She lay back on the warm basalt.

She did it slowly. She lowered herself down onto the flat black stone with the stars all over the sky above her and the sea breaking white far below, and she lay on her back, and she lifted her wrists.

Above her head. Crossed. Offered.

“All day I flew where she told me,” Anfa said. “I didn’t decide once. I want that again. Here.” Her voice dropped. “Don’t move for a while.”

I knelt over her.

I took both her wrists in one hand. My left. Pressed them down against the warm stone above her head. Held them.

Her whole body went soft.

That was the moment. It always came. The instant my hand closed around her wrists, her shoulders dropped. Her jaw unclenched. Her scars, which had been crackling faintly along her ribs, went quiet.

The storm settled.

“Stay,” I said.

“Yes,” she breathed.

I unlaced her vest with my free hand. One lace at a time. The wet leather came apart and her breasts came free. Firm. High. Dark nipples hard and tight from the cold wind and the wet leather. Sea-salt on her skin. I bent and took one nipple into my mouth and tasted salt and her, and she arched off the stone, and I pressed her wrists down harder, and she settled back under my hand.

I worked her belt open. Pulled her soaked trousers down her long muscled legs and off. Her thighs were wet, and the sea-spray hadn’t done all of it. She was soaked between them.

I opened my own trousers. My cock sprang up hard against the cold air.

I settled between her thighs and pushed into her.

She was hot and tight and wet and she took me all the way in one long slide and her head went back against the basalt and she groaned through her teeth.

Then I didn’t move.

That was what she’d asked for. Don’t move for a while.

So I didn’t.

I held her. Pinned. Filled. My cock buried in her to the root, my hand locking her wrists to the warm stone over her head, my weight on her, my body holding her down against the rock.

And all around us, the ocean.

No land for a hundred miles in any direction. No shelter. Water to the edge of the world in every direction, black and endless under the stars. The one thing on earth a storm dragon couldn’t command. She could make her own air. She could bully a storm. She couldn’t do anything to the open sea.

And she was pinned in the middle of it, on a pillar of rock, held still by one hand.

She started to shake.

Not much at first. A tremor in her thighs. Then her stomach. Her arms under my hand. She shook all over, small hard tremors running through her whole long body, and her pussy pulsed around my cock in slow clenches, and she didn’t come; she just shook, with being held.

“Dane,” she said.

“I’ve got you.”

“Don’t move.”

“I’m not moving.”

“I know.” It came out thin, barely a voice at all. “I know. I just. Don’t.”

I didn’t.

I stayed exactly where I was and held her. A minute. Two. Her eyes were closed. Her face had gone open and soft in a way I’d only ever seen in the dark, after. Her shaking slowed. Steadied. Her breathing went long.

Her pussy kept pulsing around me. Slow. Rhythmic. Like a heartbeat.

The wind came across the crown of the stack and moved over us, cold on my back, and she was so hot underneath me. I could feel every beat of her heart through her wrists. Fast at first, a storm’s pulse, and then slower under my hand, as if my grip was setting the pace for it.

My cock throbbed inside her. I didn’t move it. Holding still inside her was harder than any fucking I’d ever done. Every slow pulse of her pussy pulled at me, a soft wet squeeze along my whole length, and I had to lock my jaw and breathe through my nose to stay where I was.

“You’re throbbing,” she whispered. “In me. I can feel it.”

“I know.”

“Don’t.” A shaky breath. “Don’t move it. Just let me feel it.”

I lowered my head and put my mouth against her throat, under her jaw, where her pulse was. I didn’t kiss her. I just rested there. She shivered from her scalp to her heels.

“Good,” I said into her skin. “Stay just like that.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” It came out half a laugh, half a sob. “I can’t. You’ve got me.”

“That’s right. I’ve got you.”

Her thighs, which had been gripping my hips, went slack and fell open on the stone. Every last thing in her that had been holding on let go.

Then her eyes opened.

They were sparking. Electric blue, little sparks dancing in them.

“Now,” she said. “Now move.”

I moved.

Hard. Rough. My pace. She’d given me the read and now I took it, and I fucked her into the warm basalt with her wrists pinned over her head, deep driving strokes, and she took every one and cried out with each one and arched up to meet me.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yes. Don’t stop. Don’t let me up.”

“I’m not letting you up.”

“Don’t let me up. Not ever. Don’t let me…”

Her scars started to crackle.

Along her ribs first. Then her spine, where it pressed against the stone. Living silver light running in lines across her dark skin, crackling, sparking, every thrust making them brighter. The air around us started to taste like burnt metal and rain on hot stone.

I fucked her harder.

“Please,” she said. “Please. Alpha. Please.”

I pulled out of her.

She made a sound of raw protest.

I let go of her wrists, took her by the hips, and flipped her.

Face-down. On the warm stone. She went over willingly, eagerly, and I pulled her hips up and back, and her lean muscled ass came up off the basalt. Sculpted. Hard. A warrior’s ass. I put my hand flat between her shoulder blades and pressed her chest down to the stone, and my other hand went to the back of her neck.

Held her there.

Her cheek pressed to the warm basalt. Her ass up. Her thighs spread. Her pussy wet and open and waiting.

I pushed back into her from behind and she screamed, wordless, nothing but sound, and it went out over the sea.

I took her rough.

The way she needed it when she’d been carrying something, like on Starward Peak the first time. My hand on her neck. My hips slamming into her ass. Her body rocking forward on the stone with every thrust and my hand on her neck holding her in place.

Her ass took every thrust. Hard muscle, not soft, and it shoved back against me every time like she was trying to take me deeper than I could go. I watched my cock pull out of her, wet and shining in the lantern-light, and slam back in. Watched her pussy grip me on the out-stroke like it didn’t want to let go. The sound of it was loud on the open rock, skin on skin, wet, over and over, and the wind carried it off the edge of the stack and out over the sea.

“Harder,” she gasped into the stone. “Harder, please. I can take it.”

“I know you can.”

I gave it to her harder. My fingers tightened on the back of her neck and she moaned, low, the sound coming up out of her chest like thunder a long way off. Her scars were sparking against the stone under her, tiny blue-white jumps of light where her ribs pressed the basalt.

“Whose are you?” I said.

“Yours.” No hesitation. “Yours. Pinned on a rock in the middle of the sea. Yours.”

“That’s right.”

“Don’t stop. Don’t ever let me decide again.”

I didn’t stop.

Her scars blazed.

Silver-white. All of them. Down her spine, along her ribs, every line of living lightning on her body lit and crackling, and the crackling jumped from her skin to the wet basalt under her.

It was wet. Sea-spray on the stone all day. The basalt was wet and her lightning ran into it.

I felt it go. Through the stone. Down. Down through the stack.

“Tell me,” she gasped. “Tell me where. Tell me where to fly.”

“Here,” I said. “You fly here.”

“Yes.”

“You stay here. Under me.”

“Yes. Yes. Alpha. Fill me.”

I drove into her and held.

“Fill me,” Anfa said. “Fill me, Alpha. Then tell me where to fly.”

I came.

Pinned to her the way she was pinned to the stone, my hand locked on the back of her neck, my other hand gripping her hip hard enough to bruise, emptying into her in hard jolts that pressed her cheek to the warm basalt. I groaned through my teeth and kept driving into her and kept coming.

She came on it.

Her pussy locked on me in hard electric jolts, every one of them a spark up my spine. Her whole body went rigid on the stone and then shook.

And the lightning went.

All of it. At once. A full-body discharge, every scar on her body flashing white at the same instant, so bright it lit the whole crown of the stack and every cairn on it and threw our shadows out over the sea.

The Mark went with it. Her silver point blazed on my sternum, the golden-white center flaring behind it, and everything she was feeling came back through the bond and hit me in the chest like a second discharge.

The lightning went into the wet stone.

Down. Through the basalt. Two hundred feet of black rock. Into the sea at the base.

And the sea boiled.

A huge hissing roar came up from below, all around the stack at once. I looked over the edge, still inside her, still holding her down.

A ring of white foam had erupted around the entire base of the sea-stack.

The whole thing. All the way around. The sea where it met the rock was boiling, frothing white, hissing and spitting, steam rising up off it in a ring of white mist that glowed in the light of Ceto’s reef. The lightning had grounded into the ocean through two hundred feet of wet basalt and the ocean had answered.

On the reef below, the swimmers were sitting up, staring at the boiling sea.

Ceto was on her feet. Her fish had scattered.

The sky above us answered. Sheet lightning, far off, out over the eastern sea where we’d come from. Silent. A flicker across the whole horizon.

Then it was quiet.

The foam settled. The hissing died. The sea went back to breaking white and gentle against the base of the stack.

I stayed inside her.

She was quiet a long while.

I let go of her neck. I pulled out of her slowly and lay down beside her on the warm basalt and pulled her against me, and she curled small. Knees up. Her back against my chest. Her silver hair wet against my throat.

Her scars had dimmed to a steady silver glow. The kind they went to after. The storm settled all the way down.

I didn’t say anything. She didn’t need me to.

The stars went on overhead. The sea broke on the rock. Somewhere far out, Nure’s light moved under the water.

Anfa spoke.

Very soft. Barely above the wind.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “tell me where to fly.”

“Bolla tells you where to fly.”

“I know.” She was quiet. “Tell me anyway. Even if she already told you.” A long pause. “I want to hear it from you too.”

I put my arm around her.

“I’ll tell you,” I said.

She went to sleep.



On the reef below, Bolla sat at the edge of the shell with her feet in the water.

She wasn’t bonded. She couldn’t feel what had happened through the Mark. She hadn’t felt anything. Not the pinning, not the breaking open, not the discharge.

But she’d seen the ring of foam.

When I looked down over the edge of the stack, an hour later, with Anfa asleep against my chest, Bolla was still sitting there. Looking up. At the crown of the stack, where we were.

She didn’t look away when she saw me looking.



Midnight on the reef.

I’d come down last. Anfa still asleep on the warm stone at the top, with Morana curled against her back; she’d flown back up an hour after the foam and lain down there without a word. Ayida, who’d come up behind her, asleep in the lee of a cairn with Talise’s coat over her. I’d wanted to check the reef’s mooring and the swimmers. Old ranger habit. You checked camp before you slept. Talise had come up for me when I called down over the edge, thirty-five feet of tidepool dragon on a two-hundred-foot rock, and set me on the shell like a parcel.

The swimmers were asleep. Thessaly was asleep. Ceto was asleep in the middle of the reef with one hand trailing in the water, her fish circling the hand.

Bolla wasn’t asleep.

She sat at the reef’s edge with Talise beside her. Talise had her notebook open on her knee and a lantern by her foot.

Bolla was singing.

Low. Under her breath. A song I hadn’t heard. Long and slow, rising and falling in a wide sweeping line, like a band of air that ran for a long way before it bent.

Talise was writing it down.

She was writing it in marks. The same kind of marks I’d made in my survey book at our table. A line for the shape. Small marks above it for where the voice went up and down.

“Again,” Talise said softly. “The middle part. Where it drops.”

Bolla sang the middle part again.

Talise wrote.

“Tomorrow’s band,” Bolla said. “The one we fly at dawn. In my clan it’s called the Ferry. It carries you two days west if you ride it right.” She looked at the page. “You write it the way he does.”

“I copied how he does it,” Talise said. “For his chart. So it’s all in one hand.” She paused. “Well. One system. Two hands.”

“Two hands is better,” Bolla said.

I sat in the dark at the other end of the reef with my survey book on my knee and listened.

Bolla sang the Ferry through one more time, all the way from the beginning, slow. Talise wrote the last mark. Then Bolla stopped and sat looking out at the dark water toward the west.

“I’ll give it to him in the morning,” Talise said.

“You won’t have to,” Bolla said, without turning around.

Talise looked up from the page and over her shoulder, straight down the length of the reef at me in the dark.

“Oh,” she said. “He’s listening now.”


Chapter 7: The Tide

The open ocean had a routine, and by the second day we were living inside it.

Dawn on the reef. Bolla at the edge of the shell with her finger in the wind, silent, reading, while everyone else ate dried fish and hard bread and Jessa’s travel-cakes. Then her note. One word, usually. “Up.” And we’d shift and launch and the lattice would form on her song, and the reef behind us would sink slowly into the sea, because Ceto grew a new one every night and let the old one go.

“Reefs don’t like to be moved,” she said. “They like to be where they grew. I let them stay.”

“They sink,” Talise said.

“They stay,” Ceto corrected. “On the bottom. Somewhere. Growing. In a hundred years there’ll be a line of reefs across this whole ocean from here to the Farshore.” She grinned. “My road.”



Noon was the hard part.

The flying was easy, once the lattice was set. You lay on your dragon’s back and let the air carry you. Hour after hour, the swells going by underneath, gray-green, endless, the sky white and huge overhead.

The hard part was what it did to you.

There was nothing to look at. Nothing to fix your eye on. After six hours of open ocean your eyes started to play tricks. Shapes on the horizon that weren’t there. Land, a ship, a bird. Your mind wanted something and the sea gave it nothing, so it made something up.

The dragons felt it worse than I did. They were flying. Even spending nothing, a lattice was work. Holding position. Reading the dragon ahead. The small constant adjustments to every shift of the air. After six hours, they were tired in the way you got tired walking a long flat road, in the mind more than the legs.

So at noon, Nure came up.

I’d been watching for it. She’d told me the first night she would.

Around noon on the second day, Bolla sang a short note, and the lattice slowed, and the sea ahead of us changed color.

Dark. A huge dark shape coming up from below, rising, spreading under the surface until it covered a patch of water the size of the Flight Apron. The swells broke over it in white lines. The water around it shone with blue-green light.

Then she surfaced.

A hundred and eighty feet of abyssal dragon, breaking the surface of the open ocean. The water poured off her in sheets. Her back came up first, long and black and glowing in branching lines of blue-green bioluminescence. Then her neck. Then her great head, eyes ringed in light. The light changed, the way it does when something that big comes up out of the water.

She lay on the surface with her back just above the swells, perfectly still, and turned her head and looked up at the lattice.

An island. A ship.

A place to land.

Bolla sang the landing note. Down. Rest.

We landed on her.

One at a time. Talise first, because Talise was smallest, then Ayida, then Morana, then Anfa with me. We came down onto Nure’s broad back in dragon form, careful, claws tucked, and folded our wings and lay down on her. Bolla came last. She circled once, checking the lattice, checking the sky, and then landed near Nure’s shoulders and folded her lean gale-wings and lay flat.

Nure was warm.

I hadn’t expected that. I’d expected cold. She came from the deep, from the abyss, from water so cold and dark nothing grew in it. But her back under Anfa’s claws was warm, a deep steady warmth like a cliff that had held the sun all day, and the bioluminescent lines along her scales pulsed slow and even under us.

She was the size of a ship and we were cargo.

Anfa sighed. A great gusting storm-dragon sigh, every muscle in her body letting go at once. Morana did the same beside her. Ayida settled into a curve of Nure’s spine-ridge like it had been grown for her.

Talise was asleep in thirty seconds.

She lay curled across one of the low ridges on Nure’s back, thirty-five feet of tidepool dragon, mottled teal and sand, tail wrapped around her own nose, and she was out. Like a cat in the sun.

We rested on Nure for an hour.

She swam the whole time. Slow. Barely moving, just enough to keep heading west, her great body rising and falling on the swells like a ship at anchor. The fliers slept. Bolla stayed awake, watching the sky. I lay along Anfa’s spine with my survey book and worked on the chart.

When the hour was up, Bolla sang, and everyone woke, and launched, and Nure sank back down into the deep.

Except Talise.

Talise didn’t wake up. Bolla sang twice. Ayida nudged her. Talise stayed asleep, curled on the ridge, and Nure, very slowly, began to sink.

Morana dove back down and grabbed her by the scruff.

Talise woke up in midair being carried by the neck by a storm dragon and made a noise like a kettle being stepped on. It echoed off the swells until Nure surfaced to see what had died.

That night at the reef she told the story as THE GREAT SLEEP UPON THE BACK OF THE DEEP, and in her version she’d been awake the whole time and had chosen to remain on Nure’s back as a gesture of solidarity with the ocean-clan.

“You were snoring,” Ceto said.

“The chronicler was MEDITATING.”

“You were drooling on Nure.”

“The chronicler,” said Talise, chin up, “was blessing the ship.”



That evening on the reef I sat beside Nure in the dark and watched her eat.

She’d come up out of the water at dusk and shifted on the edge of the reef, and climbed out onto the shell, and sat down beside me with her legs still in the water. Pale luminous skin. Black hair down her back, wet, heavy, longer than her waist. Gill-slits along her ribs, closed now. The faint blue-green light pulsing under her skin with her heartbeat.

She sat on the edge of a reef in the middle of nowhere eating fish headfirst, and at noon she’d been a living ship under us, with five dragons resting on her back.

Raw. Whole. She’d caught them herself on the way up. She held one by the tail and ate it from the head down, steadily, as she had since the first day I met her, and when she was done she licked her fingers and reached for another.

She looked completely at peace.

“You like it out here,” I said.

“Yes.” She ate. “I was alone out here for a hundred years. In the deep. Under all of this.” She gestured with the fish at the sea. “I swam it alone. From the Drowned Reach to the trench. Back and forth. No one.”

“And you like it.”

“I like it now.” She considered the fish. “It is the same water. But I am not alone in it.” She took a bite. Chewed. “The water is not the problem. The alone was the problem.”

“That’s very wise.”

“That was not wisdom,” Nure said. “That was a joke. A small one. With layers.” She considered. “Ceto says I should announce them less.”

“I like when you announce them.”

“I know,” Nure said. “That is why I do it.”



The chart grew every day.

By the third day I had the wind-bands for three days of open ocean drawn in my survey book, near fifteen hundred miles of it by my reckoning, half the crossing, and it was starting to look like something.

The Long Breath. The Ferry. A cold band to the north the gale-clan called the Drowner, which Bolla steered us around twice. A warm rising band in the afternoons she called the Kettle, because it rose like steam. I drew them all. Lines and arrows and rings. Elevation by guess. Time of day.

And Bolla’s songs along every one.

She sang them to me in the evenings on the reef. Talise wrote them down in the system I’d made. Then I copied them onto the chart beside the bands they belonged to. One map. Song and line.

On the second evening Bolla sat at my shoulder while I drew the Ferry in from Talise’s marks. Close. Her knee against my thigh, which gale-clan didn’t do by accident; they rationed even that. I was halfway down the band before I noticed she wasn’t watching the page.

She was watching my hand.

The pencil. The knuckles. The cartographer’s callus on my index finger where the charcoal sat. She watched it the way she watched a wind she hadn’t placed yet, with her lips a little apart, and when I stopped drawing she kept her eyes on my hand a while longer. Then she looked up, and found me looking, and the wind-burn on her cheekbones went darker.

“You hold it like a wing,” she said. “Light. Like it could go anywhere and you’re letting it.”

She didn’t move her knee. She stayed there till the band was done, and then she got up and went to sit with Morana, and I sat with the finished line on my knee and the warm place on my thigh where she’d been.

Nure gave me the currents.

That was something I hadn’t expected. Twice a day she’d surface under the lattice, a long blue-green line of light rising out of the water, and lift her great head out of the sea and make a sound. A long low sound. Then sink.

I didn’t know what it meant the first day. On the second day Thessaly told me.

“She is giving you the water,” Thessaly said, on the reef. “What runs under the wind. The currents. Which way the sea goes.” She looked at my chart. “You draw the air. She reads the sea. If the wind dies, the fliers can follow the surface current. Ride it on the water. Drift.”

So I started drawing the currents too.

Different lines. Dashed, so you could tell them from the wind. The surface currents ran in long slow loops under the wind-bands, sometimes the same direction, sometimes not. A warm current that ran almost due west for a hundred miles. A cold one that came up from the south.

Ceto’s fish marked the warm water.

I noticed that on the third day. The twenty-seven deep-water fish that followed her everywhere had their own preferences. When Ceto swam through warm water, they glowed brighter. They schooled tighter around her. When she swam into cold water, they dimmed and scattered.

You could see it from the air. A little halo of glowing fish around a reef dragon, brightening and fading as she swam, like a lantern swinging.

I drew that too. A small mark. A circle with rays. Warm water. Fish bright.

“You put my fish on the map,” Ceto said, when she saw it, delighted.

“They’re useful.”

“They’re GORGEOUS,” Ceto said, “and useful, and now they’re famous.” She leaned over the edge of the reef and spoke to the water. “Did you hear? You’re on a map. You’re cartography now.”

The fish circled.



On the third afternoon, Talise spotted something in the water.

She was on the outer edge of the lattice, darting forward and back along the line, and she suddenly broke position and swooped low over the swells and came back up with something in her claws.

A rock.

Gray. Light. Full of holes. Like a sponge made of stone. About the size of a man’s head. It floated. She’d plucked it right off the surface.

There were more. When I looked down I saw them. A long ragged line of gray stones floating on the sea, bobbing in the swells, stretching off to the south. Dozens. Hundreds.

A pumice raft.

I’d heard of them. Never seen one. When a volcano erupts near the sea, sometimes it throws out stone so full of gas bubbles it floats. Rafts of it drift for months. Years. Across whole oceans.

Talise flew back into position with the pumice in her claws and held it the whole rest of the afternoon. That night on the reef she put it on the shell beside her notebook.

“Evidence,” she said. “First sign of land.”

Bolla picked it up.

She turned it over in her hands. Then she held it up to her face and smelled it.

She went still. The way a scout stops on a ledge when the wind brings her something she hasn’t placed yet.

She smelled it again. Longer. Her eyes closed.

“Sulfur,” she said. Quiet. “And ash. And the hot-spring smell. The caldera smell.” She opened her eyes. “This came from home.”

Ceto stopped chewing.

“The heartland,” Bolla said. “There’s a vent on the south coast that throws pumice. When I was small we’d find it on the beaches. My mother used to scrub her feet with it.” She turned it over again. “This came from there. It’s been floating out here for…” She stopped. “A season. Maybe two. It came from home and it’s been floating out here this whole time, and it got this far, and Talise found it.”

She held the pumice in both hands for the rest of the evening.



“When you touch them,” Bolla said, “do they feel owned?”

It was dusk on the third day, and she had the pumice in her lap and her feet in the water beside mine at the edge of the reef. She’d kept her one question a day up the whole crossing. On the first day she’d asked whether the Mark felt different over water. On the second, whether I’d chosen the Mark or it chose me. I’d answered both as honestly as I could, and she’d turned each answer over and put it away somewhere behind her eyes.

Tonight she asked it watching Nure.

Nure was swimming in human form, just out from the reef, in the warm evening water. She swam the way she breathed, without a wasted stroke, her pale body sliding through the dark sea and barely marking it. Ceto was with her. The two ocean-lights, abyss and reef, blue-green and amber. Ceto was splashing her. Nure was ignoring it the way the deep ignores weather.

I let the question sit a while before I answered.

“No,” I said.

“How do you know?”

“Because they’d leave.” I watched Nure surface, shake her black hair, and duck under again. “If they felt owned. Every one of them could leave. Any morning. Nure could swim back to the deep. Ceto could go home to the sanctuary. Talise could walk out the door and never come back to the Tower.” I looked at Bolla. “They don’t. They wake up every morning and decide to stay. That’s the whole thing.”

“Every morning.”

“Every morning.”

“And if one of them decided not to?”

“Then she’d go,” I said. “And it would hurt. And I’d let her.”

Bolla looked down at the pumice in her lap.

She was silent while the sun went down. The sky went from gold to red to dark blue. Out on the water Nure and Ceto were glowing now, two lights in the dark sea.

Then Bolla said something I hadn’t expected.

“I have never had a lover.”

She said it like reporting a wind-band. Flat. Plain. A fact.

I didn’t say anything.

“I’m twenty-one,” she said. “Gale scouts cross young. We start flying the long roads at fifteen, sixteen. Months away from the roosts. We don’t…” She stopped and found the words. “My people ration closeness. Like food. Like water on a crossing. There’s not enough. There’s never been enough. You don’t spend it on yourself. You save it for your clan, your line, the ones who need it.” She turned the pumice over. “And then I was taken. And then I was carved. And the last hands on my neck were his.”

She didn’t say Skarn’s name. She never did.

“I have never been touched,” Bolla said, “like it was not a cost.”

She didn’t ask me for anything. She didn’t look at me. She didn’t offer.

She’d just laid it down. A fact. Like a stone on a cairn.

I didn’t push.

I didn’t touch her. I didn’t say anything kind or careful or anything that would turn it into something else. I just sat there beside her in the dark with my feet in the water and let it be what it was.

A dozen swells went under the reef. Then she turned her head and looked at me.

I felt her look. I didn’t look back. I kept watching the water.

“You didn’t say anything,” she said.

“No.”

“Most people would.” She studied me. “Most people would say something. Or they’d put their hand on me. Or they’d go quiet in the wrong way. You didn’t do any of that.” Her voice was very careful. “You just let me say it.”

“You said it to me. It’s yours.”

“Yes,” she said finally. “It is.”

Then she went back to watching the water.

Talise read the day back to us that night.

She did it every night on the crossing. After the meal, with the lantern lit and the reef rising and falling on the swells, she’d open her notebook to the public pages and stand up in the middle of the shell and perform.

Tonight it was THE DAY OF THE FLOATING STONE.

“And on the third day,” Talise cried, “the chronicler, flying the perilous outer edge of the lattice where only the bravest dare, beheld upon the waters a SIGN. A trail of stones, risen from the very fires of the earth, that FLOATED, defying all natural law…”

“It’s pumice,” Sybara would have said, if she’d been there. Nobody said it. We all heard it anyway.

“…and the chronicler swooped down from the heights of heaven and seized the SIGN in her talons, and lo, she bore it aloft, though it weighed as much as three men…”

“It weighs about as much as a loaf of bread,” Morana said.

“…as much as THREE MEN, and the gale-scout beheld it and wept, for she knew the smell of her homeland, and the whole company was silent in awe…”

“I didn’t weep,” Bolla said.

“You went very still,” Talise said, without breaking voice, “which in gale-clan is weeping.”

Bolla opened her mouth. Closed it. Looked thoughtful.

Talise went on. The day’s whole saga. Every detail wrong. Nure had surfaced “like a mountain rising from the sea” (true, actually). Ayida had flown “on wings of living rainbow” (sort of true). Ceto’s fish had “sung a hymn of the deep” (completely invented; fish don’t sing).

But I was listening for the timings.

And they were perfect.

Every single one. When Bolla had called the turn into the Kettle. When the lattice had slowed for Nure. How long we’d rested on her back. When Talise had spotted the pumice. How long Nure had stayed under before she surfaced. Each one mentioned in passing in the middle of a ridiculous sentence, and every single one of them exactly right.

I checked them against my chart.

Every one. To the quarter hour.

She finished the saga with a great flourish and sat down, and everyone clapped, and Ceto threw a fish at her.

Talise caught it and looked at me.

“Timings check?” she said.

“Every one.”

She grinned. Then she looked away fast and opened the notebook to the private pages and kept her head down.



The dawn sweep had happened on its own.

Every morning of the crossing, before the lattice formed, Anfa and Morana went up together off the reef as they did every dawn at the Aerie, and flew their paired-sweep over the sea. Nobody planned it. On the second morning, Bolla went up after them.

The storm-pair’s oldest formation. They’d flown it since cadet days in Campe’s wing. Two storm dragons side by side, silver-white and charcoal-silver, sweeping in long linked arcs, crossing and recrossing, with no signal and no glance between them. They’d flown it more times than either could count. Each one knew where the other would be before the other knew.

Bolla had watched the whole first sweep from the reef before she shifted.

She didn’t try to join. She flew below them, watching, matching their speed, studying the arcs. Learning.

When they came down, Bolla came down with them, and on the reef in human form she walked up to Anfa and said, “Teach me.”

Anfa looked at her.

“The paired-sweep,” Bolla said. “There’s no signals. How do you know where she’ll be?”

“I just know.”

“How?”

Anfa frowned. She looked at Morana. Morana shrugged.

“We grew up together,” Morana said. “We learned to fly in the same nest. We built the sweep in Campe’s wing. Same sky, same storms. You fly next to someone long enough, you stop needing to look.”

“Then teach me to stop needing to look,” Bolla said.

Anfa studied her.

“It takes years,” she said.

“I have a crossing,” Bolla said.

Anfa almost smiled.

“And you,” Bolla said. “I’ll teach you the band. Properly. Not like in the crater. You both still fight it.” She looked from one to the other. “You’ll fly faster if you stop fighting.”

“We’re storm-dragons,” Morana said. “We don’t ride wind. We make it.”

“So make it,” Bolla said. “And then ride the thing you made. Spend nothing.”

That first morning was a mess.

Three dragons in a formation built for two. Anfa and Morana flew their sweep and Bolla tried to fit into it, and it didn’t fit. She was in the wrong place. Too slow on the turns. Too fast on the straights. Anfa nearly clipped her twice.

And when Bolla tried to get them to ride the band, they fought it. Both of them. The storm instinct. Flap, power through, make your own air.

They came down frustrated. All three of them.

The next morning, Bolla came at it from underneath.

Nobody had planned it. Nobody said anything. The three of them went up off the reef at first light and Anfa and Morana started their sweep, and Bolla went up beneath them, and this time she didn’t try to fit into the sweep.

She rode under it.

She found the air the two storm-dragons made. Their wake. The turbulence they kicked up with every powered wingbeat, the storm-air coming off them in long rolling waves. And she set her wings in it and rode it. Like a band. Like the Ferry. She rode the storm-pair’s own wake, and every time they crossed above her, she was exactly where the air they’d made would carry her next.

And Anfa noticed.

I saw her notice. Her head turned. She saw Bolla riding her wake, and she flew differently. She stopped powering every turn. She let the next turn carry from the one before. Morana felt it, flying beside her, and did the same.

The three of them made a net.

Three points. Two storms making the air and a gale scout riding it, and the storms riding the gale’s line, and all three of them moving together over the sea in a long linked weave of arcs and glides that nobody had designed.

It was the most beautiful flying I’d ever seen.

They flew it for twenty minutes. Then they came down onto the reef together and shifted and stood there on the shell, all three of them, breathing hard, and nobody said anything.

“What was that?” Talise said finally. She had her notebook out. She hadn’t written anything.

“I don’t know,” Anfa said.

“It doesn’t have a name,” Bolla said.

“Then it needs one,” Talise said.

“No,” said Morana. “Leave it.”

So Talise left it.

That evening on the reef Morana sat down beside Bolla at the shell’s edge with two cups of the hot salt broth Thessaly’s swimmers made from fish bones, and handed her one.

“You rode our wake,” Morana said.

“You made good wake.”

“Nobody’s ever ridden it before.” Morana looked into her cup. “Anfa and I have flown that sweep since cadet days. Then there were years we didn’t fly it at all. Then we flew it again. Nobody ever got in between.”

“I didn’t get between,” Bolla said. “I got under.”

Morana laughed. Short and surprised. Laughing was still new enough on her that it always came out that way.

“Is that a gale-clan saying?”

“No,” Bolla said. “I just said it.” She blew on her broth. “Maybe it is now.”

They drank. Out on the water, Anfa was floating on her back in human form near Ceto, eyes closed, letting the swell carry her. Morana watched her.

“She liked it,” Morana said quietly. “The net. She won’t say so.”

“I know,” Bolla said. “Her wings told me.”



The fourth day the wind died.

It happened in the middle of the morning, between one band and the next. The Ferry had carried us all the way to its end, as Bolla said it would, and then it simply wasn’t there anymore. The air went flat, the dead kind, nothing under it for Bolla to find. The swells went glassy. The lattice sagged.

Bolla sang the searching note, the one she used when she was feeling for a band. Again. Again.

Nothing answered.

So we came down onto Nure.

She was already rising under us before Bolla sang the landing note, a long blue-green shadow swelling up out of the deep, because she’d felt the wind go the same moment we had. We folded onto her back one by one. Then she swam. Her great body steady as a deck under us, five fliers on her back, heading west at a steady unhurried pace along the warm current she’d been reporting to me twice a day. Thessaly and her two swimmers ran ahead of her through the glassy water, reading where the current bent and turning with it.

I lay on Anfa’s back on Nure’s back with my chart on my knee and watched the dashed line I’d drawn two days ago turn into the road we were on.

We drifted west on the current for three hours. Nobody flapped. Nobody spent anything. The fliers slept in the sun. Talise slept hardest. Bolla didn’t sleep at all. She lay with her long gale-neck stretched out along Nure’s shoulder and her eyes on the sky, and every so often she lifted her head and tasted the air and put it down again.

In the early afternoon the Kettle came up off the warm water, rising like steam, exactly as she’d sung it. She lifted her head and held it there. Then she sang one short rising note.

Up.

That night on the reef she told me what her people called it.

“Held breath,” Bolla said. “The sea holds its breath between bands. Sometimes for an hour. Sometimes for a day.” She looked at the black water without expression. “The Flight sat through a whole day of it, coming east. Floating. That’s when the tiredness started. We had nothing to carry us.”

“We did.”

“You did.” She glanced at Nure, who was floating on her back beside the reef in human form with her eyes closed. “Thessaly told you. If the wind dies, follow the sea.”

“She told me twice.”

“She told me three times,” Bolla said. “I am gale-clan. We don’t believe in the sea. We believe in the wind.” She was quiet. “Today I believed in the sea.”

I drew the held breath on the chart that night. A blank space between two bands. And through the middle of it, in dashes, the current that had carried us across.

Beside it, in my cramped surveyor’s hand: When the air stops, the sea doesn’t.

Ayida’s first carrying sign came that same night, before the others slept.

She’d been quiet all day. Tired, as she was every afternoon now, and twice more Bolla had slid in under her wing with the gale-draft before anyone else saw her slip. Now she sat on the reef with her legs folded under her and her hand on her belly, and looked at the coral under her.

The reef was alive. Ceto grew them alive. Pale pink and amber coral, branching, under a smooth shell skin. You could see it at the edges, where the shell thinned and the coral showed through, little polyps opening and closing in the water.

Ayida reached into her pocket.

She always had seeds in her pockets. Every pocket she owned. She picked them up wherever she walked and forgot them and found them later.

She took one out. Small. Dark. A seed from the Ember Garden, maybe, or from the Aerie’s germinating stairs.

She pressed it into the living coral.

Gently. Into a crack between two coral branches at the reef’s edge, where it was still wet.

Nothing happened.

Then something happened.

A green thread. Tiny. Pushing up out of the seed. Out of the coral. Rising up out of the crack into the air, unfurling its first two leaves.

A sprout. Growing on a reef. In the middle of the ocean.

Ayida stared at it.

She hadn’t done anything. I’d been watching. She hadn’t glowed. Her prism-bloom hadn’t risen. She’d just put a seed down, and it grew.

“That’s new,” she said softly.

Ceto came over on her knees across the shell and looked at it. She leaned close, her nose almost touching the shoot. Her ring-glow pulsed bright.

“You grew a plant,” Ceto said, “on my reef.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“It’s on my REEF.” Ceto looked like she’d just tasted her first honey-cake all over again. “A land plant. On living coral. In the middle of the sea. That’s impossible.”

“I know.”

“That’s the best thing that’s ever happened to this reef.” Ceto cupped her hands around the little sprout, protective. “It needs a name.”

“It’s a seedling,” Morana said.

“It’s a CITIZEN,” said Ceto. “His name is…” She thought hard. “Hope.”

“That’s a terrible name,” said Anfa.

“His name is Sprig,” Ceto said, without missing a beat. “Sprig of the Reef. First of his kind.” She turned to the water. “Don’t eat Sprig.”

Her fish, circling the reef, came close. One of them nosed toward the sprout where it hung over the water.

It stopped. Turned. Swam away.

So did the next one. And the next. Every one of the twenty-seven fish came close to the little green sprout and then turned away from it.

“They won’t eat him,” Ceto said, amazed.

“They know,” Ayida said quietly.

She was looking at her own hand. The one that had pressed the seed in. Then down at her belly.

“It’s the spring,” she said. “It’s not me. It’s what I’m carrying. Things want to grow near it.”

She laid her hand on her belly and kept it there for the rest of the night.



Night four.

The sky was as clear as I’d ever seen it. No moon. The stars so thick they made shadows. The sea was calm. Long slow swells, barely a ripple on them, warm water under a cold sky. The reef rose and fell on it like a breathing thing.

Everyone was asleep except me and Nure.

I sat at the edge of the reef with my feet in the water and the chart on my knee, working by lantern. Nure sat beside me. Her skin glowed faint blue-green. Her hair hung wet down her back.

She’d been quiet all evening, a different quiet from her usual one. I’d felt it through the Mark all day, through her blue-green point. Something gathering in her, slow, the way a swell builds a long way out before it ever reaches shore.

She looked up at the stars.

Then she looked out at the black water. All the way around. The whole horizon. Nothing in any direction for a thousand miles.

“Out here,” she said, “nothing can find us. Nothing on land can come here. Nothing in the air could fly this far without us seeing it. Nothing in the sea would dare come near me.” She said it plainly, as a fact, with no boast in it anywhere. “Out here there is no Hala. No mountain listening. No one.” She looked at me. “The sky is safe.”

I remembered.

Promise the tide, she’d said. In her mother’s room. Most of a year ago. When the mountain sleeps and the sky is safe, give me the deep. I want to carry the line’s next light.

Soon, the tide, she’d said in the Tower after the Battle of the Aerie. The sky is safe now. Soon.

“I am calling the tide,” Nure said.

She took me off the reef into the sea.

She stood up and stepped off the edge of the shell into the black water and turned and held out her hand. I put the chart down. I took her hand. She pulled.

I went into the ocean.

Cold first. Then not cold. The surface water was warm, a warm current running under the reef, Ceto’s fish-mark on my chart. The swell lifted me. My feet found nothing. Nothing at all. No bottom. No reef. Just black water under me going down for miles, colder and darker, to the place Nure had come from.

I couldn’t touch bottom. I couldn’t touch anything. Out here at night a man in the water was a dead man unless something held him up.

Nure held me up.

She came against me in the water and wrapped around me. Her arms around my back. Her legs around my legs. And under us both, she spread her fin-membranes.

Something brushed against my back and my legs in the dark, soft and strong. Then light. The membranes along her forearms and her calves unfolding, translucent, blue-green, glowing, spreading out wide in the water beneath us like the wings of some huge sea-creature. Like a raft. A raft of living light.

They held us.

My hands were free. She did everything. Her legs and her arms and the membranes beneath us kept us both on the surface, rising and falling with the swell, and I lay back in her arms and in the light and did nothing at all.

On land I carried her. Out here she carried me.

“I have you,” Nure said.

Her glow was low. Deep. A slow pulse running through the branching lines under her skin, so slow I could count it. The pulse that meant slow. I’d learned that a long time ago.

“I know,” I said.

She kissed me.

Her mouth was cool and salt and wet, and her tongue was the most sensitive part of her body and she used it like it was. She kissed me slow. Tasting. The branching light raced out across her skin from her lips, everywhere they touched mine.

She kissed down.

My jaw. My throat. My collarbone. She held me up in the water with her arms and her membranes and moved down my body, and her mouth followed, and the light followed her mouth. My chest. The Mark. She pressed her lips to the blue-green point and it flared and she gasped against my skin. Down my stomach.

My cock was hard, floating, rising up out of the water toward her.

She took it in her mouth.

I groaned. Out loud. It went out across the black water.

Her mouth. Fuck, her mouth. Cool and wet and ocean-slick, her adapted tongue moving along the underside of me in long slow strokes, her lips sealing around me. She took me deep, slowly, all the way, her throat opening, and held me there, and her gill-slits fluttered against my thighs where they pressed against her ribs.

The light raced out from her lips in branches. Down her throat. Down her body. Through the water.

She drew back. Slow. Let me go almost all the way. Then took me back in.

Tide-rhythm. She’d done it to me in every pool and basin on the mesa and it still worked. She moved like the tide. In and out, slow, steady, the same rhythm as the swell that lifted us and dropped us, and every time I started to climb she felt it and slowed. Held me in her mouth at the edge. Didn’t move. Let the swell carry us up and down while she held me there.

And started again.

She’d learned it through the bond, from Brenna’s side of it. Edging. She’d taken it and made it hers.

I lay back on her membranes in the black ocean with the stars overhead and let her do it.

The second time she held me at the edge, she did it with her lips barely around the head of my cock. Not moving. Her tongue pressed flat under the crown. A swell lifted us, slow, and the rise of it pushed me a half-inch deeper into her mouth, and that was all, and it was almost too much. My hips jerked. Her hands on my back held me still.

I looked down at her.

Her face in the black water, pale, glowing. Her mouth stretched around me. The branching lights racing out from her lips across her cheeks and down her throat, so many of them now they made a net. Under the surface, her gill-slits were opening and closing against my thighs in quick soft flutters, like something breathing me in. Every flutter sent a thin line of light running down her ribs.

“Nure,” I said. My voice came out rough. “Fuck.”

She hummed around me. A low sound, deep in her throat. I felt it all the way down to my heels.

She took me in again.

The third edge was the worst and the best. She took me all the way to the back of her throat and held me there through three whole swells, rising and falling with the sea, my cock buried in that cool slick heat, and every rise of the ocean brought me right to the brink and every fall drew me back from it, and she didn’t move at all. She let the sea edge me. I gripped her shoulders and shook and let her.

When she finally drew back, light was spilling out of her mouth.

“You taste,” she said, against my thigh, “like the reef. Like salt. Like you.” Her eyes found mine in the dark. “I could do this until the tide turned.”

“Don’t,” I managed.

“I know.” She almost smiled. “That was a joke.”

“With layers.”

“With one layer,” Nure said, and took me back into her mouth.

When she finally let me go, I was shaking.

She came back up my body slowly, her mouth on my skin, the light following her, until her face was over mine. Her eyes glowed. Bioluminescent rings around dark irises. Her black hair floated out around us in the water like ink.

“Now,” she said.

She took me into her.

Face-to-face. In the water. She moved down on me and I felt her open, cool and slick and impossibly smooth, her natural slick coating me, and she took me all the way in and wrapped her legs around my hips and held.

Then she did nothing.

She let the ocean do it.

A swell came. It lifted us. Both of us together, joined, rising on the black water, and as we rose she pressed down on me. Then the swell passed and we fell, and she lifted. The next one came. Rose. Fell.

She set nothing. She controlled everything.

The ocean was the rhythm. The swell was the stroke. We rose and fell on the open sea and every rise drove me deeper into her and every fall drew me back out, and she just held on and let the whole sea fuck us.

I let it carry me. Her, and the sea, and nothing under either of us for a mile of black water.

“Dane,” she said.

Clear. Certain. The name she used.

“I’m here.”

“I know you are here.” Her light pulsed, a little faster now. “I can feel you in me. All the way.” Her gill-slits fluttered. “Out here. Where I was alone.”

The swell lifted us. I pushed up into her as it did and she gasped.

“Fill me,” she said. “Fill me, Dane. Give me the deep’s next light.”

I took her hips in my hands.

She was holding me up, but I could do that much. I held her hips and on the next swell I drove up into her, hard, with it, and she cried out, and the light exploded out across her skin in racing branches.

Her pussy tightened around me.

The next swell. Again. Harder. She was climbing. I could feel it in her, the slow build, swell on swell. Her light went from slow pulse to steady glow to brightening, the branches racing faster and faster.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Like that. With the sea.”

I moved with the sea.

Her membranes beneath us spread wider. The light from them went down into the water, deep, a great blue-green glow spreading out under us into the black ocean. The fish from the reef came. I saw them. Small lights in the water, gathering at the edge of her glow.

I put my hands on the membranes.

I reached down past her hips and laid my palms flat on the fins where they spread out beneath us, and they were nothing like her skin. Thin. Cool. Silk stretched over something strong as a sail. They trembled under my hands. Light pulsed through them in long slow ribs wherever I touched, and she cried out, a soft high sound.

“There,” she gasped. “Those. Hold them.” Her pussy clenched hard around my cock. “Again. Hold them.”

I held them. I spread my fingers on the living light under us and stroked along the ribs of it, slow, and the whole raft of light shivered and brightened, and she rocked down on me so hard on the next swell that water broke over both our shoulders.

“You’re so tight,” I said against her ear. “You’re gripping me like the tide pulls.”

“I am the tide.”

“Then come in.”

“Not yet.” Her light pulsed. “Not yet. Breed me first. Out here, where nothing can find us. I want it to take.”

“It’ll take.”

“Say it again.”

“It’ll take,” I said, and drove up into her on the swell, and she sobbed against my neck.

She was close.

I could feel it through the Mark. Through her point. The tide rising. Rising.

“Now,” I said.

She came.

The first time, at the Drowned Reach, she’d come apart in strobing light, the frantic flashing of a woman who’d been alone a hundred years and couldn’t control what touch did to her.

Now it was one wave.

Controlled. Deliberate. She held it and then let it go, all at once, a single full-body wave of light that rolled out from her core through every branch on her skin and out through her membranes into the sea.

And the ocean answered.

The plankton.

I didn’t know they were there. Nobody knew. Tiny things in the surface water, too small to see, floating in the warm current. Her light hit them and they lit up.

All of them. In a circle. Spreading out from us in a widening ring across the surface of the sea. Blue-green. Every swell edged in light. The ring went out. And out. And out. A hundred yards. A quarter mile. Half a mile.

A mile.

The whole sea around us lit up. From the reef to the horizon. Every wave crest glowing blue-green, rolling, a living ocean of light under the stars, for one long breath.

I came.

The next swell rolled under us and lifted me into her, deeper than the water had carried me all night, and I spilled on the rise of it. Her pussy rolled around me like the swell itself, the sea lit to the horizon, and I emptied into her pulse after pulse in time with the water, the tide doing the last of the work for us. I groaned into her neck.

She felt it.

She went rigid. Her eyes went wide. Her light, which had been dimming from the wave, flared again.

And the Mark flared.

Her point. Blue-green. Blazing. I could feel it burning on my sternum.

And then something else.

Inside her glow. Inside the blue-green light running under her skin. A second light. Fainter. Smaller. Down low in her body, under her navel. A tiny point of glow that hadn’t been there before.

It kindled. Like a lantern catching.

She felt it. She looked down at her own body, at the faint second light inside her, and then up at me.

“There,” Nure breathed. “The tide.”

The sea stayed lit for one breath.

It faded from the edges inward. The far crests going dark first, then the nearer ones, then the water around us, until there was only her glow and her membranes and the faint second light inside her.

The first ocean-clutch the Mark had ever made.

She held me in the water a while.

Her light had dimmed to a slow steady pulse, a nightlight. The second light glowed under it. Steady. Real.

“The tide keeps its promises,” she said finally.

I tightened my arms around her in the black water.

“So did you,” Nure said.

She kissed me. Slow. The last of the light running out from her lips.

She swam us back to the reef with my head on her shoulder.

Ceto was sitting up.

She was wide awake in the middle of the reef with my flight jacket clutched around her shoulders, her coral-red curls wild, her sea-green eyes enormous. Her ring-glow was pulsing all over her body, bright, overlapping rings blooming and fading on her arms and her throat and her thighs.

She stared at us as we came up out of the water.

“I felt that,” she said.

“Felt what?” said Nure, innocently, climbing onto the shell.

“I felt it through the REEF.” Ceto waved both hands at the coral under her. “The whole reef. It lit up. The coral. Every polyp. I’m GROWN into this thing, I felt every single one of them light up at once, I thought the sea was on fire.” She looked at the water. At the last faint glow fading out of the plankton. “Was the sea on fire?”

“For a breath,” Nure said.

“I’m putting this in the charter,” Ceto said. “The water-table charter. Article one. Nobody lights the whole ocean without telling the reef first.”

“I am telling the reef now,” Nure said.

“AFTERWARD doesn’t count.”

Talise sat up.

She’d slept through the whole thing. The whole thing. The lit ocean, the mile-wide ring, the reef glowing under her. She’d slept curled in a blanket at the edge of the shell with her notebook under her head.

She looked around. At Ceto, glowing. At Nure, glowing, with a second faint light in her belly. At me, soaked. At the very last faint gleam fading out of the swell around the reef.

Her face went through about five expressions.

“No,” she said.

“Yes,” said Ceto.

“No. No, no, no.” Talise was on her feet. “Did something happen? Something happened. The sea was… I saw the end of it… Something happened and I SLEPT through it?”

“The deep’s first light,” said Nure, with satisfaction. “The first ocean-clutch a Mark ever fathered. On the open sea. The whole ocean lit for a mile.”

Talise made a sound like a kettle.

“I’m the CHRONICLER,” she said.

“You were snoring,” said Ceto.

“I’m the official chronicler of the Aerie, appointed by the Headmistress herself, and the single most important thing that’s happened on this entire crossing just happened FIVE FEET FROM MY HEAD and I SLEPT through it?”

“You did,” said Nure.

Talise stared at her.

She grabbed her notebook, sat down hard on the shell, opened it to a blank page, and stared at that instead.

“I don’t even know what to write,” she said, furious. “I wasn’t THERE.”

“You could make it up,” Ceto offered helpfully.

“I make up the PUBLIC ones,” Talise said. “This one’s important. This one needs to be accurate.”

She sat there glaring at the blank page.

“Tell me,” she said to Nure. “Exactly. Everything. In order.”

Nure sat down beside her. Dripping. Glowing. A faint second light inside her.

“I called the tide,” Nure said. “And the tide came.”

Talise wrote that down. Exactly.



Dawn came up gray.

I was awake before anyone. Always. I sat at the reef’s edge with the chart and the first light coming up behind us in the east.

Bolla was already up.

She stood at the far edge of the reef, barefoot on the wet shell, with her finger in the wind. She’d been standing there since before I woke. Reading.

The wind had changed in the night.

I’d felt it in my sleep. Something different in how the reef moved on the swells. Heavier. Sharper. Now, in the gray, I could see it. The swells had gotten bigger. Longer. The sea was darker. And there was something on the western horizon. A low gray line. A wall.

Bolla went rigid. Her whole body. Her raised hand went still in the air. Her shoulders locked.

She started to sing.

A band. One I hadn’t heard. The other bands she’d sung me were rising lines and long flats and gentle bends. This one was jagged. It went up and down hard. It broke and started again. It had a falling line at the end that went down and down and didn’t come back up.

Everyone was waking. Anfa sat up beside me. Morana. Ayida. Talise, grabbing for her notebook.

Bolla finished the song and turned around.

Her hand was still raised. She’d forgotten to lower it.

“Storm-wind,” she said. “The songs call this band the Widowing.”

Ayida’s hand went to her belly.

“Our ancestors lost eleven in it,” Bolla said. “On the first crossing. Eleven, in one day. The ones who fell couldn’t land. There was nowhere to land.” She looked at the gray wall on the horizon. “We lost four more in it, coming east. It’s coming. We’ll be in it by noon.”

Anfa stood up.

She stood beside me on the reef in her flight leathers, which were still damp, and looked west at the gray wall coming. Her silver hair lifted in the new wind. Her scars, along her ribs, began to spark.

Then she grinned.

I hadn’t seen her grin like that since before she broke. A wolf’s grin. A storm’s grin.

“Good,” Anfa said. “Finally something I’m good at.”


Chapter 8: The Widowing

Rain hit my back like thrown gravel, and then the wind hit, and then there was no sky at all.

Just the wall.

We were in it by noon, as Bolla had said we would be. It had come on slow and then all at once. All morning the gray wall on the horizon had gotten taller. The swells got longer and darker and the wind went from steady to gusty to hard. By mid-morning the sky over us had gone the color of old iron.

Now it was black cloud from the sea to as high as I could see. Rain coming off the front of it in sheets you could watch move across the water. Under it, the sea had gone white, the whole surface torn into spray by the wind and flung sideways.

We’d flown straight into it.

There wasn’t a choice. You couldn’t go around a storm-band. Bolla had said so. It ran north to south for three hundred miles, the songs said, a river of storm across the ocean, and every crossing had to go through it. The only question was how.

“The Flight went through it the way they go through everything,” Bolla had said on the reef that morning. “In lattice. Spending nothing. Riding it.” Her voice had been very flat. “You can’t ride the Widowing. That’s what the eleven found out.”



The lattice broke the moment we hit the wall.

It had to. A gale lattice worked because the air moved in bands, in long smooth currents you could read and ride. The Widowing didn’t have bands. It had chaos. Wind from every direction at once. Updrafts that hit like a hammer and downdrafts that dropped you fifty feet in a heartbeat. Rain so hard it was like flying through gravel.

Bolla’s note, the long steady lattice-note, cut off.

I heard her make a new sound. Short. Sharp. Over and over.

Close. Close. Close.

We closed.

Five fliers. Bolla at the front. Anfa behind her with me flat on her spine, strapped down with Brenna’s clips, rain pounding on my back so hard it hurt. Morana on Anfa’s right. Ayida tucked between them, carrying, in the most protected position we had. Talise on the left edge.

Below us, somewhere in the white chaos of the sea, Nure and Ceto and the swimmers.

The lattice couldn’t spend nothing in a storm. It had to fight.

So we fought.

There were three of us reading.

That was what got us through: all three at once.

Bolla read the wind’s bones.

In a storm the air had no bands, but it had a shape underneath. A structure. The places where the chaos was worse and the places where it was a little less. Bolla could feel that structure. She’d grown up flying the open sea. She’d flown this exact storm-band once already, two seasons ago, going the other direction with the Flight. She flew point into the chaos and she found the bones of it, the places where the air held together a little, and she flew through those.

And she sang them. Short sharp notes. Left. Up. Hold. Down. Left.

I called the shifts.

I didn’t have bands to read. I had the chart. Every band I’d drawn over four days of open ocean. And I had the feel, the same thing I’d felt over the crater and on the first day. The ground going soft before the mud. In the storm it was like that but worse. Constant. Every second the air ahead was about to do something, and most of it I couldn’t read, but some of it I could.

“Down-burst,” I’d shout, into the wind. “Ahead. Right side.”

Bolla would hear me and veer left. A second later a column of air would slam down on the right side of the formation like a falling wall, and we’d be clear of it.

“Lift coming. Under us. Big.”

The formation would set its wings and the lift would hit and throw us up a hundred feet, and we’d all come down together instead of scattered.

I didn’t get them all. I got maybe one in three. But one in three was the difference between flying and falling.

And Anfa made air.

That was the thing the Flight had never had.

The gale-clan rode wind. They were the best at it on either shore. But a storm-band wasn’t wind you could ride. It was wind that wanted to kill you. And the gale-clan had nothing to fight it with but craft.

A storm dragon could bully a storm.

I felt Anfa start to charge.

It started in her spine, under my body. A hum. Then a crackle. Then a heat, running along her scale-lines from her shoulders to her tail. Her silver-white scars lit up under the rain, glowing, sparking, the charge building in her the way it built before she dove into a thunderhead.

She let it go, ahead, into the storm. A long rolling discharge of lightning that went out from her in front of the formation like a spear thrown forward.

And the storm parted.

Only a little, and only for a moment. But the lightning tore through the chaos ahead of us and the air where it went was different afterward. Calmer. Stiller. A lane. A tunnel of almost-calm through the screaming wind, for maybe a hundred yards.

Bolla saw it and dove into it.

The formation followed. We flew down the lane Anfa had burned through the storm. It started closing almost the moment we were in it, the chaos pouring back in from the sides. But a hundred yards of calm in the middle of the Widowing was a hundred yards nobody had to fight.

Then Anfa charged again.

And again.

For an hour.

I’d never felt her work so hard, in battle or at the Shattered Peaks or anywhere else. She charged and discharged, charged and discharged, burning lanes through the wall one after another. Each one cost her. I felt it. Her heart, through the Mark, racing. Her breath going ragged. The heat of her scales under my body climbing until the rain hissed into steam where it hit her.

I felt it too.

I’d felt it before, in battle, a lane or two at a time. Never like this. When a storm dragon charges with a bonded rider strapped to her spine, the rider charges with her. A little. Enough. Every time she built for a discharge the hair stood up on my arms under the soaked leather and my teeth started to ache, a deep humming ache in the roots of them, like biting down on cold metal. Every time she let it go, the charge went out of me too, through my chest, through the Mark, and left me shaking.

Her scales got hot. Then hotter. Brenna’s harness was built for it, salt-alloy and treated leather, but I wasn’t. The heat came up through the padding into my thighs and my stomach where I lay along her spine, and after the tenth lane it was like lying on a stove-lid. I couldn’t move off it. The strap-down held me flat. I set my jaw and stayed where I was.

The Mark took the rest.

Her silver point was burning so bright I could see it through my shirt and the harness strap and the rain. She was drawing on the bond. She didn’t know she was doing it. She needed more than she had, and the bond was there, and it gave. I felt the warmth go out of my chest in long pulls, lane after lane, like water drawn out of a cistern.

By the twentieth lane there was blood in my mouth where I’d bitten my cheek on a downdraft, and I couldn’t feel my legs below the knee, and I’d stopped noticing the rain.

I put my hand flat on her neck, above the harness. Scalding. I kept it there.

Keep going.

She couldn’t hear words through the Mark. She knew anyway.

She didn’t stop.

She’d spent four days following someone else’s read. Being led. Letting the air carry her. And now there was no read to follow and no air to ride, and she was the only thing in the sky that could make the storm do what we needed.

Finally something she was good at.

The Weave helped.

Partly. Nobody could hold the full Weave in a storm. But the bond-echo between the bonded, the faint sense of each other through the Mark, sharpened under the pressure until it was almost a share.

I could feel where Morana was without looking. Off Anfa’s right wing, close. I could feel Ayida in the middle, her strength, her steadiness. I could feel Talise on the left, darting, adjusting.

They could feel each other.

When a down-burst hit on the left, Talise felt it first. And Ayida felt Talise feel it, and moved a half-second before she would have. And Anfa felt Ayida move. The whole bonded part of the formation moved together like one body.

Bolla was outside it.

She wasn’t bonded. She couldn’t feel any of us. She flew point into the wall on wind-sense alone, her own body, her own read, nothing else.

And she kept up.

She led. Every time the bonded part of the formation shifted together through the echo, Bolla was already there. Already moving. She felt the storm the way we felt each other, and she was a quarter-second ahead of us every time.

An hour of that, and I still don’t understand how.



Halfway through, my chart failed me.

I’d been calling shifts off the feel and off the lines in my head, the bands I’d drawn for four days, and somewhere in the middle of the storm I felt a shape I recognized. A long smooth rise to the north. A ramp of lifting air, the kind the Kettle made in the afternoons, steady and wide.

“Lift,” I shouted. “North. Long. Take it.”

Bolla didn’t take it.

She heard me. I saw her head turn. And then she did the opposite. She sang a sharp low note, down, down, and dropped the formation fifty feet toward the sea, under the ramp I’d called.

I thought she’d made a mistake.

Then the ramp broke.

It hadn’t been a ramp. It had been the front edge of a rotor, a rolling wheel of air as tall as the stack we’d slept on, and its top was lift and its back side was a downdraft that would have taken everything that rode up onto it and thrown it into the sea. The air where we would have been turned over like a wave breaking and went down, and the rain in it went down too, in a solid gray sheet.

We were under it. The lip of it passed over us so close the wind of it flattened Anfa’s crest against her neck.

On the chart in my head, that rotor didn’t exist. Four days of bands, and not one I’d drawn had ever looked like lift and turned out to be a drop.

Bolla had known. Somewhere in all those old songs was a line about lift that rolls.

I stopped calling anything I wasn’t sure of after that. I called what I knew. She read the rest.

Morana nearly went in not long after.

A sideways gust out of the south, hard enough to knock the rain flat. It came across the right flank of the formation where Morana flew and hit her under the wing like a fist.

She rolled.

I saw her go over. Charcoal-gray and silver, a storm dragon tumbling sideways out of her position, one wing up and one wing down, spinning. Through the Mark, the silver-charcoal point jolted so hard it hurt.

She was storm-caste. A storm dragon in a storm should have been fine. But she’d spent four days riding a gale lattice, learning not to fight the air, and her body had learned it too well. For one heartbeat she tried to ride the gust instead of breaking it.

You couldn’t ride that gust.

Anfa didn’t break formation. She couldn’t. She was burning a lane. But she screamed. A storm-dragon scream, the sound that was half thunder, aimed at her flight-sister. I’d never heard Anfa make that sound. I don’t think Morana had heard it in years.

Morana heard it now.

The storm in her woke up. She stopped riding. She beat her wings, once, twice, hard and furious and storm-born, the way she would have flown at eighteen, and the charge came up along her silver veins and she bullied her way out of the roll and back up into the air.

She came back into position off Anfa’s right wing with her scars blazing and her flank torn where the gust had raked a loose scale off it.

Anfa didn’t look at her. Morana didn’t look at Anfa.

The paired-sweep. They’d never needed to look.

But the silver point and the silver-charcoal point pulsed together on my chest for the next mile like two hands gripping.



The crisis came at the end of the hour.

We were almost through. I could feel it. The chaos ahead getting thinner. The rain easing. The black wall ahead of us going gray at its far edge. Another mile. Maybe two.

Then the down-burst hit.

I didn’t call it. I didn’t feel it coming. Nobody did. Not even Bolla. It came out of the sky directly over the middle of the formation, a column of air falling straight down like a stone dropped from the top of the world.

It hit Ayida.

Dead center. Right in the middle of the formation where she’d been the safest. The air came down on her back and her wings and drove her down.

She lost the line.

Through the Mark, the gold point jolted. Through the rain, her wings buckled. Forty-five feet of life dragon, carrying, two weeks into a clutch, tumbled out of the formation and fell.

Toward the sea.

The sea below us was forty feet high. Swells like hills. White and black and moving. A dragon that hit that sea from three hundred feet at that speed…

“AYIDA!”

I screamed it. Into the wind. Into the Mark.

She was falling. Tumbling. Wings half-open, catching nothing, the downdraft still driving her.

Anfa banked hard. I felt her body try to dive. I felt every instinct in her drive her toward Ayida, toward the falling dragon.

And I felt her stop.

She couldn’t. Diving would break the formation. Diving would take her out of the lane she was burning. Diving would leave Morana and Talise in the open storm alone.

She held.

The hardest thing I ever felt her do.

Talise folded.

That was the word for it. I saw it from Anfa’s back. Talise was on the left edge of the formation and the second Ayida fell, she pulled her wings in tight against her body and turned her nose down and dropped.

Like a gull diving for a fish. Thirty-five feet of compact tidepool dragon folding herself into the smallest possible shape and plummeting straight down through the storm after the falling life dragon.

She’d spent her whole life in water.

She was the scout who vanished in three feet of surf. The one built to work waves no other dragon-form could work. Every other dragon in the formation was a flier. Talise was a diver.

She dove.

She went past Ayida. Under her. Below her. Faster than Ayida was falling. Then she flared her wings at the last second and flattened out directly beneath the falling life dragon, between Ayida and the sea.

She got under her.

Ayida hit her.

I felt it through the Mark. The teal point and the gold point both blazing at once. Ayida came down on Talise’s back and Talise took the weight and her wings buckled and both of them dropped, together, toward the sea.

Forty feet off the water. Thirty. The swells coming up at them like hills.

Talise beat her wings. Hard. Everything she had. It slowed them. It didn’t stop them.

Twenty.

And then the sea rose.

Nure came up out of the black.

She’d been under us the whole storm. Pacing at depth where the water was calm. I hadn’t been able to see her. I’d felt her, a blue-green steadiness under everything, the floor.

I am the floor, she’d said, on the Terrace, before we ever left the Aerie. If anyone falls, I will be there.

She was there.

The sea directly under Talise and Ayida bulged upward. The swell had something underneath it. Rising. Nure, all of her, coming up out of the deep faster than anything that size had any right to move, breaking through the white chaos of the surface with her back first, her great dark body glowing blue-green in the storm.

Talise and Ayida landed on her.

On her back. Hard. The two of them crashing down onto her broad scales, tumbling, wings everywhere.

Nure didn’t flinch.

She took them. She took both of them on her back like she’d taken the whole lattice through the held breath the day before, and she spread herself flat on the surface of the storm-sea, and the two smaller dragons clung to her.

But the sea didn’t stop.

The swells were forty feet. Nure was enormous, but she wasn’t tall. Her back was only a few feet out of the water. The next swell came at her like a moving wall, black and white and as tall as the Tower.

It was going to break over them.

It was going to sweep Talise and Ayida right off her back.

Ceto grew a reef.

I saw her. She’d been in dragon form all day, swimming at the surface near Nure, sixty feet of coral-armored reef dragon fighting the sea with her own body. I’d barely been able to see her through the rain. A glow. Amber. Her fish-halo, somehow still with her in all that chaos, a ring of small lights in the water.

She swam in front of Nure.

Between Nure and the oncoming swell. Right in front of it. And she stopped swimming and she did the thing she’d done every night of the crossing, except she did it in the middle of a storm, in seconds, instead of twenty minutes.

She grew.

Shell and coral came off her body in a wave. Out from her flanks. Down into the water. Up into the air. A wall. A reef-wall, rising out of nothing, out of the open sea, faster than anyone had ever seen her grow, faster than she’d grown at the Battle of the Aerie, faster than should have been possible.

Twenty feet. Thirty. Forty. A curved wall of living coral and grown shell rising out of the storm-sea between the oncoming swell and the three dragons behind her.

The swell hit it.

It broke.

It broke on Ceto’s wall like a wave breaking on a cliff. White water exploded up and over and out to the sides. The wall shuddered. Shell cracked. Coral tore. Ceto made a sound I heard all the way up on Anfa’s back, a high ringing cry, pain and effort.

But the wall held.

And behind it, on Nure’s back, in the lee, Talise and Ayida were safe.

The next swell came. Ceto grew the wall higher. It broke on her. She held.

And around them in the water, Thessaly and the two swimmers.

I saw them in the lee of the wall. Small pale shapes in the white, in dragon form, lean ocean-clan bodies a fraction of Nure’s size. Nobody could fight those swells. They were fighting the current under the swells.

Every swell that broke on Ceto’s wall poured back off it in a rip, a river of white water running back out to sea along the foot of the wall, and that river wanted Nure. It wanted to drag her sideways along the face of the wall and out around its end into the open storm. I saw it start to. I saw Nure’s great body slide twenty feet along the wall in one pull, Talise and Ayida clinging to her, and I saw what would happen in two more pulls.

Thessaly put herself in the rip.

She went down into it nose-first and stopped. Just stopped, in the middle of a current that should have taken her like a leaf, and spread her body across it. The two swimmers came in on either side of her. And the water bent.

Ocean-clan could move water. I’d seen Nure throw walls of it at the Shattered Peaks. This was three bodies in a line, pressing, holding a shape in the sea the way you’d hold a door shut against a gale. Pale blue lines lit along their throats and flanks and stayed lit, steady, and the white water that had been pouring out along the foot of the wall turned. Slowly. Peeled off around them and went out to sea on the far side, away from Nure.

A pocket of calm. Thirty yards across. In the lee of a reef-wall in the middle of the Widowing, held open by three swimmers who were spending everything they had to keep it.

One of the young ones lost her place when a big swell broke. The rip took her ten yards. Thessaly turned her head, and the swimmer fought her way back into the line, and the line held.

Every swell, they held it again.

Nobody lost.

The last mile was the worst one for Anfa.

She’d burned everything. I felt it go. Somewhere after the crisis, with Talise and Ayida safe behind Ceto’s wall and the rest of us still in the air, she built for another lane and the charge didn’t come. A hum in her spine. A crackle. Then nothing. Her scars flickered silver and went dim under the rain.

She’d emptied herself.

She kept flying. She was Anfa. But her wingbeats went heavy and slow, and her heart under me through the Mark was hammering in a way I’d never felt from her, not in battle, not in heat. The fastest flier on the continent, and every stroke was a fight to stay level.

I couldn’t do anything. I lay on her back with my hand on her scalding neck and felt her running out.

Bolla saw it.

She came back from the point. In clear air she’d dropped back for Ayida smooth and quiet. In the storm she came back hard, fighting a crosswind the whole way, and she slid in front of Anfa and a little above her, in the place where the air came off a gale-dragon’s wings in a stream.

She gave Anfa her wake.

A gale scout, half Anfa’s mass, carrying a storm dragon on her own slipstream through the back end of the Widowing. It shouldn’t have worked. A storm dragon was too heavy for a gale-draft. She made the air in front of Anfa a fraction easier. A fraction less to fight. Enough.

I felt Anfa feel it.

Her wings eased. Her heart, under me, stopped hammering and started to slow. She set her wings in Bolla’s wake as she’d learned to on the first day out from the Reach, and let the air do some of what she couldn’t.

Morana closed in on her other side. Wingtip to wingtip, close enough to touch, and not touching.

For the last mile out of the storm, the three of them flew like that. A gale scout in front, carrying the storm. The storm’s flight-sister beside her.

Anfa let them.

That was the part I kept afterward, more than the lanes or the hour: the last mile, when she had nothing left, and let two other women carry her through it, and didn’t fight it once.

We came out the far side of the Widowing at last.

All of us. Bolla first. Then Anfa, with me, and Morana. We burst out of the gray at the far edge of the storm-band into clean air and sunlight, real sunlight, the sky blue and enormous and the sea under it long and gray and calm.

Behind us the black wall ran north and south as far as I could see.

Below us, in its lee, Nure swam out of the storm.

Slow. Steady. The abyssal dragon with two smaller dragons clinging to her back. Talise and Ayida. Both of them alive. Both of them shaking.

Beside her Ceto. Swimming. Barely. Her coral armor was torn in a dozen places. Her fish-halo was still with her, every single one of the twenty-seven, glowing.

Behind them, three small pale shapes. Thessaly and her swimmers.

Nobody lost.

I counted. I counted twice, the way my mother taught me. Ridge, saddle, watercourse. Bolla. Anfa. Morana. Ayida. Talise. Nure. Ceto. Thessaly. Two swimmers.

Ten.

All ten.



Ceto regrew the reef that night.

She shouldn’t have been able to. She’d held back the sea with her own body for an hour. She’d grown a wall forty feet high out of nothing in the middle of a storm. When she came out of the water and shifted to human form on a little scrap of shell Nure had brought up from somewhere, she could barely stand. Her coral-red curls were plastered to her skull. Her golden-tan skin had gone pale. Her ring-glow was so dim I could barely see it.

She grew the reef anyway.

She sat down on the scrap of shell and put her hands in the water and grew. Slowly. So slowly. An hour, not twenty minutes. Her glow flickering. Her hands shaking. But it grew. Shell and coral, a disc on the calm sea, wider and wider, until it was big enough for all of us.

She lay down in the middle of it and was asleep before her head touched the shell.

Her fish circled her. All twenty-seven. Bright.

Bolla landed last.

She’d flown a circuit of the whole area before she came down. Checking. Counting. Every dragon. The sky. The sea. The storm-wall, still running north and south on the eastern horizon behind us.

When she came down she shifted and stood on the edge of the reef in human form.

She was shaking.

Her hands. Her shoulders. Her gale-clan stillness had broken somewhere in the storm and hadn’t come back. She stood on the shell looking east at the black wall of the Widowing, and she shook.

I went and stood beside her.

“Our ancestors lost eleven here,” Bolla said.

She said it to the storm-wall.

“Eleven. In one day. On the first crossing, ten thousand years ago. The ones who fell couldn’t land. There was nowhere to land. They hit the water and the water took them.” She stared at the storm. “And four more two seasons ago, coming east. My wing-sister was one of the four. Zmeya. She was nineteen. She was on the edge of the lattice and a down-burst hit her and she went into the sea and we never saw her again.”

“We lost nobody,” Bolla said.

She turned and looked at the reef behind us. At Ceto, asleep. At Nure, back in human form, sitting at the reef’s edge with her legs in the water and her hand on her belly. At Talise and Ayida, wrapped in the same blanket, still shaking. At Anfa, collapsed on the shell, exhausted, her scars dim. At Morana sitting beside her.

“Nobody,” Bolla said again.

“The reef,” I said.

“The reef.” She looked at Ceto. “Lamya’s people never had a reef. We crossed with nothing. Ten thousand years ago and two seasons ago, both times, with nothing but wind.” Her voice caught. “If we’d had a reef. If we’d had…”

She stopped.



She sang the Widowing that night.

All of it. The whole song. The one every gale child learned.

I hadn’t heard it all before. She’d sung me pieces of it on the crossing, the band-song, the shape of the storm. But the Widowing wasn’t just a band-song. It was a lament. It had verses.

She sat at the edge of the reef with the stars out over the calm sea and the black storm-wall far to the east and she sang it out loud.

The first verse was the storm. The shape of it. The way it came on. The jagged rising and falling line she’d sung at dawn.

The second verse was the crossing. The exodus. The first time. The clans fleeing west from the tyrant, and the storm-band in their way.

The third verse was the names.

Eleven of them. The ones the songs had carried since the first crossing, generation after generation of gale children learning them before they learned their letters. Bolla sang them one at a time. A name, then a falling line. A name, then a falling line. All eleven.

Then the falling line, all the way down, and nothing after. That was how the gale-clan songs ended. I knew that by now.

There was no line for Zmeya.

There couldn’t be. She’d gone into this same sea two seasons ago, and the songs were finished. They had no room for Lamya’s crossing, or the four the Widowing took going east, or a nineteen-year-old scout on the edge of a lattice. Bolla had crossed back through the storm that killed her wing-sister, and the song she’d been raised on had no room to say so.

She said it anyway, spoken rather than sung, very quietly, into the dark, the way you’d say a name to someone sleeping.

“Zmeya.”

Then nothing.

She sat there on the reef with the stars over her and the calm sea under her, and she was quiet.

Then she sang one more line.

It wasn’t in the song. I knew it wasn’t. I could tell from how it sat. It was a different shape: a level line, steady, held.

She sang it in Farshore first. Then, very softly, in our tongue.

“…and the reef held.”

Thessaly was sitting at the far edge of the reef with her swimmers. She bowed her head over the water. Then she lit up.

Ocean-clan light-song was subtle. But it was there. Along her throat, down her arms. Blue-green, rising and falling. She was answering. In light. Singing back to Bolla in the language her people used for songs that mattered.

The swimmers lit too.

The three of them glowed at the edge of the reef in the dark, in long slow patterns, answering the new verse.

Bolla watched them glow for a long moment before she turned to me.

“There are no new verses,” she said quietly. “The Sundered judged no event since the exodus worthy of a new verse. Ten thousand years. Every song ends where it ended. I was taught that before I could fly.” She looked back at the storm. “I have never been allowed a line for her. Not one. So I gave one to the reef.” Her voice nearly went. “I just added a verse.”

“You did.”

“I don’t know if I’m allowed.”

“You’re allowed,” said Morana, from behind us.

Bolla turned. She looked at her keeper a while.

Then she nodded.

Talise wrote it down.

She’d unwrapped herself from the blanket she was sharing with Ayida and opened her notebook, the private one, the accurate one. She wrote the new verse in it. In the system I’d made, the line and the marks above it for where the voice went. And then, beside it, the words. In both tongues. Exactly.

She didn’t say a word or tell anyone what she’d written. She closed the notebook and put her arm back around Ayida.



Ceto woke up at midnight and stole Talise’s pencil.

That was how I knew she was all right.

I was awake, of course. Sitting up, watching the sea. And I saw Ceto stir in the middle of the reef and sit up and stretch, and her ring-glow, which had been so dim all evening, pulsed bright again. Amber. Rings blooming and fading on her shoulders.

She looked around. Saw Talise asleep. Saw the charcoal pencil in Talise’s hair-knot.

She crawled over and very carefully pulled it out.

She put it behind her own ear and crawled back to the middle of the reef and lay down again, grinning to herself.

Twelve hours ago she’d held back the Widowing with a wall. Now she had Talise’s pencil behind her ear and couldn’t stop grinning.

I went over and sat down beside her.

“You saved them,” I said.

“Nure saved them.”

“Nure caught them. You saved them.”

Ceto looked at me sideways.

“I’ve never done anything like that,” she said. Quiet, in a voice I rarely heard from her. “Grown that fast. That big. I didn’t know I could.” She looked at her hands. “I just saw the wave coming and I thought, no. Not on my reef. Not on my people.”

“It held.”

“It held,” she said. Then she smiled. The real one, with none of the brat in it. “It held, Dane.”

We moved to the narrow end of the reef after that, so our talking wouldn’t wake anyone. The others slept at the far end where Ceto had grown it widest, forty feet of shell away: Anfa and Morana in one tangle, Nure at the edge with her legs in the water and her faint second light glowing under her navel, Bolla curled small with the pumice under her hand, Thessaly and the swimmers in a row like seals. Talise slept under a blanket in the middle of them, missing her pencil.

Ayida found us a little later.

She’d been asleep against Talise. She’d woken, and found Talise without her pencil, and looked around, and seen Ceto with it behind her ear.

She came over. Slowly. She was still unsteady. Two weeks carrying and a fall toward a forty-foot sea, and she moved carefully, one hand on her belly.

She sat down on the reef in front of Ceto.

“You have something of mine,” Ayida said.

Ceto blinked.

“Not Talise’s pencil,” Ayida said. “That’s Talise’s. Something of mine.”

Ceto looked guilty. Real guilt, nothing like the show she put on when she stole my tea.

She reached behind her, into the fold of the blanket she’d been lying on, and pulled out a flower-crown.

Ayida’s flower-crown.

The one she wore every day, the one that grew itself. Woven vines and small white flowers, a living crown. During the storm it must have come off her when she fell. When Talise hit her, or when she hit Nure.

And Ceto had saved it.

In the middle of growing a forty-foot wall out of the sea, in the middle of holding back a storm, Ceto had seen a crown of flowers in the water and grabbed it.

“I found it,” Ceto said. “In the water. During the storm. It was going under.”

“You saved it.”

“I salvaged it,” Ceto corrected. Then a little of the old grin crept back. “Under hazardous conditions. In a storm. While growing a wall.” She held it up. “That’s a very expensive salvage.”

“Is it.”

“There’s a fee,” said Ceto.

“Of course there is.”

Ceto held up her free hand and started counting on her fingers.

“One crown,” she said. “Living. Salvaged from the open sea under hazardous conditions. During a storm-band known to the gale-clan as the Widowing. While the salvager was simultaneously growing a reef-wall forty feet high.” She looked at Ayida with enormous seriousness. “Fee negotiable.”

“Negotiable.”

“Lower,” said Ceto, “is better.”

Ayida laughed.

Quiet. Ayida always laughed quiet. But it was real, and it went all the way through her, and the flowers on the crown in Ceto’s hand opened in response, little white faces turning toward her.

She settled down on the edge of the reef with her feet in the warm water.

“Take your fee,” Ayida said.

Ceto’s eyes came around to me. Sea-green, amber rings around the irises, bright in the dark. She’d stopped grinning. She was looking at me the way she looked at me before she got what she wanted, which was very still. Waiting.

“You heard her,” Ceto said.

“I heard her.”

“The fee is lower,” Ceto said. “I said lower is better.” She was already moving. Crawling across the shell toward me on her hands and knees, my flight jacket slipping off one shoulder, nothing under it. “I’m the one who sets the fee. The salvager sets the fee. That’s maritime law.”

“There’s no maritime law.”

“There is now,” Ceto said, and draped herself over my knee.

She did it like she’d been planning it all day.

She stretched herself face-down across my lap where I sat at the edge of the reef, her hips over my thigh, her upper body on the shell, her feet trailing back into the warm water. The jacket rode up. She wriggled once to get comfortable and then looked back over her shoulder at me.

“Begin,” she said.

She was plush from end to end, and all of it was spread across my lap. Heavy soft thighs. Full hips. A generous round ass, golden-tan with a coral-pink undertone, soft as a pillow and twice as warm. Her soft belly pressed into my thigh without a shred of apology, and her full heavy breasts hung unbound and pressed against the shell under her. Amber-glow patches at her throat and the tops of her breasts and her outer thighs.

She was spread across my lap in the starlight with her ass up and her curls wild and a stolen pencil behind her ear.

I pushed the jacket the rest of the way up.

Ayida reached over and took Ceto’s hands.

Both of them. Held them in her own, on the shell, in front of Ceto’s face. Ayida was carrying and shaken, and she sat in front of Ceto and kept her company with both hands, and smiled at her.

“I’m here,” Ayida said.

“I know,” Ceto said. “That’s the best part.”

I raised my hand and brought it down on her ass.

The smack rang out across the calm sea.

Ceto jolted. Her whole body. And where my palm had landed, light bloomed.

A ring. Amber. Warm. Coral-colored. Blooming out from the handprint on her soft golden-tan skin in a perfect expanding circle, glowing, spreading, then fading slowly.

“One,” Ceto said.

I did it again. The other side.

Another ring. Bright. Overlapping the edge of the first.

“Two.”

Again. Lower.

“Three. Oh, good.” She wriggled. “That was a good one.”

It was. I’d felt it. The ring-glow from that one had pulsed twice. A double pulse, bright and then brighter, from the handprint outward.

Her tell. When one landed true.

I kept going.

Steady. Measured. Each one landing on her round soft ass with a sharp crack that echoed off the water, and each one blooming a new amber ring, overlapping the ones before, until her whole ass and the backs of her thighs were patterned in glowing rings. Like a reef at dusk. Like light on water.

She counted every one.

“Seven. Eight. Nine, that one was crooked.”

“It wasn’t crooked.”

“It was crooked. I felt it. It was a crooked nine.” She wriggled. “Do it again.”

I did it again.

The ring double-pulsed.

“Better,” Ceto said, breathless.

And under us, the reef bloomed.

I didn’t see it at first. I was watching Ceto. But then I felt something under my thigh where it pressed against the reef’s shell. Something soft. Moving.

I looked down.

Flowers.

Growing out of the reef. Out of the living coral under the shell. At the edge of the reef where the coral showed through, little flowers were opening. Sea-flowers. White and pink and pale gold. Unfolding out of the coral, opening in the salt water at the reef’s edge, petals floating on the calm sea.

Ayida.

She was holding Ceto’s hands. And Ceto was grown into the reef. Every polyp, she’d said, she could feel them all. And Ayida’s life-magic was going through Ceto’s hands into Ceto, and through Ceto into the coral.

The reef was blooming.

Ayida looked down at the flowers opening on the coral around her feet in the water. Her prism-bloom brightened from her throat down, gold and green.

“Oh,” she said softly.

Ceto craned her head to look.

“That’s my reef,” she said. “That’s MY reef, flowering.” Her voice went high with delight. “Do it again. Do the hand again. Every time you hit me it gets brighter. Ayida, look, look…”

I brought my hand down.

The ring bloomed on her ass. And under us, a fresh wave of flowers opened in the coral, white and gold.

“Eleven,” Ceto gasped. “Or twelve. I’ve lost count.”

“Twelve,” said Ayida.

“Three more,” Ceto said. “But lower.”

I gave her three more. Lower. On the backs of her soft thighs, where her amber-glow patches sat at the outer curve, and the rings there bloomed brightest of all.

The third one double-pulsed so hard her whole body lit up.

“Oh,” she said. No count this time, only a sound. Her laughter, which had been running through the whole thing, broke into a gasp.

She squirmed off my lap.

She turned over and got up on her knees on the flowering coral and bent forward over it. Ass up. Toward me. Her full heavy breasts hanging down, the tops of them glowing amber. Her soft belly. Her round ring-patterned ass presented, every handprint glowing.

She looked back at me.

“Fee’s not paid yet,” she said.

I knelt behind her.

I was hard. I’d been hard since the first ring. I took her soft hips in my hands, and she was wet, so wet her thighs were slick with it, and I pushed into her from behind.

She groaned.

Warm. That was the thing about Ceto. Warm everywhere, warm like the shallows over a reef at noon, soft and enveloping. Her pussy closed around me hot and slick and she pushed back against me with her whole plush body.

I started to move.

And I kept spanking her.

Every few strokes. Woven into the rhythm. Thrust, thrust, thrust, smack. The ring blooming. Her pussy clenching around me at every smack.

“Yes,” she gasped. “That. Yes. Oh, that’s so good, oh…”

Ayida had moved.

She’d come around in front of Ceto. Knelt on the flowering coral facing her. And when Ceto looked up, Ayida took her face in her hands and kissed her.

Soft. Slow. Ayida’s kiss.

Prism-bloom rose on Ayida’s warm brown skin where it touched Ceto’s. Green and gold and violet. And where Ceto’s amber rings touched it, the colors met. Ring-light and prism-light, overlapping on two faces.

I fucked Ceto from behind while Ayida kissed her, and spanked her, and the reef bloomed.

Ceto broke the kiss. She was gasping.

“Fill the reef, Alpha,” she said. “Fill the reef. It takes everything warm.”

“Everything?”

“EVERYTHING,” Ceto said, and came.

Her ring-tide.

Every ring on her body, every handprint, every glow-patch at her throat and her breasts and her thighs, all of them at once rippled outward. One bright amber wave. From her ass up her spine and down her thighs and across her whole plush body, the rings expanding, overlapping, merging into a single tide of warm light.

Her pussy squeezed me ring after ring, a pulse for every handprint.

She laughed. Through it. No words, only laughter, breathless and astonished, breaking into gasps and then back into laughter.

And under the reef, her fish lit up.

All twenty-seven. They’d been circling below. At her climax they flared, every one of them, glowing so bright I could see them through the water like a ring of small lanterns. They gathered under the reef, under her, drawn to the light.

The coral under her bloomed so thick the whole edge of the reef turned white with flowers.

I held mine back on purpose. I stayed still inside her, gritting my teeth, while she came, because Ayida was kneeling on the coral watching me and the spring was hers to feed tonight. When Ceto’s pulses slowed I pulled out of her slowly.

She collapsed forward onto the flowers.

“Paid,” she said into the coral. “Fee’s paid. That was very expensive.”

Ayida was still kneeling on the coral where she’d been kissing Ceto. Her prism-bloom had spread down her arms and across her chest under her linen, the deep greens and golds of the mother-prism. Her eyes were amber going to gold.

“Now me,” she said quietly.

She laid me back.

On the reef. On the flowers. The coral warm under my back, the petals soft. She knelt over me and pulled her linen over her head and let it fall.

Her warm brown skin in the starlight. Iridescent. Shifting. The prism-bloom spreading from her breasts outward, slow, color washing across her.

Her belly was still flat. Two weeks. You couldn’t see anything.

But I could feel it. Through the Mark. The gold point and, under it, small and warm, the spring she was carrying.

She lowered herself onto me.

Slow. So slow. Her pussy opening around my cock one inch at a time, warm and soft and wet. I was still slick from Ceto. She took me all the way in and sat on me and stopped.

Her eyes on mine.

Gold now. All gold.

Then Ceto moved.

She’d recovered enough to sit up. And she came up behind Ayida on her knees on the flowering coral, and put her arms around her.

Around her waist. Her chest against Ayida’s back. Her chin on Ayida’s shoulder.

And held her still.

Completely still.

I saw what she was doing.

She held Ayida from behind, her whole plush body wrapped around the life dragon, holding her steady, holding her still, so Ayida didn’t have to hold herself.

“I’ve got you,” Ceto whispered into her ear. “Don’t hold anything. I’ve got you.”

Ayida closed her eyes. Then opened them again, on mine.

“Thank you,” she said.

She rode me slow, Ceto holding her still from behind, so the only thing that moved was her hips. Rise. Fall. Hold. Rise.

Her eyes stayed on mine the whole time.

The prism-bloom spread. Down her arms. Across her ribs. Down to her hips.

Her lips parted on the first small crest, and a ring of sea-flowers opened across the reef.

All of it. A ring. Out from where we were, across the whole shell, the coral under the shell bursting into bloom in a circle. White and pink and gold.

Ceto made a small sound of wonder against her shoulder.

She caught her breath, and a wider ring went out after the first, reaching the reef’s edge, where the flowers grew right out into the water and floated.

Her pussy tightened around me. Slow. Deep.

“Fill me, Dane,” Ayida whispered. “Feed the spring.”

Her eyes went wide on mine. Then there was no reef left that wasn’t flowering. Every inch of coral, every crack in the shell. A reef in flower in the middle of the ocean, petals in salt water, floating out across the calm sea under the stars.

The fish gathered under it.

All twenty-seven. Glowing. Circling beneath the lit reef, slow, rising toward the surface, gathering in the water directly under us. Like a congregation.

Ayida stopped breathing.

She held it. Her body went still over me. Ceto held her stiller. Her pussy took hold of me and kept hold, and then, slowly, began to pulse.

She shuddered. Once. Long.

Then my name. Into the dark. Barely a whisper.

“Dane.”

I came.

Barely moving. Ceto held her still and she held me, and I let go up into her in slow deep surges, gentle with the spring she was already carrying, each one met by a soft answering clench of her body around me. The Mark blazed gold and white, her point and the center, together. Through the bond I felt my seed reach her and felt the spring inside her answer it. Warm. A small green glow.

Her full-body prism. Every patch blazing. The last wave of flowers opened across the reef.

Afterward we lay on the flowering reef in the starlight.

Ayida on my chest. Ceto curled against Ayida’s back, still holding her, though not still now, just holding. Ceto’s face was buried in Ayida’s prism-shift hair and her ring-glow pulsed slow, which was rare.

“That was nice,” Ceto said finally. Muffled. “Holding you.”

“I know,” said Ayida.

“Don’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t.”

“It’s a reef thing,” Ceto said. “We don’t do still. We’re never still. Everything on a reef moves. I just…” She stopped. “I liked it. Giving it. I didn’t know it could feel like this from that side.”

“You can give anything,” Ayida said. “That’s what it’s for.”

Ceto didn’t answer. But her ring-glow pulsed once against Ayida’s back. Slow. Warm.

The reef stayed in flower all night.

The fish stayed under it until dawn.



At first light the sea was flat and gray and the reef was still covered in sea-flowers, petals drifting off its edges and floating away on the calm water.

Bolla was at the edge of the reef.

She always was. Finger in the wind. Reading.

But this morning she wasn’t looking at the sky.

She was looking at the horizon. West. Dead ahead.

I sat up. I looked where she was looking.

At first I didn’t see anything. Then I saw it. Low on the western horizon. A smudge. Dark gray against the pale sky. It went straight up, too straight for cloud. It stood up out of the sea in a single column, thick at the base and spreading at the top, like a tree made of ash.

Smoke.

A volcanic plume, standing up out of the ocean.

Bolla didn’t move.

“Farshore,” she said.

Then, much more quietly, so quietly I almost didn’t hear it over the lap of the water against the flowering reef:

“The brood-fields are under that smoke.”


Chapter 9: Landfall

The Farshore came up out of the sea in pieces.

First the smoke. The plume Bolla had seen at dawn. All morning it got taller. By midday it filled a quarter of the sky ahead of us, gray at the top, black at the base, leaning slowly north on the high wind.

Then the cloud under it. A low dark band on the horizon that didn’t move the way cloud moved.

Then the cloud was land.

Mountains. Black ones. Sharp-sided, steep, coming straight up out of the sea with no foothills, no coastal plain, nothing. Volcanic. You could see it in the shapes. The cones. The long ridges of old lava running down to the water like the fingers of a hand. The smoke came up out of the tallest one, inland, behind the coastal range.

“The heartland,” Bolla said, when we stopped on Nure’s back for the noon rest. She’d shifted to human form to say it. She stood on Nure’s broad warm spine with her hair blowing and pointed at the plume. “The caldera’s under that. The fields.”

She pointed lower. At the coast.

“And there,” she said. “The salt harbors.”

I’d mapped coasts my whole life. Rivers. Lake-shores. The Flooded Crater in three seasons.

The beach was black, coal-black, not a gray grain in it. Black sand, black rock, black cliffs, running north and south as far as I could see. The sea broke on it white, and where the white hit the black it looked like a line drawn in chalk on slate.

All along the tideline, steam was rising.

Vents. Small ones, dozens of them, in the rocks at the water’s edge. Hot water coming up out of the ground and hitting the cold sea and boiling off. The whole coast smoked. Thin white plumes every few yards, drifting inland on the wind.

And in the middle of the black, the harbors.

Three of them. Natural bays cut into the coastline, each one ringed by cliffs. And every harbor was white.

Salt.

The salt-clan had built in salt. Terraces cut into the harbor walls, one above another, climbing from the water to the cliff-tops, and every terrace was crusted thick with salt crystal. Pale white, almost glowing in the gray light. Salt-pans on the lower terraces. Drying racks. Long white stone buildings with salt-crystal growing on their walls like frost. Stairs cut into the cliff, white with it.

It was beautiful. Hard and pale and clean, like bones.

I looked up.

The cliffs above the harbors were full of roosts.

Dragon roosts. I’d seen them in the old northern aeries, in records. Ledges cut into a cliff-face, each one big enough for a dragon to land on, with a cave or an alcove behind it for sleeping. Rows of them, stacked up the cliffs, dozens and dozens. A whole city in the rock.

Most of them were empty.

I could see it from the air. No smoke from the cook-fires. No movement. No dragons on the ledges. The alcoves behind them dark.

And painted on the rock above each empty roost, a mark.

A name. I couldn’t read the script. But I could tell it was a name, the way you can tell a name on a grave even in a language you don’t know. One word above each roost, painted in ochre or white.

Painted over.

Every one. A broad stroke of black paint across each name, cancelling it.

Dead lines.

I counted without meaning to. Survey habit. I counted the roosts on the north cliff of the first harbor while Anfa banked in over it. Ninety-six roosts. Fourteen with smoke. Eighty-two with their names painted over.

Eighty-two lines. Gone.

I counted the second harbor. Seventy roosts. Nine occupied.

The third. I stopped counting.

Bolla had told me. On the reef, at the tidepool tables, in the cadet hall. The thinning, she’d called it. Clutches smaller every generation. Whole clan-lines ending. She’d told it flat, as weather, as her people told everything.

She hadn’t told me it looked like this.

A civilization that had painted over its own dead on the walls of its own cities, one name at a time, since the first landfall, and was running out of walls.



We came in over the first harbor at mid-afternoon.

Bolla led us in. She’d chosen the landing. The broad flat terrace at the base of the harbor’s eastern wall, just above the tideline, where the salt-clan’s boats were drawn up on the black sand.

There were people on it.

Salt-clan. Young ones. A dozen, maybe fifteen. They’d been working the salt-pans on the lower terraces and they’d seen us coming and stopped. Five dragons coming in out of the eastern sea, where nothing ever came from, and something enormous moving in the water under them.

They stood on the terrace in a ragged group and watched us land.

Anfa came down first. On the black sand at the edge of the terrace. I unclipped and slid off her spine-ridge onto the sand and she shifted behind me in her five-second eruption of silver-white, and stood beside me in human form.

My collar was open.

I’d left it open. On purpose. The whole crossing I’d kept it laced against the wind. This morning, before we launched off the last reef, I’d unlaced it. Lamya had asked them to see the Mark. So they’d see it.

Ten points and the center. Glowing through the open lacing on my chest.

The young salt-clan saw it.

And they knelt.

Every one of them. All at once, like a wave going down a beach. They dropped to their knees on the white salt terrace and bent forward and lifted their hair off the backs of their necks with their hands.

And bared their necks.

The procedure. I’d seen it once. On a shingle beach on our own coast, two seasons ago. On a gale scout with a broken wing who’d stopped fighting the moment she saw the Mark.

Fifteen young salt-clan dragons kneeling on a salt terrace with the backs of their necks bared. For the brand. Waiting.

Not one of them made a sound.

Behind me, Bolla landed.

I heard her come down on the black sand. The light rush of air from her long gale-wings. Then the quick small sound of her shift, gale-clan economical, nothing wasted.

She walked past me.

Barefoot. Out onto the white salt terrace, toward the kneeling salt-clan. She had her hair up. She’d put it up this morning on the reef, pinned high, and the silver arcs on the back of her neck were bare in the gray light. The scars where Skarn’s brand had been. Silvered, like Morana’s.

She had Jessa’s honey-cake under one arm. Wrapped in its waxed cloth.

She walked down the terrace through the middle of the kneeling young ones.

Whole. Unbranded. Her silver scars bare. Walking on her own feet.

One of them looked up.

A girl at the front. Young salt-clan, maybe eighteen, salt-white hair, her neck bared. She raised her head just enough to see who was walking past her.

She saw Bolla.

Her hands froze at the back of her neck.

She knew her. I saw it. Maybe not her face. But her scars. Her clan-marks. Her gale-scout leathers. One of the scouts who’d flown east with the Flight. One of the ones everybody on the Farshore had heard about. The one the tyrant had captured. The one who’d been carved.

Walking down the terrace. Whole.

The girl’s hands came down from her neck.

Slowly. Her hair fell back over her nape. She sat back on her heels and stared at Bolla.

The one beside her looked up. Saw. Her hands came down.

Then the next. And the next.

One by one, down the terrace, the bared necks rose. The hands came down. The hair fell back. They sat up on their knees and turned and stared at the gale scout who’d walked out of the tyrant’s country in one piece.

Lamya had said it. Bring the scout. If they see her whole, half of them will believe before you land.

Half of them believed before I’d said a word.

Some didn’t rise.

Three of them stayed down. At the back. Their necks bared, their faces to the salt, not moving, not looking up. Whatever they’d been taught, they’d been taught it deeper than the others. Deep enough that a walking scout couldn’t reach it.

Bolla saw them. She stopped beside them.

She didn’t touch them. She didn’t speak. She stood there beside them a moment.

Then she walked on.

Lamya waited on the harbor wall.

I saw her as soon as I lifted my eyes from the terrace. The harbor wall was a broad stone rampart at the top of the eastern terraces, built of black basalt crusted white with salt, and she stood on it alone. Watching us come.

I climbed the salt stair to meet her.

Two seasons ago at the Drowned Reach, on the parley stone, she’d looked a hard-lived fifty. Ash-clan war-matriarch. Char-dark plate-scales at her throat and across her shoulders. Monumental. A voice like a closing door. She’d stood in front of sixty war-dragons and offered me death as mercy and meant every word.

She looked ten years older than she had at the Reach.

The same plate. The same height. The same hard char-dark face. But something had gone out of her. The strength was still there, and the weight. What had gone was harder to name. She stood on the harbor wall alone, with no war-host behind her and no kites and no herald, and she looked like a woman who’d been standing alone for a long time.

Hala’s fire had burned her kin-bonds out on the caldera rim.

She couldn’t feel a single sister. Not one. She’d stood in front of her whole people after the fight and not been able to feel any of them looking at her.

She stood there anyway. Upright.

And she greeted me in the old forms.

I’d learned the old forms from Aurelion. The Accord dialect, older than the academy. The welcome that had closed a hundred-year breach between land and ocean clans. I’d heard Kulshedra use a version of it at the parley. I’d heard Lamya’s herald use it at the Aerie’s western gate to deliver a death sentence.

Lamya used it now.

She inclined her head, the exact depth one commander gave another; ash-clan didn’t bow. She spoke the formula in the old dialect. A greeting. The traveler’s welcome. You have crossed the water. The fire is lit. The law grants rest before words.

I answered in the forms Aurelion had taught me.

After that she dropped them. The way she’d dropped them on the wall at the Aerie, after the battle. Plain and personal. Two commanders.

“You came,” Lamya said.

“You asked.”

“I asked.” She looked past me down the terrace, at Bolla, at the young salt-clan sitting up on their knees. At the three still bowed at the back. “And you brought the scout.”

“She brought herself. She guided us.”

Lamya’s eyes came back to me.

“She guided you,” she repeated. Slowly. Like she was turning it over. “A gale scout of the Sundered Flight. Guided the Mark across the open ocean.” Her char-dark face didn’t change, but something moved behind it. “On the exodus road.”

“Yes.”

“How many did you lose?”

“None.”

She was silent.

“In the Widowing?” she said.

“None.”

She looked out at the eastern sea, the way we’d come. I watched her do arithmetic. The same arithmetic Bolla did. Four in the Widowing, going east. Ten across the whole crossing. And none.

She didn’t ask how. Not yet.

She turned back to me.

“Then I will ask properly,” Lamya said. “Aloud. As I said I would.” She drew herself up. Her voice went to the closing-door register, the one that had carried across the Drowned Reach. “Look at our eggs.”

I didn’t offer.

I’d thought about it the whole crossing. What I’d say when she asked. I’d thought about it on the reefs at night and on Anfa’s back in the afternoons and in the storm.

I didn’t offer. She’d told me not to. You will not offer. Let it be ours to ask.

“I came to be seen,” I said.

Every other word I knew for it would have been an offer.

I came to be seen.

She noticed. I saw her notice. That I hadn’t offered. That I’d said exactly what she’d asked for and nothing more.

She inclined her head again. A fraction deeper this time.

“Then be seen,” she said.

Her eyes went past me then, down to the harbor.

Nure and Ceto had come in by water. They’d swum the last miles under the lattice and shifted in the shallows, and now they stood waist-deep at the edge of the black sand in human form, Nure pale and luminous, Ceto coral-red and glowing amber at the throat. Thessaly and her two swimmers stood a little farther out, in deeper water, stern and still.

Ocean-clan. On the Farshore.

Lamya watched them a while.

“The deep-kin,” she said. “In my harbor.”

“They escorted us. The sea-lane.”

“I know what they do. I watched them hold the tideline at the Reach against my sentries for weeks, with cold correctness, and never once strike.” Her voice didn’t change. “We have songs about them too. The clans who stayed behind and went under the water. In ten thousand years no ocean-clan has touched this shore. We thought they had drowned. Or that they had chosen the tyrant.”

Down in the shallows, Ceto saw Lamya looking and waved. Enthusiastically. With both arms.

Lamya did not wave back.

But she watched Nure wade up out of the water onto the black sand, and her eyes went to Nure’s belly and stayed there, and the old matriarch’s shoulders came down half an inch.

“That one is carrying,” Lamya said.

“Yes.”

“Conceived on the crossing?”

“In the open sea.”

Lamya looked at Nure for another breath. Then she turned toward the salt stair and said, over her shoulder, without inflection, “The law grants rest before words. Tell the deep-kin the harbor is theirs to use.”

I’d heard her offer less to an army.



Kulshedra was at the Landfall Stones.

Lamya took me there herself. Down off the harbor wall, along a path cut into the salt cliff at the north end of the harbor, out onto a point of black rock that ran into the sea like a finger.

At the end of the point, the stones.

Three of them. Standing upright. Black basalt, each one taller than a man, set in the rock in a rough triangle, leaning a little toward each other like old people talking. They’d been salt-crusted once. Someone had kept them clean. Scrubbed. Every season, by hands that had never let them go to salt.

They were covered in carving.

Every face. Top to bottom. Cut deep into the black stone, worn soft at the edges, but clear.

Kulshedra sat on a low rock in front of them.

She was the oldest thing I’d ever seen that was still alive. Older than Aurelion. Older than Rán. Genuinely ancient, ancient in a way that made Lamya look young. Small. Bent. Her scales gone pale and soft as paper. Her eyes were clouded but they found my collar the moment I came out onto the point. Found the Mark.

“Mark-bearer,” she said.

“Keeper.”

“You crossed.”

“We crossed.”

“The scout told me. She came up the path ahead of you. She said: nobody fell.” Kulshedra’s voice was thin and dry, like wind over old stone. “I have sung the crossing all my life. I have sung everyone who fell. I did not think I would hear anyone say nobody fell before I died.” She looked at me. “Thank you.”

I stood there on the black rock without a single word to give her back.

She turned her clouded eyes to the stones.

“The Landfall Stones,” she said. “Here, ten thousand years ago, the Sundered stepped ashore. The first ones. The ones who made it across. They carved these before they built a single roost. Before they lit a single fire.” She lifted one thin hand and pointed. “The oldest tongue. The tongue of the exodus.”

I looked at the carving.

Words. I couldn’t read them. But words, clearly. Lines of script, running across the stones.

And above the words, other marks.

Smaller. Stacked. Some of them one above another, three or four high, at the same point on the line.

I’d seen marks like that before.

On a song-tablet. In a cold-jar. In the deep archive.

“Those,” I said.

“Yes,” said Kulshedra.

“Those aren’t words.”

“No.” She lowered her hand. “Those are not words. They sit above the words. Every keeper since the exodus has known they were there. None of us could read them.” She was quiet. “I could never read the notes. Nobody could. I think the ones who carved them could not read them either, by the end. They carved them so they would be kept. Not so they would be understood.”

“Notes,” I said.

“Notes,” she said. “For singing. I am certain of that much. They are the same as the marks on the name.” She turned her clouded eyes back to me. “Your archivist will know what to do with them.”

“She’s not here.”

“I know. The scout told me.” Kulshedra looked past me. “She sent her hand instead.”

Talise had come out onto the point behind us.

She had the copying case.

Brenna’s case, salt-alloy and oiled leather, with its slots for paper and its rack of charcoal pencils and the little cold-jar of fixative in its padded cradle. She carried it in both arms like it was a hatchling.

She stood at the edge of the point and looked at the stones.

Kulshedra looked at her.

“You are the chronicler,” the old keeper said.

“Yes.”

“The scout says your hand is true.”

Talise didn’t say anything for a second.

“Sybara says so,” she said. “The archivist. She said it in front of everyone.”

“Then copy them,” Kulshedra said. “Copy them right.”

Talise set the case down on the black rock in front of the first stone and opened it.

I watched her for an hour.

I couldn’t stop. Nobody could. Morana came out onto the point and stopped and watched. Ayida came. Ceto came, and asked Kulshedra in a loud whisper whether the stones had ever been licked, because salt-crust was very good on stone, and was elbowed by Morana, and then shut her mouth on her own and sat down cross-legged to watch.

Talise copied.

She didn’t narrate, and she didn’t say a single word.

She knelt in front of the first stone with a sheet of paper on a board on her knee and a charcoal pencil in her hand and the lantern set beside her, and she copied the carving. Line by line. Mark by mark. Article four: each mark in the order it was cut, not the order it appears. She studied each one before she drew it. She leaned close to the stone and looked at the depth of the cut. Which strokes had gone in first. Which ones later. Then she drew them in that order.

The stacked notes above the words, she copied with even more care. Each one. The exact position. The exact spacing. The exact depth of each stroke, which she marked with a small number beside it, because Sybara’s article eleven said to.

Her face was perfectly still.

I’d seen it on the sea-stack, by lantern, with only us there. I’d seen it in the chronicle-room, the private notebook open on her desk. Accurate. Exact. Quiet. Never in front of strangers. Never in front of a people.

In the cadet hall she was noise. On the Terrace she was saga. In every corridor in the Aerie she was the loud one, the voice that filled the room, the narration nobody could stop.

On the point at the Landfall Stones she was silence.

Kulshedra watched her from the low rock. The old keeper’s clouded eyes followed every stroke of the pencil.

After an hour Kulshedra said, very softly, to me and not to Talise, “She is the first one.”

“The first?”

“Since the Stones were cut. The first one who copies them to be read.” She folded her thin hands in her lap. “Not to be kept. To be read.”



Thessaly found Kulshedra at dusk.

They’d met at the truce-fire after the Battle of the Aerie. Two keepers. The ocean-clan’s and the Farshore’s. They’d sat across a fire on the Aerie’s western wall and traded the two halves of the oldest story, the forging and the burial from one side, the kind voice and the name from the other.

They’d only had one night.

They found each other on the black-sand beach below the harbor wall at dusk, and somebody built a fire, and they sat down across it.

I sat on the harbor wall above them with my chart and watched the firelight on the two old faces. Kulshedra’s thin pale one. Thessaly’s broad stern one, gray-streaked hair wet down her back.

Bolla came and sat beside me after a while with her knees pulled up. When the old voices drifted up off the beach she translated under her breath, the parts she could catch.

“Kulshedra is asking about the parting,” she said. “The day at the Reach. When we flew west and they went under.”

Below, Kulshedra sang. Thin. Cracked. Old. Something slow, with long falling lines.

“That’s ours,” Bolla murmured. “The Leaving. We sing it at the turn of every year. We stood on the black stone and looked back once. The sea took our kin and closed over them. We did not know if they were drowned or hiding. We flew.” She listened. “That’s all it says about them. That we didn’t know.”

Thessaly answered.

In light first. The ocean-clan way. Along her throat and down her arms, slow blue-green patterns rising and falling, so subtle you’d have missed them from farther than the harbor wall. Then in voice. Low and rough, in the old Accord dialect, and Bolla had to lean forward to catch it.

“She’s singing their side,” Bolla said. Her voice had changed. “The ocean-clan side. Of the same day.”

“What does it say?”

Bolla listened a while before she answered.

“We went down into the dark and looked up once,” she said slowly. “The ones who flew were a line of fire on the sky. We did not know if they would reach any shore. We sang them a lantern-song, so the dark of the crossing would not be empty for them.” She swallowed. “Every year since, at the turn, we sing it again toward the west. For ten thousand years. Nobody has ever answered.”

Down on the beach, Kulshedra had lifted her head.

She sat with her thin hands in her lap and her clouded eyes on Thessaly’s light. Then she sang one more line. Short. Rising. Nothing like the rest of the Leaving.

Bolla didn’t translate it right away.

“What did she say?”

“There’s a last line. We only sing it at the turn, after the Leaving, and only the keepers know why.” Bolla had to stop and start again. “If they live, may the dark be kind to them.”

Thessaly’s light went out.

Then it came back, brighter. Fast. Broken. Like a voice catching.

“The same wish,” I said.

“The same night of the year,” Bolla said. “Both sides. Every year since the parting. And neither of them knew the other one was singing.”

The two old keepers sat across the fire from each other on the black sand and didn’t sing anything else for a while.

At last Kulshedra reached across the fire. Thin hand, paper-pale. And Thessaly took it.



One of the three came to Bolla at dawn.

Lamya had given us an empty roost on the harbor cliff for the night, two ledges up from the terraces, and I woke before anyone and went out onto the ledge to look at the sea. Bolla was already on the harbor wall below, barefoot, finger in the wind. Reading the air off her own coast for the first time in two seasons.

The girl came along the wall from the salt-pans.

I knew her. One of the three who’d stayed down. Young, salt-white hair cropped short, a fisher’s knife on her belt. She stopped six feet from Bolla and stood there with her arms wrapped around herself, and she didn’t look up the cliff toward the roost where the Mark was sleeping. She looked only at Bolla.

She said something in Farshore. Quiet.

Bolla answered. Then the girl said something else, and pointed, very quickly, at the back of Bolla’s neck.

The Farshore went past me, but the question didn’t need translating. I’d seen it on the face of every freed soldier who’d ever woken at the Aerie under Kaia’s protocol. What did it do to you?

Bolla turned around.

She did it slowly. She put her back to the girl and pushed the loose strands up off her nape so the silver arcs showed in the gray light. Then she stood still and let the girl look.

The girl looked a long time. She didn’t touch.

Bolla said something over her shoulder, low.

Later, on the walk to the tally-wall, I asked her what it was.

“She asked if it hurt,” Bolla said. “When the Mark took the brand off.”

“What did you tell her?”

“The truth.” Bolla’s face didn’t change. “The taking off didn’t hurt. The putting on did.” She walked a few steps. “She said her mother told her the Mark would brand her the moment it saw her. She said she knelt yesterday and waited for it, and the Mark walked past her up the salt stair and didn’t look back.”

“I didn’t want to frighten her.”

“I know. I told her.” Bolla glanced at me sidelong. “She didn’t believe me. Not yet. But she came to ask.” She looked out at the gray sea. “Yesterday she wouldn’t lift her head. Today she came to ask.”

I put it on the shelf next to the others.



The harbor tally-wall stood at the base of the salt cliff, at the back of the lowest terrace, where the boats were drawn up.

Lamya took me there that morning.

It was a wall. Just a wall. The natural cliff-face, smoothed flat by hand for about thirty feet of its length and maybe twenty feet up. Black basalt. Crusted at the edges with salt.

And carved with numbers.

Rows of them. Small, neat, cut into the stone in lines that ran across the whole face of the wall. Thousands of them.

“The salt-mothers carve each season’s count,” Lamya said. “Every season. Since the exodus. The eggs laid. The eggs hatched.” She pointed. “Here. The oldest.”

The top of the wall. So high up I had to step back to see it. The numbers there were worn almost smooth.

I couldn’t read the script. But I could read numbers. Every surveyor in the world could read numbers, in any script, given time. You found the patterns. You found which marks meant one and which meant ten.

I found them.

The numbers at the top of the wall were big.

Then they got smaller.

Down the wall. Row after row. Generation after generation. Each row a little smaller than the one above it, though not every row. Sometimes a row would go up. But mostly down. Down and down and down for twenty feet of black stone, until at the bottom, at the line where the newest carving was, still sharp, still white at the edges where the chisel had cut through the salt crust…

The numbers were small.

I stood at the base of the tally-wall and read a whole people dying.

Talise came down onto the terrace with her notebook.

She’d been copying the stones since dawn. She’d stopped when Lamya sent a fledgling to fetch her. She came up beside me and looked at the wall, and the notebook sagged in her hand.

“Is this what I think it is?” she said quietly.

“The counts. Every season. Since the exodus.”

Talise looked at the wall.

She opened her notebook. The private one. To the page in the back. The column.

The one she’d shown me and Sybara in the map-room. The brood-counts she’d pulled from Bolla’s stories and Kulshedra’s mentions, checked against the swimmer’s account of the gray fields. The coastal fields and the heartland fields. The two seasons circled.

She walked up to the tally-wall and held the notebook open against the stone. Beside the bottom rows. Beside the newest carvings.

She laid her column next to theirs.

She read across, from her numbers to theirs. Checking. Her lips moving.

She got to the end. She stepped back.

“The coastal fields,” she said. “Here. These rows. The last two seasons.” She put her finger on the stone, on two rows of numbers near the bottom. “They went up.”

They had.

I could see it. The bottom of the wall. The newest rows. Every row above them falling, as far back as there had been a wall. And the last two rows, just for the coastal fields, a little bit higher.

The two seasons since the Harmonics.

Since the chord had crossed the water.

Until this season the salt-mothers had laid in the vent-ash along the coast. This year there were too few of them left to keep even those beds warm, and every clutch had gone to the caldera.

“I was right,” Talise said. Barely a whisper. “The column was right.”

The salt-mothers came.

I don’t know who told them. Someone must have. A fledgling, probably. Within a quarter hour there were twenty women standing on the lowest terrace in front of the tally-wall. Older salt-clan. Weathered. Salt-white hair. The ones who carved the counts every season.

Talise showed them.

She held her notebook up against the wall beside the carved numbers and pointed at the last two rows, and Bolla translated.

“The coastal fields,” Bolla said, in Farshore. “The last two seasons. They went up.”

The salt-mothers looked at the wall.

They knew those numbers. They’d carved them. They’d seen them go up. Two seasons running, the coastal fields a little better. Nobody had known why. It had been a small good thing in a long bad story. Luck. The weather. A mild season.

Talise told them why.

Bolla translated. The Harmonic. The chord. The resonance crossing the ocean. The fields nearest the sea, nearest where the sound had come across the water, doing better. The heartland fields, further in, doing worse.

The salt-mothers read the numbers again.

Slowly. Row by row. Their lips moving.

One of them, the oldest, put her hand flat on the stone. On the last row. On the number that had gone up.

She said something.

Bolla had to take a breath before she translated it.

“She said: we thought it was the weather.”

Lamya read the numbers too.

She stood back from the wall with her arms folded and read them all the way down, top to bottom, every season since the exodus. Then she read the last two rows. Then she read Talise’s column. Then the wall again.

Her char-dark face didn’t move.

At last she unfolded her arms, stepped up beside the oldest salt-mother, and laid her own scarred hand flat on the stone next to hers, on the last row. Neither of them said anything. They stood there with their hands on the number that had gone up.



They asked the women that afternoon, and not me.

I’d known it would come. Bolla had warned me on the reef. They’ll ask your women. Not you. They won’t believe you. They’ll want to hear it from them.

It happened on the harbor terrace in the late afternoon. The salt-mothers and a crowd of young salt-clan and some gale scouts who’d flown down from the northern cliffs to see. They gathered on the white salt in a loose ring. And one of the salt-mothers stepped forward, the oldest one, the one who’d put her hand on the wall.

She asked them.

In Farshore. Bolla didn’t translate, because the question wasn’t for me. But I didn’t need her to. I’d heard it enough in Bolla’s voice, on the beach, on the balcony, at the infirmary, to know its shape.

Are you his? Did he take you?

She asked it of each of them. One at a time. Looking each woman in the face.

Morana answered first.

She stood up off the low wall where she’d been sitting and looked at the salt-mother and answered in plain Aerie speech, and Bolla translated it into Farshore a beat behind.

“I was a thrall once,” Morana said. “Not to him. To someone like your Hala. Someone who found my wound and fed it.” Her storm-gray eyes didn’t blink. “I know what being taken feels like. I lived it for two years. This isn’t it.”

The salt-mother studied her. Then moved on.

Anfa.

She didn’t stand up. She was sitting on the salt with her back against the wall and her arms on her knees, and she looked up at the old woman and said it bluntly, the way she said everything.

“He’d let me leave tonight,” Anfa said. “That’s why I won’t.”

Bolla translated. The salt-mother frowned. Anfa didn’t explain. Anfa never explained.

Ceto.

She was standing in the middle of the terrace in my flight jacket with her coral-red curls blowing and her ring-glow pulsing faintly at her throat. She grinned at the salt-mother.

“He’s mine, actually,” Ceto said. “I have documentation.”

Bolla hesitated. Then translated it exactly. The salt-mother stared at Ceto. Ceto beamed back. Some of the young salt-clan on the edge of the crowd started laughing, then stopped, then started again.

Nure.

She stood at the edge of the terrace near the water, wet, pale, her blue-green light pulsing slow under her skin. The faint second light inside her, low, under her navel, visible if you knew to look.

“I was alone for a hundred years,” Nure said. “In the deep. Under the same sea you crossed.” She looked at the salt-mother with her dark ringed eyes. “He did not take that from me. He ended it.”

The salt-mother looked at her. Then at the faint second light. Her face changed. Salt-clan were sea-people. Maybe they could see it. Maybe they knew what it was.

Ayida.

She sat on the salt with her legs folded under her. Quiet. Her hand on her belly.

“I chose,” Ayida said softly. “And I’m carrying spring.”

Bolla translated. The salt-mother looked at Ayida’s hand on her belly. Then at Ayida’s face. Then back at the hand.

Talise.

She didn’t say anything at all.

She held up her notebook. Open. To the column. The one she’d laid against the tally-wall that morning. The numbers that had gone up.

The salt-mother looked at the column. Then at Talise. Then nodded, once, slowly, like that was an answer she understood.

Bolla.

The salt-mother turned to her last.

Bolla was standing beside me. She hadn’t been asked yet. She’d been translating for everyone else.

She didn’t answer in words either.

She turned around. Her back to the salt-mother. And she reached up and pushed the last loose strands of her pinned-up hair off her neck with both hands.

The silver arcs. Bare in the late light.

The brand that had been carved into her by a man who’d told her people the tyrant would do exactly that. And the scars where it had been taken off. Silvered. Healed. Hers.

She just showed them her neck.

The salt-mothers didn’t believe yet.

I could see that. You don’t undo the oldest fear a people has in an afternoon on a salt terrace. They stood in their loose ring with their weathered faces and their arms folded and they looked at the seven women and they didn’t believe.

But they listened.

All of them. Every answer. They listened to every word, and Bolla’s translation of every word, and they looked at Nure’s second light and Ayida’s hand and Talise’s column and Bolla’s neck.

When it was over, the oldest salt-mother turned and walked back to the tally-wall and stood in front of it and put her hand on the stone again.

She stayed there until dark.



Lamya had one more thing to show us. In the evening, before the light went. She took Ayida and me and Bolla up the salt stair to a roost on the northern cliff, about halfway up, with smoke still coming out of its alcove.

An occupied roost. One of the fourteen.

“Last month,” Lamya said, on the ledge outside it. “Hala came down off the heartland in the night with her raiders. Ash-clan hardliners. They held the roost and she burned it herself.” She looked at the alcove. “With the grave-fire.”

I looked at the roost. There was no damage. No scorch. No broken stone. The ledge was clean. The alcove was whole.

“The fire does nothing to stone,” Lamya said. “Or to flesh. Only to what is between.”

She went in.

There were six women in the alcove.

Salt-clan. A family. I could tell. A mother, old. Two daughters, grown. A granddaughter, young. Two others I couldn’t place. Cousins, maybe. Sisters-in-law.

They were alive.

They were unhurt. There wasn’t a mark on any of them. They sat in the alcove around a small fire, eating, mending nets, the way any family sits in the evening.

And they couldn’t feel each other.

They didn’t look at each other.

A family, in a small room, around a fire. You’d look up. You’d catch someone’s eye. You’d pass a bowl without asking because you knew she wanted it. You’d laugh at the same thing at the same moment.

They didn’t.

They sat around the fire like strangers. Six women who’d lived their whole lives together and could no longer feel one another. The clan-sense, the kin-sense, the thread that ran between every Farshore family like the threads between my partners and me. Burned out.

The old mother reached for a bowl. Her daughter, beside her, didn’t notice. Didn’t pass it. The old mother picked it up herself.

The granddaughter was crying. Silently. In the corner. Nobody went to her.

Ayida knelt down among them.

She didn’t ask. She went straight to the granddaughter in the corner and knelt and put her hands on the girl’s sternum. Where the swimmer’s cold had been. I didn’t need to touch it to know it was there.

Her hands glowed. Gold. The mother-prism rising along her arms. The gold went into the girl’s chest and found nothing there to hold.

She tried the old mother. Nothing.

She tried every one of them. One after another. Six women. Six cold places nobody could see. The light slid off every one, as it had off the swimmer.

She couldn’t heal one of them.

She knew she wouldn’t be able to. She’d learned that with the swimmer. She tried anyway.

Then she stopped trying.

She sat down on the floor of the alcove among them. In the middle of them. Near the fire. She just sat with them.

After a while the granddaughter, in the corner, stopped crying.

After a longer while, the old mother looked over at Ayida. At this strange warm-brown woman with prism-shift hair and flowers growing out of it, sitting on the floor of her roost.

The old mother shifted. Just a little. On her mat.

And leaned against Ayida.

Her shoulder against Ayida’s shoulder. The way you’d lean against someone on a long cold night.

Ayida didn’t move. She let the old woman lean on her.

She stayed there an hour.



At last light, Bolla flew the harbor.

I didn’t know she was going to. Nobody did. She came down off the northern cliff with me after the burned roost, quiet, leaving Ayida in the alcove with the old mother’s shoulder against hers, and walked out onto the end of the harbor wall, and shifted.

Gale-form. Long lean wings, storm-gray and green, the tips sun-bleached almost white. She went off the end of the harbor wall and dropped into the wind and set her wings.

And flew the harbor.

The whole length of it. Slow. Low. Over the white salt terraces and the drawn-up boats and the black sand. Past the Landfall Stones on their point. Along the cliffs with their roosts.

Her wings spread wide.

Whole. Unbroken. The left wing, the one Morana had clipped on a shingle beach two seasons ago, healed clean. She held it out wide in the dusk light so everyone could see it.

Every scout on the cliffs came out onto the ledges to watch.

Gale-clan, mostly. They’d flown down from the gale-cliffs to the north. They stood on the ledges of the occupied roosts and the empty ones, dozens of them, and watched one of their own fly the harbor with her wings whole.

She flew it twice. Then she landed on the northern cliff, high up, on a ledge outside a roost with no smoke.

I climbed up.

The salt stair ran past the occupied roosts on the way, and the gale scouts who’d come out to watch her were still on the ledges. Lean. Pale-haired. Kites folded on their backs. They watched me come up the stair with the Mark showing at my open collar, and on the first ledge two of them went down on their knees out of habit and reached for their hair.

Their eyes went up the cliff, to where Bolla had landed. And their hands stopped.

They didn’t bare their necks. They didn’t stand either. They just stayed there on their knees with their hands half-raised, caught between two things, and watched me pass.

On the third ledge a scout older than Bolla stood in my way. Wind-cut face, a kite-cord wrapped around her wrist. She didn’t kneel at all. She looked at the Mark and then at my face and said something careful in Farshore that I didn’t understand. Then she tried again, in broken Aerie speech, the words coming slow and heavy, like nets hauled up by hand.

“She is. Yours?”

I thought about it on the stair, with the drop at my back and the harbor going dark below.

“No,” I said. “She’s her own.”

The scout held my eyes a moment longer and stepped aside.

I felt her watch me the rest of the way up.

She was inside the alcove when I got there.

Human form. Barefoot. Standing in the empty roost with her back to me. It was a dead roost. No fire, no bedding, no nets. Dust on the floor. Salt crust on the walls.

Painted on the rock above the alcove’s entrance, outside, a name. Painted over in black.

She was looking at the inside wall.

There were names painted there too. A whole column of them. Smaller. Going down the wall. Each one painted over with a black stroke.

“My mother’s line,” Bolla said. She didn’t turn around. “This was the old roost. Before. When there were enough of us to need a roost on the harbor and one on the cliffs both.” She lifted her hand and touched one of the names. A painted-over one. Near the bottom. “These are her sisters. And her mother’s sisters. And her mother’s.”

She touched another.

“Four eggs that didn’t hatch,” Bolla said. “My mother laid five. One hatched. Me.” She touched the bottom of the column. “She painted these herself. The other four. They don’t get names, eggs that don’t hatch. But she named them anyway. She painted them here. Then she painted them over.”

She stood there with her hand on her mother’s four painted-over names.

Outside, on the ledges below, the scouts were still talking about her wings.



She found me on the harbor wall later.

Full dark. The fires lit on the occupied roosts above us. Kulshedra and Thessaly still at their fire on the beach below, singing. The steam from the tideline vents drifting white across the black sand.

Bolla came and stood beside me at the wall.

“My mother’s alive,” she said.

I’d guessed. She’d talked about her mother on the crossing. In the present tense.

“She’s up on the gale-cliffs. There. Above the north arm of the harbor. A long climb.” Bolla looked north, up at the dark cliffs over the water. “When Lamya came home and told the truth, the gale-clan split. Down the middle. Half for Lamya. Half for Hala. Families split. Wing-sisters split.” She paused. “My mother didn’t go either way. She stayed neutral.”

“Why?”

“Because she was afraid.” Bolla didn’t sound angry. “She’s always been afraid. She laid five eggs and one hatched and the one that hatched flew east to kill the tyrant and got carved by a man and didn’t come home.” She looked down at her own hands on the salt-crusted stone. “My mother’s been afraid my whole life. She stayed neutral because she didn’t know which side would keep me alive. She didn’t know I’d be the one who came back.”

“Does she know you’re here?”

“She knows.” Bolla’s mouth moved, almost a smile. “Gale-clan know everything that happens in the air. Every scout on those cliffs saw me fly the harbor. By now my mother knows I’m home.”

She was quiet a while.

When she turned to me, the fires on the cliff above lit her face from the side. Her gale-eyes. Her wind-burned cheeks. The silver arcs at her neck. She looked like a scout who had found her wind.

I noticed her. I couldn’t not. The firelight running down the long line of her bared neck. The sea-wind lifting the loose pale strands at her nape. The patched scout leathers sitting on her lean hips, the long legs under them, the way she stood with her bare toes curled over the edge of the salt-crusted stone like she might step off it into the air at any moment. She was beautiful. I’d known it for a season, like a man knows a thing and keeps it to himself. She hadn’t asked me for anything.

I kept my hands on the wall.

“Come with me tomorrow,” Bolla said. “Up to the gale-cliffs.”

“To meet your mother.”

“I want my mother to see who I am now.” She held my gaze. “And I want to decide something where I was born.”


Chapter 10: The Crossing Note

“You walk,” Bolla said. “Not fly. Not on Anfa. On your feet. Up the cliff path. In the open.” She lowered her hand. “They’ll all be watching. Every scout on the cliffs. They need to see you walk up. Slowly. Where they can look at you.”

“Like being inspected.”

“Like a wind being read,” Bolla said. “Slowly. The whole thing. From the bottom.”

She’d told me at dawn on the harbor wall, before anyone else was up, with her finger in the wind out of habit. It was her choice, and I’d have made the same one.

So we walked to the gale-cliffs.

It was a morning’s climb.

The gale-cliffs rose straight out of the northern arm of the harbor bay, sheer black rock, four hundred feet of it, wind-scoured, and the path went up the face in switchbacks cut into the stone.

Morana came. Anfa came. Bolla had asked for them. “The scouts know Morana,” she’d said. “From the parley. From the shingle. They know she kept me. And they’ve heard about Anfa.” She’d looked at the storm-dragon. “They’ll want to see the one who let the tyrant ride her.”

“He’s not a tyrant,” Anfa said.

“I know,” said Bolla. “They don’t.”

The others stayed at the harbor. Talise was at the Landfall Stones, copying. She’d barely stopped since we landed. Ayida was at the burned roost again. Nure and Ceto and Thessaly were in the harbor, the ocean-clan working with the salt-mothers on something I didn’t understand involving fish-traps.

So it was four of us on the cliff path.

The gale-cliffs were built for wind.

I saw it from the first switchback. The roosts were cut into the cliff-face in rows, like the harbor roosts, but different. The ledges were longer. Narrower. They stuck out further from the rock. And every ledge was tilted slightly outward, toward the sea, so a dragon landing on it came in on the updraft and a dragon leaving it just stepped off and fell into the wind.

There were kites.

Signal-kites. Hundreds of them. Every ledge had one, sometimes three or four, tied to iron rings set in the rock. Long narrow kites of dyed cloth in a dozen colors, streaming out from the cliff in the steady sea-wind like a field of flags. They snapped and fluttered. The sound of them filled the air. A constant soft roar of cloth.

“They tell you the wind,” Bolla said, walking. “Every ledge. You can read the whole cliff from the sea by the kites. Which way, how strong, where it’s gusting.” She pointed. “That red one, high up. That’s a gust-kite. It only flies when there’s a gust coming off the top.”

“Do the colors mean anything?”

“Everything means something,” Bolla said. “That’s what a cliff is for.”

They watched us.

Every ledge. As we climbed. Gale-clan came out of their alcoves and stood on the ledges and watched the four of us come up the path.

Gale-clan were lean. Bolla’s build. Tall and light, all length and wiry muscle. Fair skin weathered by sun and salt. Sun-bleached hair, every shade from pale gold to almost white. Storm-gray and green eyes. They stood on their tilted ledges with the kites streaming around them and watched.

The Mark was visible. I’d left my collar open again. Ten points and the center.

They saw it.

Their hands went to their necks.

Half the way, nothing like the young salt-clan on the harbor terrace, kneeling, baring everything. Their hands came up to the backs of their necks, and touched, and hesitated there.

Half-bared. Half-not.

It happened on every ledge as we passed. A hand going up. A hand stopping. A hand coming down. Some of them stayed with their hands on their necks the whole time we walked past. Some of them didn’t raise their hands at all.

Half and half. Like the clan. Like Lamya’s message. Half believed.

Bolla walked in front of me. She didn’t look at any of them. She walked up the switchbacks with her hair pinned high and her silver arcs bare and her eyes on the path, and every scout on every ledge looked at the back of her neck as she went by.



Her mother’s roost was near the top.

The second highest row. A long tilted ledge with two kites, one blue, one gray-green. An alcove behind it with smoke coming out. Bolla stopped at the bottom of the short stair cut up to the ledge.

She stood there a moment.

Then she climbed it.

I waited at the bottom with Anfa and Morana. Bolla went up the stair alone and stood on the ledge outside the alcove, barefoot, and said something in Farshore. One word. I didn’t know it.

A woman came out.

She was small for gale-clan. Shorter than Bolla. Older. Wind-worn as an old sailor, her fair skin gone leathery and creased around the eyes from a lifetime of squinting into sea-wind. Her hair was the same pale gold as Bolla’s, gone gray at the temples, cut short. She was thin. Her hands were thin.

She saw Bolla.

She stopped in the alcove entrance and didn’t move.

Bolla said the word again. Softer.

“Mother.”

The woman’s mouth opened and nothing came out of it.

Her eyes went past her daughter. Down the stair. To me.

At my collar. At the Mark.

And her hands went up. Both of them. To the back of her neck. And she bowed her head, and bent forward, and lifted her short gray-gold hair off her nape.

Bared her neck. To me.

Out of habit. Out of a lifetime of it. The thing every Farshore child learned with their letters. When you see the Mark, you bare your neck, and you wait for the iron.

She didn’t think about it. I could see she didn’t. It was what her body did.

Bolla stepped forward.

She put one hand under her mother’s chin. Gently. The way you’d lift a child’s face to look at you.

And lifted it.

Her mother’s head came up. Her hands came down from her neck. She stared at her daughter.

“Don’t,” Bolla said. In Farshore. Then something else, longer. I didn’t understand the words. I understood the voice.

Her mother looked at her. Her eyes went from Bolla’s face to her neck.

To the silver arcs.

She reached out. Her thin hand went to the back of Bolla’s neck. Touched the scars. Traced them.

She said something. Bolla answered.

Later, on the ledge, Bolla told me what they’d said.

“They told us the tyrant carved you,” her mother had said.

“A man carved me,” Bolla had said. “The Mark uncarved me.”

It was in her face, Bolla said, the not-understanding, every song her people had ever sung saying one thing and her daughter standing in front of her saying the other.

She didn’t understand.

She held her daughter anyway.

She put both arms around Bolla and pulled her in and held her, on the ledge outside the alcove, with the kites roaring around them. She held her tight. She didn’t say anything else. Bolla’s arms came up around her mother’s thin shoulders and held on.

I stood at the bottom of the stair and let them have it.

Anfa, beside me, looked away at the sea.

Morana didn’t look away. She watched. Her storm-gray eyes on the two of them, mother and daughter, and the silver spark in them didn’t go out.



The gale-clan wind-school was a long flat ledge near the top of the cliffs, the widest one, with a low stone wall along its outer edge.

Bolla took me there after.

She’d been in her mother’s roost for an hour. When she came out her eyes were red and her face was calm, the kind of calm that comes after. She’d taken her mother’s hand and led her down the stair, and her mother came with us, quiet, holding Bolla’s hand like she was afraid to let go.

There were scouts on the wind-school ledge.

Young ones. Gale fledglings and new scouts, fifteen to twenty years old. Bolla’s age and younger. They were drilling. Flying off the edge of the ledge into the updraft, setting their wings, riding the lift, coming back. An older scout stood at the wall calling the wind.

They stopped when we came out onto the ledge.

Everyone stopped. The drilling. The calling. The fledglings in the air came back and landed on the ledge and shifted and stood there staring.

At me. At the Mark.

At Bolla.

Bolla let go of her mother’s hand and walked out into the middle of the ledge.

“Give me the chart,” she said to me.

I took my survey book off my thigh and handed it to her.

She opened it on the low stone wall at the ledge’s edge.

The open-ocean chart. The crossing. Six days of wind-bands drawn as lines, contours for the lift, rings for the dead water, arrows for the current. Nure’s currents in dashed lines beneath. Ceto’s fish-marks for warm water. The Widowing, a ragged zone of crossed lines and question marks.

And along every band, the song.

Bolla’s wind-songs. The ones she’d sung me in the cadet hall and on the reefs. The Long Breath. The Ferry. The Kettle. The Drowner. Each one drawn above its band in the marks I’d made up at our table, rising and falling lines and small marks for where the voice went.

She stood back.

“Look,” she said, in Farshore.

They looked.

The scouts came to the wall one by one. Cautious. Then less cautious. Then crowding. Leaning over the open pages. Staring.

I watched their faces.

They knew the bands. Every gale scout on the Farshore had flown that crossing in training or been taught it in song. They knew the Long Breath and the Ferry and the Widowing. They’d sung them their whole lives.

They’d never seen them.

Nobody had ever drawn them. The gale-clan sang. They didn’t draw. They’d sung the wind since the exodus and carried it in their bodies and passed it to their children mouth to ear, and here it was, on paper, held still. The wind that was gone. The shape of it, right there, where you could look at it.

One of them touched the page.

A young scout, a girl. She put one finger on the line of the Long Breath. Then she traced it. Following the curve. Then she looked up at me.

“How,” she said, in Farshore. Bolla translated. “How did you make it stand still?”

An elder came out onto the ledge.

I hadn’t seen her arrive. She came out of an alcove at the back, one hand on the rock. Very old for gale-clan. Lean and bent and white-haired. The scouts made room for her at the wall without being told.

She looked at the chart.

Then she put her hand flat on the page, between the lines. The oldest salt-mother had laid her hand on the tally-wall just like that.

She looked at the band under her hand. The Ferry. The one Bolla had sung to Talise on the reef at midnight, the night of the first step. The one that carried you two days west if you rode it right.

The old woman started to sing.

The Ferry. In her old cracked voice. The long sweeping line, rising and falling.

She sang it looking at the drawing. Following it with her eyes as she sang. Where the line on the paper rose, her voice rose. Where it bent, her voice bent.

Halfway through, her voice cracked.

Age had nothing to do with it. I could tell the difference. She stopped singing and stood there with her hand on the page and her mouth open and her eyes wet, and she didn’t finish the song.

The scouts around her didn’t move.

She said something. Very low.

Bolla translated.

“I flew this band sixty years ago,” the old woman had said. “My mother sang it to me before I flew. I have sung it to every fledgling on this ledge for forty years. I have never seen it before.”

After that it was easy.

After that the scouts stopped standing back from the wall.

They asked me questions. All of them. Bolla translated, then got tired of translating and started letting the scouts who had some Aerie words try it themselves, haltingly, and correcting them.

How do you read ground? they asked.

I told them. The way my mother taught me. You look at a landscape and name every part of it. Ridge, saddle, watercourse. You learn the shape by naming it. Then you know when something changes. A slope that’s too steep for the soil. A stream that’s in the wrong place. Trees growing at the wrong angle, which means the ground’s moving under them.

They listened like I was telling them a song.

My turn came, and I asked them how they read air.

They told me. All of them at once, talking over each other, Bolla laughing and trying to sort it out. You feel it in your wings first, they said. Then your face. Then your hair. A gust-front comes with a smell. Rain-wind has a weight you can feel in your chest. Sea-wind off the deep water tastes different than sea-wind off the shallows. You can tell where the lift is by the kites, by the way the birds fly, by the color of the water under the cloud.

I wrote it all down.

The old woman stayed at the wall with her hand on the chart. She didn’t move it for an hour.



Bolla flew in the afternoon.

The scouts asked her to. Show us, they said. The crossing. How you flew it. Show us.

So she went to the fledgling-shelf.

That was a ledge below the wind-school, a little lower, a little narrower, angled out more steeply over the sea. Bolla told me what it was for. “It’s where we learn,” she said. “Where they put the young ones once they’ve had their first fall. You stand on the edge and you fall off into the wind and you learn the wind will hold you, again and again, until you stop being afraid of it.” She looked at it. “I practiced there for years.”

She shifted on it.

Gale-form. Forty-odd feet of lean storm-gray-green wings, sun-bleached at the tips. Her long neck. Her narrow head. The green bead Brenna had put on her harness glinting at the hollow of her throat.

She stepped off the edge.

And dropped.

Straight down. A hundred feet. The scouts on every ledge leaned out to watch her fall. Her wings folded. Falling toward the black rocks at the cliff’s base and the white sea breaking on them.

Then she opened.

Her wings snapped out wide and caught the updraft off the cliff-face and she stopped falling. Like she’d hit a floor. She hung there on the air, wings set, perfectly still.

And she rose.

Up the cliff-face. The whole thing. Four hundred feet of black rock. She rode the updraft that came off the sea and hit the cliff and went straight up its face, and she didn’t beat her wings once.

She went up past the fledgling-shelf. Past the wind-school ledge, where her wing-sisters were shouting. Past her mother’s roost, where her mother stood on the ledge with both hands pressed to her mouth. Past every ledge. Every kite. Up and up, wings set, spending nothing, until she rose over the top of the cliff and hung there against the sky.

Every scout on the gale-cliffs was shouting.

A gale-clan shout. High. Wild. I’d never heard it before. Dozens of them, from every ledge, a long ringing cry that went out over the sea and came back off the water.

She came down circling the cliff-face in long lazy loops, still not beating her wings. She landed on the wind-school ledge and shifted.

By the time the shouting stopped she was barefoot on her mother’s roost.

In human form. Sitting on a cushion inside the alcove with her knees pulled up. Her mother had made tea. Salt tea, the gale-clan drink, hot water with sea-salt and some bitter herb I didn’t know. Bolla held the cup in both hands.

Like a girl.

Her mother sat beside her, not quite touching her.



All day they watched her.

I saw it. The scouts on the ledges, the elders at the wind-school wall, her mother in the roost. Watching her. Every move.

To see if she was a thrall.

That was what they were looking for. I knew it. Bolla knew it. Every Farshore song said a thrall of the Mark didn’t know she was a thrall. She’d say she was free. She’d walk free. She’d laugh and fly and drink tea. And underneath it the tyrant would be pulling the strings.

So they watched. For the strings.

They didn’t find any. There weren’t any.

But they kept watching.

And Bolla decided anyway.

I didn’t see her decide. Nobody did. That was the point. She decided with nobody watching. Somewhere in the afternoon, between the fledgling-shelf and the salt tea, between the old woman’s cracked song and her mother’s hand on her scars. In her own head. Alone.

At dusk she came and found me on the wind-school ledge.

“Come up,” she said.



Her childhood roost-ledge was the highest one on the cliff.

Above the wind-school. Above her mother’s roost. A wind-cut shelf right at the top of the cliff, almost at the lip, where the rock had been carved out by a thousand years of wind into a long shallow curve. Big enough for a dozen people to sit if nobody minded elbows, and for two to lie down with room to spare. Tilted out toward the sea.

You couldn’t walk up to it. There was no stair. Bolla climbed. Hand over hand, up a crack in the rock, as she had at six. I followed.

When I pulled myself over the edge, she was standing on the ledge with the whole sky behind her.

West, behind us, the sun going down over the black ridges of the heartland, the whole sky on fire. Below, the cliff falling away four hundred feet to the white water and the sea going dark. The kites on every ledge streaming out in the wind, a field of colored cloth catching the last light.

She had a fur.

I didn’t know where she’d gotten it. Then I did. She’d carried it up on her back. Her mother’s. A gale-clan sleeping fur, thick and pale, the kind they took on long crossings. Her mother had given it to her in the roost. I’d seen her do it.

Bolla spread it on the ledge.

She stood up and faced me.

“I learned to fall here,” she said. “Into the wind. When I was six. My mother stood where you’re standing and I stood on the edge and she said, fall. And I didn’t want to. And she said it again. And I fell.” She looked out at the sea. “And the wind held me.”

“I know.”

“It’s the first thing a gale child learns. That the wind will hold you if you let it.” She turned back. “Everything after that is details.”

I waited.

“I’ve learned the difference,” Bolla said.

She said it as plainly as she’d told me on the reef that she’d never had a lover.

“Made and chosen. I told Lamya I was staying to learn it. A whole season of watching. Then a question a day.” She looked at me with her storm-gray-green eyes. “I learned it.”

“Tell me.”

“Made is when someone decides what you are.” She set each word down on its own, with a breath of wind between them. “Skarn decided I was a weapon. My people decided I was a thrall, when they heard. The songs decided I should be afraid. Made is when someone else does the deciding and you’re the thing they decide about.”

“And chosen?”

“Chosen is when you decide.” She held my gaze. “And they let you. And you could decide again tomorrow.”

The wind blew across the ledge. Her hair lifted.

“You let them decide,” Bolla said. “Every morning. You said it on the reef. They could leave and they don’t. You let them choose and then you let them choose again.” She took a breath. “I watched you for a season. I watched them. Vibria and Campe and Sybara and all of them. Every morning. Choosing.”

“I know.”

“I want to choose,” Bolla said.

She didn’t wait for me to answer.

She said it again. Plainly. As a decision. With every word in the right order, the way you’d call a wind-band.

“I want you to bond me. Here. On my ledge. Where I learned to fall.” Her voice didn’t shake. “I want to choose it, and I’m choosing it.”

The Mark pulsed.

There wasn’t a point for her yet. It was the center that answered, the golden-white at the middle of the constellation, warming under my sternum.

“Do you want this?” I asked.

I’d made sure with every one of the ten, one way or another, and I’d go on making sure. The asking was how I knew it was hers and not the Mark’s.

Bolla looked at me.

“I have never been touched,” she said, “like it was not a cost.” Her voice went quiet. “Touch me like it isn’t.”

“Bolla.”

“That’s my answer. That’s yes.” She lifted her chin. “Touch me like it isn’t a cost. Like there’s enough. Like it doesn’t have to be saved for anyone else.” She swallowed. “I want to know what that feels like. I want to know it from you.”

“I’ve wanted to since you sat down beside me on the Terrace and looked at the wind,” I said. “I wasn’t going to say it until you’d decided.”

She undressed herself.

Slowly. In the wind.

Her people spent nothing. That was the whole gale-clan craft. Spend nothing on a crossing. Ration closeness like food. Save it, save it, there’s never enough.

She stood on her ledge in the last red light and spent everything.

She unbuckled the harness first. Brenna’s harness. The green bead at the collar-ring swung and caught the light. She lifted it off and set it on the rock beside the fur, carefully, and the bead lay there glinting.

Then the gale-scout leathers. The patched ones. Farshore scout gear on top, Aerie cadet gear underneath where it had worn through. She unlaced the vest. Slowly. Each lace. Her fingers didn’t hurry. She let it fall open and slid it off her shoulders and let the wind take it a little before she caught it and laid it down.

Underneath, a linen shirt. Aerie cadet linen. She pulled it over her head.

The wind hit her bare skin and I watched her nipples harden.

Small high breasts. The smallest in the pack, if she chose to be pack. Barely a handful. High on her lean ribcage. Pale, with small pink nipples, and in the cold sea-wind they went hard and tight at once, standing out, and she looked down at them with something like surprise.

“They always do that in the wind,” she said. “I never noticed until I lived inside.”

She unlaced her trousers.

Long flier’s legs. Very long. Lean and light and strong. A flat taut stomach. Narrow hips. She stepped out of the trousers and stood on the fur, bare, in the wind.

And her ass. When she turned to lay the trousers down.

High. Round. Tight. A flier’s ass, hard and lifted from a lifetime of wing-work, two firm curves sitting high on the long lines of her legs. Lifted, with nothing soft about it.

She turned back.

Storm-gray-green scale-patches along both her forearms, from wrist to elbow, catching the light. More across her shoulder blades. I’d seen them before, the ones on her arms. I’d never seen the ones on her back.

And the silver arcs at her neck.

Her hair was still up. Pinned. She’d pinned it that morning and it had held all day.

She reached up and pulled the pins out.

Her hair came down. Sun-bleached wind-blonde, pale gold, paler at the tips. Long. Longer than I’d known. It fell down her back past her shoulder blades and the wind caught it and lifted it.

She stood there bare on her mother’s fur on her childhood ledge with her hair streaming in the wind and the whole red sky behind her.

Then she turned around.

Her back to me. And she gathered her hair in both hands and lifted it off her neck. And bowed her head.

Bared her neck.

The exact gesture. The shingle beach. The salt terrace. Her mother on the ledge this afternoon. The thing her whole civilization had trained her to do when she saw the Mark. Bare your neck and wait for the iron.

She did it by choice.

“Your mouth,” Bolla said. “Here.”

I crossed the ledge.

I stood behind her. I didn’t touch her yet. I looked.

The silver arcs. Three of them. Curved, like the edges of shallow cups, running across the back of her neck from one side to the other and partway around. Where Skarn’s brand had been cut into her and where my center-point had burned it out in the open sky. Silvered. Healed. Raised a little from the skin, smooth, shining faintly.

I put my mouth on them.

Softly. My lips on the first arc. On the silver.

She shook.

All over. Every inch of her. A hard shudder from her neck to her feet. Her hands, holding her hair up, went white at the knuckles. Her breath went out of her in a ragged sound.

The last hands on her neck had been his.

I didn’t move. I kept my mouth there. Soft. I let her feel it. Lips, warm and slow, where the iron had been.

I kissed the arc. Then the next one.

She shook again. Less.

The third.

And she laughed.

It came out of her like the first gust off a cliff. Sudden. Breathless. She laughed, standing there shaking with her hair held up and my mouth on her scars, and I felt the laugh go through her, ribs to throat, under my lips.

The old procedure. The stillness. The bared neck waiting for iron.

Dissolving.

“Again,” she said. “Do that again.”

I did it again.

I mapped her.

That was the only way I knew how to think about it. I was a surveyor. I read terrain. I’d read ground my whole life, every fold of it, every ridge and saddle.

I read her.

Slowly. Every inch. With my mouth and my hands, unhurried, like I had all the time in the world, because I did, because there was enough.

The silver arcs first. All three. I traced them with my tongue, the raised smooth edges, until she stopped shaking and started arching back into my mouth.

Then down. The side of her neck. Her shoulder. I turned her around in my hands to face me and she let go of her hair and it fell around us both.

Her breasts.

I cupped one. Small enough to fit entirely in my palm. Warm despite the wind. The nipple hard against my hand. I bent and took it into my mouth and she gasped. A sharp high sound.

“What is…” she said. “What is that?”

I didn’t answer. I circled the nipple with my tongue. Sucked gently. Let it go and blew on it and it tightened even harder in the cold air.

“Again,” Bolla said. “Show me that again.”

I showed her again. The other one. She held my head against her chest with both hands, her fingers in my hair, and she breathed hard and fast and her questions stopped being questions.

“Again. Again. Don’t stop.”

Her forearms.

I took her wrist and lifted her arm and kissed the storm-gray-green scale-patch there. Wrist to elbow. And the scales moved.

They ruffled. Like wind over water. Like a breeze across a pond, a ripple running up the patch from where my lips touched it. She looked down at her own arm in astonishment.

“They’ve never done that,” she said.

“They’re doing it now.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll find out.”

I kissed the other arm. Ruffle. Then I turned her around again and kissed her shoulder blades, the patches there, and they ruffled too, both sides, running out from my mouth like ripples.

The air around her started to move.

I felt it before I understood it. A breeze, coming off her skin, not off the water. Off her body. A small warm current of air rising up from her shoulders and her back, lifting her hair. Lifting mine.

Her hair streamed up around her head like she was standing in an updraft.

She was. Her own.

I went down.

Down her back. Kissing every vertebra. Down the long lean line of her to the small of her back. Then I knelt on the fur behind her.

Her ass in front of my face.

In the last of the light it was all lifted curve and shadow, and when I put my hands on it the muscle under the fair skin tightened against my palms like a wing setting into the wind. I held it, and a sound caught high in her throat. I kissed it. The left curve. Then the right. Then I bit it.

Softly. Just my teeth on the firm flesh.

“Oh,” she said.

“Too much?”

“No.” Her voice was shaking. “No. What… again. Do that again.”

I bit her again. The other side. Softly. Held it in my teeth for a second. Everything in her clenched, and the breeze off her skin got stronger, and her hair whipped around.

I kissed down. The backs of her thighs. Her long legs. The backs of her knees. Her calves. Her ankles. I took my time. Every inch. I mapped every inch of her the way I’d map a valley, slowly, twice, so I’d remember.

I turned her around.

She was standing above me. I was kneeling on her mother’s fur. I looked up at her.

Her flat taut stomach, rising and falling fast. Her small breasts, nipples wet from my mouth, hard in the wind. Her face. Flushed. Wind-burned cheekbones flushed darker. Her eyes wild.

I kissed her stomach. Below her navel. Lower.

I laid her down on the fur.

On her back. Her mother’s fur, pale and thick under her. Her hair spread out around her head and the wind off her own skin kept lifting it.

I knelt between her long legs and spread them and looked at her.

Pale gold hair at the top of her thighs, the same as on her head. Her pussy under it, pink and closed and wet. She was wet. Her inner thighs were slick with it.

“No one’s ever,” she said.

“I know.”

“No one’s ever looked at me like…”

“I know,” I said. “I’m looking now.”

I put my mouth on her.

She screamed, a high sharp cry of surprise that went out over the cliff. Her hips jerked up off the fur. Her hands flew to my head.

I licked her. Slowly. Up the length of her. Then again. Then I found her clit with my tongue and circled it, and her heels dug into the fur, and the breeze off her skin turned to a wind.

“What,” she gasped. “What is… what are you…”

I didn’t answer. I kept going. Slow circles. Then faster. Then slow again. Reading her. How her hips moved. How her thighs trembled against my shoulders. How the wind got stronger and weaker with her breathing.

“Again,” Bolla said. “That. Again. There. THERE.”

I stayed there.

Her hands fisted in my hair. Her thighs locked around my head. The wind around us was roaring now, her own wind, lifting her hair straight up off the fur and whipping it around, pulling at my shirt. Below us I heard the kites. On the ledges. Every one of them snapping and cracking and straining at their lines.

She came.

Her first. Ever. Her whole life.

She came with her back arched off her mother’s fur and her hands in my hair and her thighs clamped around my head and a long shaking cry that broke in the middle. Her pussy pulsed against my mouth. Her whole body shook.

The wind gusted.

Off her. Down the cliff. The kites below us went wild. Every one of them on every ledge for a hundred yards snapping out straight and cracking and fluttering, a whole field of colored cloth going into a frenzy at once.

On the ledges below, someone shouted.

She lay there gasping. I lifted my head. She stared up at the darkening sky.

“Is it always like that?” Bolla said. Astonished.

“No.”

Her brows drew together, the way they did when a band didn’t match its song.

“Sometimes it’s better,” I said.

She stared at me until she had her breath back. Then she sat up on her elbows on the fur, hair wild, and studied me like a band she meant to learn by heart.

“Show me how,” she said.

I undressed.

She watched me do it. Every piece. She’d never watched a man undress. She watched me like she’d watched the chart on the wind-school wall, like it was something she’d heard about her whole life and never seen.

My cock came free, hard and heavy.

She looked at it. Then at me.

“That,” she said.

“That.”

“In me.”

“If you want.”

“I want.” She lay back down. Opened her legs. “I want to know.”

I knelt between them. I braced over her on one forearm. With the other hand I guided myself to her.

“It’ll stretch,” I said. “The first time. It might hurt a little.”

“I know. Morana told me.” Her eyes held mine. “I want it to stretch. I want to feel it.”

I pushed in.

Slowly. Just the head. She was wet and hot and very tight, and she gasped, and her hands came up to my shoulders.

“There,” I said. “Breathe.”

She breathed.

I pushed further. She stretched around me. I felt it. Felt her open, slowly, tight and slick, her body making room for me for the first time. Her face. Her mouth open. Her eyes wide on mine.

“Okay?” I said.

“More.”

I gave her more.

She took it. She pushed her hips down onto my cock and took more of it, and gasped, and did it again. Taking me. Wanting it. Her body pushing down to take me deeper.

“All of it,” Bolla said. “I want all of it.”

I gave her all of it.

I pushed in to the root. She was so tight. Her pussy gripped me all the way down, hot and slick, and something came out of her, low and amazed, almost a word, and her long legs came up around my hips.

I held still.

I let her feel it. Let her get used to it. I stayed buried in her and didn’t move and watched her face.

“Oh,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“That’s… that’s…” She didn’t have a word. Her hands moved on my shoulders. Her pussy pulsed around me once, experimentally, like she was trying it. “I have that now.”

“You have it.”

I started to move.

Slow. Long. Out and in. Gentle. She was so tight and new and I took my time, every stroke slow, letting her learn it.

She learned fast.

She was a learner. That was what she was. A question a day for weeks. She learned the rhythm in a dozen strokes and started meeting it, her hips rising to meet mine, her heels pressing into the backs of my thighs.

Under her breath she started to hum.

A note. One long note. Low. I’d heard it before. On the crossing. In the air.

The crossing-note. The long steady note gale scouts sang to keep a lattice in time. The one she’d sung at the point every morning for six days while the whole crossing formed a net behind her and below her.

She was humming it now. Under me. With each stroke.

And it was rising.

I lifted her.

She was light, all length and wing-muscle, built to be carried by wind. I put my arms under her back and her ass and lifted her up off the fur with my cock still buried in her, and she gasped and wrapped her arms around my neck.

Her legs locked around me.

Long flier’s legs. They wrapped all the way around my hips and locked at the ankles behind my back, strong, holding on.

I stood up.

I carried her to the back of the ledge. The rock wall where the wind had carved its curve. I put her back against it. Cool black stone behind her. Me in front. Her held between us, off the ground, her legs locked around me, her arms around my neck.

Behind my shoulders, the open sky.

The last of the dusk over the water. Violet going to dark blue. The first stars. The sea. Four hundred feet of air under the edge of the ledge.

She looked over my shoulder at it.

“I’m in the sky,” she said.

“You’re on a ledge.”

“I’m in the sky,” she said again. Her eyes were shining. “You’re holding me in the sky.”

I started to move again.

Harder now. She was ready. I held her against the rock and drove up into her and she cried out and held on. Her crossing-note came back louder. She was singing now, out loud, the long note rising with every stroke.

The wind came off her again.

Stronger than before. It came off her back where it pressed against the rock and off her shoulders and her hair, a hard current of air streaming up past us both. Her hair streamed straight up above her head. Her linen shirt, lying by the fur, lifted off the rock and went over the edge of the ledge into the dark.

I didn’t care.

“Again,” she said. Gasping. “That. Harder. Again.”

She let go of my neck with one hand.

She reached up behind her own head. Gathered her streaming hair. Pulled it to one side, over her shoulder.

And turned her head. Baring the side of her neck. And the silver arcs, at the back.

Baring her neck. Again. Second time tonight.

By choice.

“Put yours over his,” Bolla said.

I’d been waiting for it since she turned her back to me on the fur.

I put my mouth on the silver arcs.

And bit.

Not hard. Never hard. My teeth on the scar, on the raised smooth silver, firm, holding. Then I sucked. Hard enough to mark. I felt the blood come up under the skin around the scar under my mouth.

She screamed.

Her pussy clamped down on my cock so hard I stopped moving.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yes. There. Again. More.”

I moved to the next arc. Bit. Sucked. Marked it.

Then the third.

Three love-bites. Over three silver scars. Dark red blooming on her pale skin over the silver, my mark on top of his.

She came on it.

She came while my teeth were on her neck, every muscle in her locking rigid against the rock, her pussy convulsing around me, her legs crushing my hips.

“Breed me,” Bolla said.

It tore out of her, and it was still a decision. Spoken aloud. Nothing wild in it but the volume.

“Breed me. I choose it. I choose it here.” Her hands were in my hair, holding my mouth to her neck. “Here. Where I was born.”

I came.

I couldn’t hold it. Her pussy was pulling at me in hard greedy squeezes and her teeth were on my shoulder and her voice was in my ear saying I choose it, I choose it, and I drove up into her one last time and held there and came.

Hard. Deep inside her, holding her up against the rock in the open sky, filling her for the first time anyone ever had. I groaned against her neck, against the marks I’d made.

She felt it.

She felt me fill her, and the crossing-note broke in half in her throat. The air around us went dead still for one heartbeat, the kites below hanging slack, her hair falling. Then she came again, harder, around me, her whole body drawing in like a set wing the instant before the wind takes it.

And the gust came.

It came off her body in a ring.

All at once. A burst of wind exploding outward from her in every direction, from her skin, from her back where it pressed against the rock, from everywhere. I felt it hit me. Hard. Like standing in front of a gale. My hair blew back. My eyes watered.

It went out off the ledge.

Down the cliff.

Every kite on the gale-cliffs snapped out.

At once. Hundreds of them. On every ledge. They had been streaming in the steady sea-wind. Now they all snapped out straight in the same instant, all pointing outward from the top of the cliff, from her, and the sound of it was a single long CRACK of cloth that went down the whole cliff-face like a whip.

Her hair streamed back.

Straight back. Behind her. Like she was in a dive. Every strand of it pulled back from her face, flat, streaming, pale gold in the dark.

And she called.

The gale-call. Torn out of her. A long high cry, rising and rising and breaking at the top. The cry a gale scout used to call a lattice into line. To pull scattered fliers into formation. I’d heard her make it on the crossing, in dragon form, in the storm.

She made it now. In human form. In my arms. Against the rock.

It went down the cliff. All of it. Every ledge.

And on every ledge, gale-scouts looked up.

The Mark blazed.

A heat, somewhere new, past the center and the ten. Between Ayida’s gold and Talise’s teal, in the space where the constellation had always had a gap.

It burned in.

A point. Eleventh. Bright. A color I’d never seen in the Mark. Green, but a gray-green. Storm-gray and green. The color of her eyes. The color of the scales on her forearms.

The color of the sky before a gale.

Gale-green.

The eleventh point.

Through the bond-echo I felt the others feel it. All of them. A new warmth arriving. Anfa and Morana, down on the wind-school ledge. I felt them both turn toward the top of the cliff at the same instant. Nure, down in the harbor, in the water. Ceto beside her. Talise at the Landfall Stones with her lantern. Ayida in the burned roost.

Six women on the Farshore, feeling a new light come into the pack.

Across the ocean, too.

Faint. So faint. Like a change in the weather. Like the smell of rain before it comes.

Four more.

Vibria. Campe. Sybara. Brenna.

At the Aerie, on the far side of all that water, four women stopped what they were doing and turned their heads west.

We lay on her mother’s fur afterward.

I’d carried her back to it. She’d been shaking too hard to walk. I laid her down and lay beside her and pulled the edge of the fur over both of us, and she curled against my side.

The wind had eased.

Hers first, then the sea-wind, the way air goes soft after a big gust has passed. Below us the kites were still flying, slower now.

She lay against me, quiet, and I let her have the quiet.

The stars came out. All of them. Like on the crossing. The whole sky.

Her hand came up and touched the Mark. My sternum. She found the new point. Gale-green. She put her fingertip on it.

It pulsed under her touch.

She held her finger there.

Then she said one sentence.

“That was mine.”

I didn’t answer. It didn’t need answering.

After a while she lifted her head and looked at me. Her face in the starlight. The love-bites on her neck, dark over the silver.

She asked her question. Of the day. She’d never missed one.

“Do I have to stop being Farshore?”

“No.”

She studied me.

“Good,” Bolla said. She put her head back down on my chest. Over the Mark. Over her point. “I am both.”

She said a word then. In Farshore. One word. I’d heard it before. On the reef, once, when she was singing. On the crossing. In her mother’s roost.

The Farshore had one word that meant two things.

“Home and always,” she said.



I heard feet on the rock below.

Fast. Someone climbing the crack to the ledge. Climbing hard, in the dark, scraping, breathing hard.

I sat up. Bolla sat up beside me. She pulled the fur around her.

A head came over the edge of the ledge.

A gale scout. Young. One of the ones from the wind-school, one of the ones who’d crowded the chart. A girl. She was gasping from the climb.

She said something fast in Farshore. Breathless. Scared.

Bolla went still, head tilted, listening the way she listened to weather.

The scout said it again. Pointing. Inland. South and west. Toward the smoke that stood up over the heartland, black against the stars.

Bolla translated. Quiet.

“A black flame,” she said. “On the caldera rim. At dusk. The scouts on the inland watch saw it.”

Her hand found mine under the fur.

“Hala has heard that a gale daughter took the Mark.”


Chapter 11: Grave-Fire

The others came up in the night.

I sent the gale scout back down the cliff with a message for the harbor, and Bolla sent a second one with a lantern-signal from the top of the gale-cliffs, the short repeated flash Brenna had built into every kit. Come. Now. By the second watch they were on the ledges. Ceto flying up from the harbor in dragon form, a broad shadow against the stars, and Nure hauling her vast body up the cliff-face after her, claw over claw, and shifting onto the ledge from the rock. Talise with her copying case strapped to her back because she would not leave it. Ayida, careful, carrying, Thessaly and her swimmers behind her.

Anfa and Morana had been on the wind-school ledge since dusk.

Bolla’s mother let us use her roost. It was too small for all of us. It didn’t matter. Nobody slept.

I didn’t either. I sat on the wind-school ledge with my survey book and a gale-scout lens and watched the south.

The heartland was a day’s walk inland. A night’s flight. The caldera sat under the smoke, and the smoke stood up black against the stars. At its base, faint, I could see the glow of the caldera’s hot-spring lake on the underside of the plume. A dull red.

Somewhere on the rim of that caldera, at dusk, someone had lit a black flame.

Bolla came and sat beside me.

She’d dressed. Her scout leathers, her harness, the green bead at the collar-ring. Her hair was up again, pinned high. In the lantern-light I could see the marks on her neck. Three dark bruises over three silver arcs. Mine over his.

She didn’t hide them.

“She’ll come herself,” Bolla said.

“You know her?”

“Everyone knows her.” Bolla looked south. “She’s the last of the line. The grave-fire line. Her mother had it, and her mother’s mother, back to the exodus. There’s no one else.” She was quiet. “She doesn’t send people to do things. She does them. That’s what the ash-clan say about her. She fights in the open. She’s never lied.”

“That makes it worse.”

“Yes,” Bolla said. “Morana said that too.”



“Children of the gale.”

Those were the first words I ever heard in Hala’s voice, carried up four hundred feet of cliff without her once raising it. She came in the morning.

The sun came up out of the eastern sea, the way we’d come, and lit the gale-cliffs gold from the bottom up, and the kites on every ledge caught the light and blazed. Red and blue and gray-green and white. The whole cliff on fire with color.

And from the south, they came.

A strike-wing. I counted from the ledge. Thirteen. Ash-clan war-forms, heavy, char-dark, flying in a tight wedge with none of the gale-clan’s lattice-grace. They flew like hammers. Straight at the cliffs.

At the point of the wedge, the biggest of them.

The gale-clan saw them come. Every ledge. The scouts on the ledges stood up. Some of them shifted. Some of them went inside their roosts. Nobody flew out to meet them. Nobody flew out to join them.

The strike-wing didn’t attack the cliffs.

It came in over the sea and flared and landed. On the broad lava-point at the base of the gale-cliffs, a black finger of rock running into the water below Bolla’s mother’s roost. Thirteen war-dragons landed on the rock in a ragged line.

The biggest one shifted.

Hala.

I’d been waiting nearly three weeks to see her. Since the swimmer said her name. Since Bolla sang the song every Farshore child learned.

Tall. As tall as Anfa. Heavier. Heavy-shouldered, broad, built like a war-mother, which was what she was. Old. A hard sixty by the look of her, older by Farshore reckoning. Her iron-gray hair was burned short, close to her skull, the way a soldier would cut it. Her skin was weathered dark by sun and ash. At her throat and across the backs of both hands, plate-scales scorched black, like they’d been through fire and come out that color; Lamya’s were only char-dark.

She wore ash-clan war-leathers. No ornament. Nothing on her that she hadn’t earned in fire.

Her eyes were like banked coals. Dark, with something glowing at the bottom of them.

She stood on the lava-point and looked up the cliff.

At me. At the top. At the Mark, through my open collar.

Then she spoke.

She didn’t shout. She never shouted. Bolla had told me that. Her voice was calm and grieving and certain, and it carried up the whole cliff-face like it was the only sound in the world.

She spoke in Farshore. Bolla, beside me, translated low.

“Children of the gale.”

Every ledge went quiet. The kites roared. Nothing else.

“You fled the tyrant. Your mothers’ mothers’ mothers fled him across the open sea. They lost a third of their number on the crossing. They came here with nothing and built roosts in the rock with their claws. They did it to be free.”

Her voice didn’t rise.

“And they carried his bonds in their blood. For ten thousand years. The clan-sense. The kin-sense. The flight-sister bond. The threads between us. He made those. He made them first, in the war before the exodus, to bind his thralls. And we carried them away with us without knowing, and they have been in our blood since, waiting.”

She lifted one scorched-black hand.

“Every bond is a door he walks through. Every thread between you is a road for him to come back on. That is what the songs say and that is true. I have seen it. A matriarch who told us the tyrant was dead. A scout who went east whole and came back with his mark on her neck.”

She looked straight up the cliff. At Bolla.

“I burn the doors,” Hala said.

She spoke to Bolla next, directly, to her alone.

Bolla didn’t translate this part. She didn’t need to. I could hear it in the voice. Gentle. Almost tender. The voice you’d use with a child who’d wandered off.

“Child,” Hala said. “I will free you.”

Bolla stood up.

On the wind-school ledge, in the gold morning light, with the kites roaring around her and every scout on the gale-cliffs watching.

She answered. In Farshore. One sentence.

Later she told me what it was.

“I am free.”

Hala looked up at her for a long moment.

The old war-mother shook her head. Slowly. Sadly. With what looked like genuine grief.

“Thralls always say so,” Hala said.

And shifted.

The fight was short.

It had to be. Nobody wanted a long fight. The gale-clan had refused to join either side, and Hala had come for one thing.

Hala’s war-form came up off the lava-point like a building standing up.

Heavy. Ash-clan heavy, built like Campe’s war-form but bigger and slower and darker. Scorched-black plate. Every scale on her looked like it had been through a forge-fire and come out black. Her head was broad and blunt. Her eyes burned like coals.

Her strike-wing came up with her.

Twelve. Thirteen with her. Heavy ash-clan war-forms coming up off the rock toward the top of the cliff.

I read them coming.

It was the one thing I was good for in that first second, so I did it. Thirteen heavy war-forms off a lava-point, climbing a cliff-face. They weren’t built to climb. Ash-clan were heavy fliers, Lamya’s caste, made to come down on something from above like a hammer on an anvil. Coming up from below they were slow. Every wingbeat a labor. Their wedge was already stretching out as the heaviest ones fell behind.

And they had the sun at their backs. It was coming up out of the east, low and gold, straight across the water and into the face of the cliff, and every one of them was climbing with its eyes on the rock and on us at the top. Anything that came at them from out over the water would come out of that sun, and they’d never see it until it hit.

“They’re climbing blind,” I said. “Hit them before they get the height. Out of the sun.”

Anfa was already moving.

She’d shifted the moment Hala did. Five seconds. Fifty-five feet of storm dragon, silver-white and crackling, erupting off the wind-school ledge. I was on her back. I’d clipped in before dawn. Brenna’s long-crossing harness, the strap-down, the lattice-clips.

Morana came off the ledge beside her. Charcoal and living silver.

The storm-pair.

They went into the paired-sweep as they’d been flying it since cadet days. Two storm dragons in long linked arcs, crossing and recrossing, lightning coming off both of them. They swung out wide over the water, into the low gold glare, and came back at Hala’s strike-wing out of it.

And Bolla came with them.

She shifted off the ledge and dropped into the wind and came up under the storm-pair. Into their wake. Into the three-point net they’d found over the open ocean on the third morning of the crossing, the one that didn’t have a name.

The storms made the air. The gale rode it. The storms rode the gale’s line.

Three points.

We hit the strike-wing like a net hitting a school of fish.

I’d been in a lot of fights in the sky by then. The Purist siege. The Drowned Reach. The southern camp. The Shattered Peaks. The Battle of the Aerie, sixty war-dragons over the crater.

I’d never flown anything like the three-point net.

Anfa and Morana’s sweep had always been devastating. Two storms who didn’t need to signal. But a sweep had a shape. An enemy could learn the shape. Wait for the crossing and strike at the gap.

The net had no gap.

Because Bolla was in it. Under it. Riding the storm-wake. And wherever the gap was going to be, she was already there. Gale-clan weren’t built to strike. She was there instead, in the gap, on the air the storms had made, and when an ash-clan war-form dove at the opening between Anfa and Morana it found a gale scout in it instead, and veered, and the storms came around and hit it from both sides.

Three of the strike-wing went down in the first pass. Driven down alive, lightning-stunned, onto the lava-point, onto the black sand.

The second pass nearly cost us.

Morana came out of her arc a half-beat late. A war-form had gone for her throat on the cross and she’d had to roll away from it, and the roll took her wide, and the gap she left was right where Bolla wasn’t. For one heartbeat the net had a hole in it the size of a dragon.

An ash-clan war-form went for it.

Bolla got there too late to fill the gap, but in time to put herself in front of the war-form’s claws as it came through. It raked her across the wing-root, a glancing blow, and she tumbled sideways twenty feet, and through the noise of the fight I heard her sing one short sharp note.

The gale-clan hold. The note she sang at the lattice-point when the line was breaking.

She sang it at Morana.

Morana hadn’t taken a flier’s read in the middle of a sweep from anyone but Anfa since the day Anfa unchained her. I’d watched her fly the paired-sweep every season since. Her whole body was built to answer one storm.

She held.

She checked out of her roll, set her wings, and held position in the air exactly where Bolla had sung her, and the war-form that had come through the gap turned to finish Bolla and found a storm dragon hanging in front of it with her scars blazing silver.

Morana hit it. Anfa came around the cross and hit it from the other side.

It went down.

Bolla righted herself, shook out her wing, and slid back under the storm-wake like nothing had happened. The net closed.

On the ledges, the gale-scouts watched.

They didn’t join. Either side. I saw them. Hundreds of them on the ledges, kites roaring around them, watching their own scout fly with the Mark’s storms against the ash-clan, and not moving. Some of them had their hands on their necks. Some of them didn’t.

Nobody moved.

Hala came for me.

She’d been waiting. I understood that later. She’d let her strike-wing take the net, and she’d watched, and she’d found what she was looking for.

Me.

She came up from below. Out of the spray and steam at the cliff’s foot, a huge scorched-black shape rising straight up the face of the rock toward Anfa’s belly.

Anfa saw her a heartbeat late.

She rolled. Fast. Faster than anything that big should be able to roll. But Hala was already there. Close. Right under us.

And Hala opened her mouth.

The grave-fire.

I’d heard it described. By the swimmer. By Bolla. In Rán’s records through Sybara. Black flame with a white core. Cold and burning at once.

It came out of Hala’s mouth like smoke made of night, the color of the space between stars, and in the middle of it a core of white so bright it hurt to look at. It rolled up out of her throat in a slow thick column, and it didn’t light anything. It didn’t throw shadows. The sun was up and gold on the cliffs and the grave-fire went through the gold light like a hole in it.

It hit me full in the chest.

On Anfa’s back. Through the harness straps. Through my open collar. Straight into the Mark.

I don’t remember all of it.

I remember cold.

Cold like nothing I’d ever felt, colder than ice or winter or Sybara’s frost. A cold that went into my chest and found every thread running out of it and wrapped around each one.

And burned.

It didn’t hurt. That was the worst part. There was no pain. There was cold, and then there was a feeling like every rope in the world being cut at once.

Eleven of them.

I felt them go. One after another, so fast they were all at once.

Amber. Green. Blue. Silver. Gold. Blue-green. Steel. Silver-charcoal. Coral. Teal. Gale-green.

Cut.

Every point on my chest went dark.

All eleven. At once.

And the center.

The golden-white. The heart of the constellation. The thing I’d carried since the 1.0 Harmonic, that had freed Vael and unmade the brand in the sky and sealed the mountain.

It guttered.

Like a candle in a draft. It went down to almost nothing. A tiny ember. A spark. Barely there.

Then I was gone.

I didn’t fall.

That was Brenna. I found out later. I slumped senseless in the harness on Anfa’s back, every muscle in my body going loose at once, and I should have fallen. Should have slid off her spine and gone down four hundred feet onto the black rocks.

The clips held.

Brenna’s lattice-clips at the wing-root. Brenna’s strap-down at the mid-back anchor. Built for me to sleep on a long crossing. You sleep, this holds you. You don’t fall off.

I didn’t fall off.

And Anfa flew me down.

She broke out of the net. Anfa felt me go limp on her back and she broke the sweep and turned away from the fight and flew me down to the top of the cliff. To Bolla’s ledge. The highest one. The childhood roost-ledge, where we’d lain on her mother’s fur the night before.

She flew so carefully it cost her the fight.

She flew like I was made of glass. Slow. Level. Not one sharp turn. Not one bank. She flew a line so smooth and so careful that two of the strike-wing caught up with her and raked her flank and she didn’t turn to fight them. She took it. She kept flying.

She landed on the ledge so softly I didn’t feel it.

The bond-echo stopped.

I wasn’t awake to feel it. But they told me. Every one of them, later, separately, in their own words.

It stopped.

The pack was gone.

Every bonded woman had lived with the bond-echo. The faint warm sense of the others. Vibria’s heat at the back of your mind. Campe’s weight. Sybara’s frost-tingle. The steady sense that you were never alone in your body, that ten other women were right there with you, a breath away, always.

Gone.

Anfa, landing on the ledge with me limp on her back, couldn’t feel me. Couldn’t feel Morana, in the air above her. Couldn’t feel anyone.

Morana, in the net, suddenly alone. In the sky. Alone the way she’d been alone for two years at the Shattered Peaks.

Nure, on the ledge below, alone the way she’d been alone for a hundred years in the deep.

Ceto. Who had never been alone a single day in her life. Raised in a touch-abundant reef-culture, never without someone close enough to touch. Alone.

Talise. Ayida.

On the other side of the ocean, the same.

Vibria, in the nest gallery with eight children. Campe, a few yards from her in the war-nest with her three. Sybara, in the archive. Brenna, at the Forge.

Silence where the pack was.

Each of them suddenly alone in her own body. The silence the swimmer had crossed an ocean in. The silence Lamya had stood in on the caldera rim.

Hala didn’t press the attack.

When the grave-fire hit and Anfa broke away with me, Hala could have followed. Could have finished it. Her strike-wing was hurt but not beaten. The net had broken when Anfa left it.

She didn’t.

She hung in the air above the gale-cliffs, scorched-black and enormous, and watched Anfa land on the ledge with me.

Then she turned.

Unhurried. Certain. She called her strike-wing with one low sound, and they came off the lava-point and the black sand, the ones who’d been driven down, and formed up behind her.

Before she left, she spoke.

She came down once more onto the lava-point at the cliff’s foot and shifted, unhurried, and stood there in her scorched war-leathers with her strike-wing hovering over her, and said one sentence up the cliff.

“Now we will see who stays.”

Then she took her war-form again, scorched plate rolling out over her shoulders, and flew southwest toward the smoke, and her strike-wing followed.



I woke up on Bolla’s ledge in the dark.

I came partway up out of somewhere black and cold, slowly, and the first thing I knew was a hand on my forehead. Warm. Soft. Smelling of rain on earth.

Ayida.

I was lying on the fur. Her mother’s fur. My head was in Ayida’s lap. Her hand was on my forehead and the other was on my chest. Over the Mark.

Over where the Mark had been.

There was a cold spot.

Right there. Under my sternum. Where the constellation sat. Where I’d felt warmth since the day the Lattice found me, the steady pulse of ten points and then eleven and the center.

Cold. Numb. Like a patch of skin that’s been out in the snow too long.

It didn’t hurt. It was the cold I’d felt over the swimmer’s chest, and now it was in mine.

“Dane,” Ayida said.

Her voice. I could hear it. I could see her face above me, lit by a lantern somewhere. Her prism-shift hair. Her amber eyes.

I couldn’t feel her.

I could see her. Hear her. Feel her hand on my chest. But I couldn’t feel her. Nothing came through the Mark. No gold point, no warmth, none of the faint steady sense of her that had been in the back of my mind every second since the Garden, like the sound of my own breathing.

Gone.

“I can’t heal it,” Ayida said.

She’d tried. I could tell. Her hands were shaking. The gold was faint on her fingertips, the last of it, and it was going nowhere.

“I tried,” she said. “Five times. It slides off. Like the swimmer. Like the roost.” Her voice broke. “It’s the same. It’s just… nothing. There’s nothing there.”

They were all there.

I turned my head. Slowly. On the fur.

The ledge was full. Bolla’s ledge, never meant for this many. They’d crammed onto it somehow. Sitting on the rock. Standing at the edges. One lantern in the middle.

Anfa, beside me. Sitting with her knees up and her arms around them. Her flank was bandaged where the strike-wing had raked her. Her silver scars were out. I’d never seen them out.

The bandage was soaked through on one side. I could see the shape of the wound under it in the lantern-light. Four long furrows, ribs to hip, where two war-forms had come up behind her on the careful line she’d flown me down and opened her side with their claws. Ash-clan claws. Heavy ones.

She hadn’t let Ayida heal it.

Ayida had tried, the moment they landed, and Anfa had caught her wrist and pushed it toward me instead. Him first. Ayida had knit the worst of it closed anyway, in the one minute Anfa wasn’t watching, enough to stop the bleeding. Then she’d spent everything else she had on the cold spot in my chest, where it found nothing to hold.

Anfa sat there with her side torn open under a bandage and didn’t seem to notice it at all.

Morana beside her.

Nure at the edge of the ledge, her feet hanging over four hundred feet of air. Her bioluminescence was out. Completely. In two years I’d never seen her without it. She sat there pale and dark in the lantern-light like a stranger.

Ceto, curled up small against the rock wall with my flight jacket wrapped around her and her knees pulled up. Her ring-glow was out too. She was shaking.

Talise, cross-legged by the lantern with her notebook in her lap. Not writing.

Bolla sat apart from the others. At the very edge of the ledge, at the lip, where the rock fell away to the sea. Wrapped in a second fur of her mother’s, the one I wasn’t lying on. Her back to us.

Thessaly’s swimmers were at the cliff-foot. Holding it. In case Hala came back.

They all looked at me when I opened my eyes.

They couldn’t feel me. I could see it in their faces.

They couldn’t feel each other.

They sat on the ledge around me, crammed together, shoulders touching, and every one of them was alone.

I knew what I was afraid of.

I’d known since a bunkhouse in Harren’s Crossing. I’d said it to Ayida on her bench in the Garden, before we left. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t hide it.

Installed. Not chosen.

The Lattice lit up my chest and the academy needed an Alpha and I happened to be him. Ten women chose me, one by one, and I’d spent two years telling myself it was them choosing and not the Mark, and believing it most days.

And now the Mark was cut.

Every thread of it. The fire had gone in and found the choosing and cut it right out.

So now I’d know.

Now I’d know if it was them or the Mark. Because the Mark was gone, and they were sitting on a ledge around me, and they couldn’t feel me, and none of them had to stay.

I lay there with my head in Ayida’s lap and I thought it plainly.

If one of them doesn’t come back, I’ll understand.

And I hated that. I hated that I’d understand. I hated that some part of me had been waiting two years for exactly this, for the night they’d find out I was just a surveyor six weeks behind on his rent, and go.

I said some of it out loud.

To Ayida. Because I’d promised.

“I’m afraid,” I said.

She looked down at me.

“If one of them…” I started over. “If one of you doesn’t come back. I’ll understand. I want you to know that. I’ll understand.”

“Dane.”

“I mean it.” My voice was rough. “I’ll understand, and I hate that I would. I’ve been afraid of this since before I came to the Aerie. That it was the Mark. That I was installed. And now it’s cut, and…”

“Stop,” Ayida said.

Quiet. Like a hand on a door.

I stopped.

She didn’t argue, and she didn’t promise me anything.

She kept her hand on my chest. On the cold spot.

She waited.

The first one came before anyone on the ledge had moved.

I felt it.

A warmth. Small. Faint. Right there on my sternum, in the cold numb spot, at one end of where the constellation used to be.

I lay there and felt it and couldn’t make it mean anything.

I looked down.

Ayida’s hand was on my chest. Between her fingers, through my open collar, I could see one point of light.

Amber.

Burning. Bright. Furious. Alone in the dark of the cold spot like a single coal.

Vibria.

Across an ocean. On a nursery floor, probably, with eight children around her and Cinda on her shoulder. She’d felt her point go silent. Every bonded woman had. She hadn’t known why. She couldn’t have known. Nobody had told her, nobody could have told her, there was no relay that crossed the open sea.

She’d felt it go silent and she’d reached back anyway.

First.

Because she always wanted it first. Because she’d elbowed past three other cadets to volunteer for the first bond before she’d even met me. Because she was Vibria and she didn’t wait to find out why.

She told me later she’d felt it go silent in the middle of the afternoon and spent every hour after that searching the silence for me, pacing the nest gallery with Cinda on her shoulder, reaching for a thread that wasn’t there and finding nothing. Then she stopped searching. She just chose me. That was when it lit.

Ayida saw it.

Her fingers pressed down hard over the light as if she could hold it there.

The whole ledge turned to look.

The second came a few minutes later.

Green.

It lit beside the amber. Steady. Solid. Like a lamp being set on a table.

Campe.

From the nest gallery. I knew it the way you know a footstep. She’d be sitting in the nest with a war-hatchling in her lap. Hild, probably. Or all three. Her plates gone to iron because something was wrong and she didn’t know what. Feeling her point go dark. Not understanding.

Reaching back anyway.

She didn’t know. She’d made a decision a long time ago, in a Garden, with the life-mother witnessing it. When the mountain sleeps, give me mine. And I’d given it. And she’d laid three armored eggs in a nest she’d built for everyone else, and she was not going to let anything take that.

Green.

Then steel.

Brenna. From the Forge. I could feel her hands, as level as they always were. She’d have been at her workbench, building, and felt it go silent, and laid her tools down on the bench one by one.

Steel-gray.

Then blue.

Sybara.

From the deep archive. I knew it was the archive. The blue came on cold and precise.

Lying there, I knew what it had cost her.

Sybara did nothing without data. Nothing. She had forty pages proving what she couldn’t do. She had fourteen articles for copying. She’d built a curriculum for the Weave and a protocol for every heat and a schedule for every egg.

She’d felt her point go dark. And she had no data. No reading. No idea what had happened or why or what it meant. She’d have spent hours at the glass trying to get one.

She’d reached back with nothing in her hands. The only time in her life she’d ever acted without data.

Blue.

Four points. Across an ocean.

Four women who couldn’t know what had happened, who had no way to know, who’d felt the silence fall and reached back into it.

Then the ledge.

Anfa moved first.

She unwrapped her arms from her knees and lay down. Beside me. On the fur. On her side, facing me. Her long body against mine. Her bandaged flank. Her dark scars.

She took her own wrist.

Her left wrist, in her right hand. And she put it in my hand.

Her wrist in my palm. Where I’d held it, pinned over her head, on her storm-ledge above Starward Peak. On a sea-stack a week ago.

She didn’t let go of it. She just put it in my hand and closed my fingers over it with her own.

“Tell me to stay,” Anfa whispered.

I could barely talk. My voice didn’t want to work. My chest was cold and my whole body felt like it had been emptied out.

“Stay,” I said.

It came out a croak.

Silver.

Her point. Right there. Beside the blue. Bright. I felt it light as I’d felt her scars light in every bed we’d shared.

Her scars lit with it. Along her ribs. Under her bandage. Down her spine. The dark lines went silver again. Dim. Steady.

She curled small against me with her wrist in my hand.

Morana spoke next.

She was sitting where Anfa had been. She looked at me across Anfa’s body. Storm-gray eyes. The silver spark gone out of them.

She said it as I’d taught her. Out loud. In her own words. Plainly.

“I choose,” Morana said.

She paused.

“That’s the request.”

Silver-charcoal.

Her point lit. Storm-edged. Beside Anfa’s.

The spark came back into her eyes.

Nure got up from the edge of the ledge.

She came across the rock in the dark, pale, without her light, and knelt by me. She took my hand. The one that didn’t have Anfa’s wrist in it.

She put it on her sternum.

Flat. On her chest. Between her breasts, pale and high. Where a Mark would sit, if she had one. She’d done it in her mother’s room, with a century of light banked in the walls around us.

“The tide,” Nure said.

Blue-green.

It lit. And her bioluminescence came back with it. All at once. The branching lines under her skin flaring blue-green, racing out across her body from where my hand lay on her chest.

And inside it, low, under her navel, the second light.

The faint glow of the ocean-clutch. It had gone dark too, when the bond went. I hadn’t seen it. I saw it now. Kindling. Coming back. Inside her light. Small and steady.

Nure looked down at it.

Her face didn’t change. But her light pulsed once, hard.

Ceto laughed.

It came out of her wet. She was still curled against the rock wall in my jacket with her knees up and she was crying, I could see it in the lantern-light, tears running down her golden-tan face. And she laughed. Through the tears. Ringing. The reef-girl’s laugh.

“Was there a question?” Ceto said.

Coral-amber.

Her point lit. And her ring-glow came back. Amber rings blooming and fading on her throat, her shoulders, her hands, everywhere. She uncurled. She crawled across the ledge on her hands and knees and lay down on my legs like a cat.

“There wasn’t a question,” she said into my thigh. “You absolute idiot. There was never a question.”

Talise didn’t say anything.

She was still cross-legged by the lantern with her notebook in her lap.

She opened it. The private one. Took the charcoal pencil out of her hair. Wrote one line.

Her hand didn’t shake at all while she wrote it.

She looked at it for a moment.

She turned the notebook around and held it out to me. Across Ceto’s back. Into the lantern-light where I could read it.

I read it.

I won’t put that line down here. It was hers, and then it was mine.

While I was reading it, I felt the teal point light on my chest.

Talise closed the notebook.

She put the pencil back in her hair and sat there with the notebook in her lap and her eyes wet and her mouth pressed shut on whatever was left in it.

Ayida was last.

Last of the long-bonded. She’d been holding my head in her lap the whole time. Through all of it. Her hand on my chest. Her gold point dark under her palm while the others lit one by one around it.

She hadn’t moved.

She moved now.

Slowly. She took her hand off my chest. She put it on her own belly. Low. Over the spring she was carrying.

“I chose you before you could be cut,” Ayida said.

Quiet. Slow.

“I choose you after.”

Gold.

It lit under the place where her hand had been. Warm. Bright. The way the Mark had lit under her hand the first night in the sanctum, when she put her palm on it and chose.

The center steadied with it.

I felt it. The tiny guttering ember at the heart of the constellation. When Ayida’s gold lit, it caught.

It came up. Slowly. Like a fire coming back from coals when someone blows on it. Up from almost nothing to a glow. Then to a light. Then to its golden-white, steady, warm, the heart of the Mark.

The cold spot was going, shrinking from the edges in, the warmth coming back around the points as they lit and filling in the dark.

Ten points and the center. All of them.

I lay there on the fur and I couldn’t say anything.

I’d thought I’d understand. If one of them didn’t come back.

They’d all come back.

The four across the ocean who couldn’t know. The six on the ledge who could see me lying there with a cold spot in my chest. Every one of them had felt the silence fall and every one of them had reached back.

My side of every bond had never gone anywhere.

I lay there with Anfa’s wrist in my hand and Ceto on my legs and Nure’s light washing over me and Ayida’s hand back on my chest and I cried. I didn’t make a sound. It just ran out of my eyes and down into Ayida’s lap and I let it.

Ayida stroked my hair.

One point stayed dark.

Gale-green.

The eleventh. The newest. Dark.

Bolla sat at the edge of the ledge with her back to us. Wrapped in her mother’s second fur. Facing the sea. She hadn’t moved once, through Vibria’s amber lighting across the ocean, through Anfa lying down, through Ceto’s laugh.

She sat at the lip of the cliff in the wind and didn’t turn around.

I understood.

I didn’t like it. But I understood.

The grave-fire was her people’s oldest procedure. The thing every Farshore child learned with their letters, in a song with a falling line. The fire that ends kin is the fire that makes you free. A thrall freed by the fire walked away. That was what the songs said. That was what it was for. Exodus-craft, kept by one bloodline through every generation since, built for exactly this moment. Cut the bond. Walk away. Be free.

Every song she knew.

Every song she’d been taught since she was six years old on this ledge, falling into the wind for the first time.

The others had come to the Mark from the Aerie, where bonds were the oldest good thing in the world. Bolla had come from the Farshore, where bonds were the oldest evil.

She’d been bonded for one night.

Now she’d been freed.

In the most total way her people knew. The way they sang to their children, and had crossed an ocean to give everyone.

She had to choose with all of that in her ear. Every voice she’d ever been raised by, telling her: you’ve just been set free. Go.

Morana got up.

She left Anfa’s side. She walked across the ledge, past Talise and the lantern, to where Bolla sat at the edge.

She sat down.

Ten feet away. On the rock. Facing the same sea.

She didn’t say anything.

I knew what that was.

Ten feet. The distance. Anfa had sat ten feet from Morana for six hours on a beach at the Drowned Reach, after she’d dragged Morana out of the sky. Morana had been bound and silent and an enemy, and Anfa had sat ten feet away and not said anything, and waited. For six hours. Until Morana talked first.

Morana had done it for Bolla on the wet stones of the shingle beach, two seasons ago. Ten feet. Silent. Waiting.

She did it now.

She sat ten feet from the woman she kept and didn’t say a word.

All night.

The lantern burned down. Talise refilled it. The stars wheeled overhead. The wind came off the sea and the kites below us on the ledges roared and fluttered and roared.

Bolla didn’t move.

Morana didn’t move.

The rest of us lay in a pile on the fur behind them. Ten points lit on my chest. Anfa curled against my side. Ceto on my legs. Nure’s light dimmed to a nightlight. Ayida’s hand on the Mark. Talise against Ayida’s back.

Nobody slept. Nobody talked.

We waited.

The gale-scouts watched. All night, on every ledge.

The Mark was visible through my open collar. Ten points and the center. In the dark, on the highest ledge of the gale-cliffs, it glowed. You could see it from below. From the wind-school. From the roosts.

They’d watched the grave-fire hit. They’d watched every point go dark.

They’d watched them come back, too.

One by one. Through the night. Amber. Green. Steel. Blue. Silver. Silver-charcoal. Blue-green. Coral. Teal. Gold.

Every point that came back was a woman choosing again. They could see it. They could see the Mark go dark, and they could see it relight. Point by point. Through the night.

Every song the scouts knew said a cut bond stayed cut.

They watched it not be.



Dawn came up out of the eastern sea.

Gray first. Then gold. The light came across the water from the way we’d crossed, and hit the bottom of the gale-cliffs, and climbed.

Bolla stood up.

She stood at the edge of the ledge with the fur around her shoulders and the first gray light on her face. She stood there looking at the sea.

Then she let the fur fall.

She turned around.

She walked across the ledge. Past Morana, who didn’t move. Past Talise and the guttering lantern. Across the rock to the fur where I lay.

She knelt.

On her knees, beside me. In the gray light. Her face was calm.

She reached up and took the pins out of her hair. It fell. She gathered it in both hands and lifted it.

She turned her head and bowed.

And bared her neck.

The three love-bites. Dark over the three silver arcs. Mine over his.

By choice.

“Again,” Bolla said.

Her voice was clear.

“I choose again.”

The sun came up over the edge of the sea.

At the same moment, on my chest, the eleventh point lit.

Gale-green. The storm-gray-green of her eyes. The sky before a gale.

It lit with the sunrise. Bright. The first gold light of the morning came across the water and up the cliff and over the lip of the ledge and hit us, and in the same instant her point came back. Like the sun had done it. Like it had been waiting for the light.

Bolla felt it.

Her eyes went wide. Her hands, holding her hair up, shook.

Behind her, Morana let out one hard breath. The only sound she’d made all night.

Eleven points. And the center.



The gale-clan believed, or enough of them did. The scouts on the ledges had watched all night, and at dawn they watched the last point light with the sun. With their own scout kneeling beside the Mark with her neck bared by choice.

By midmorning half of them were in the air.

Dropping off the ledges. Gliding down to the salt terraces below the cliffs. To Lamya.

I watched them go from the ledge. A long ragged stream of gale-dragons, lean and long-winged, storm-gray and green, spiraling down the cliff-face toward the harbor in a lattice. Dozens of them. Riding the wind. Spending nothing.

Half the gale-clan. Going to Lamya.

Bolla’s mother wasn’t with them.

She came up the crack in the rock to the ledge instead. Climbed it. Slowly. An old woman climbing a cliff she’d climbed her whole life. She came over the lip and stood there and looked at her daughter.

Bolla was sitting beside me on the fur. The eleventh point lit on my chest. Her hair still down.

Her mother came across the ledge and sat down beside her and put her arm around her shoulders, and kept it there.

Bolla let her. She leaned into her mother’s side the way she must have when she was six, on this same ledge, after the first fall.

After a while she turned her head and looked at me over her mother’s shoulder.

“I have a question,” she said.

Even now. A night like that, and she hadn’t missed a day.

“Ask.”

“When it went dark.” She touched her own sternum, where her point would have been if she’d had a Mark. “All of them at once. Did it hurt you?”

I thought about it. You didn’t give Bolla a fast answer, even with a cold spot in your chest.

“No,” I said. “That was the worst part. It didn’t hurt at all. It was just gone. Like a room I’d lived in my whole life, and I walked in and there was nothing there. Not even the walls.”

Bolla was quiet.

“For me too,” she said. “All night. I sat at the edge and I waited for it to hurt, so I’d know it had been real. It didn’t.” Her voice dropped. “That’s what the songs never say. That freedom doesn’t hurt. It’s just quiet. They make it sound like a door opening. It’s a door that was never there.”

“And this morning?”

“This morning I chose a door,” Bolla said. “And I walked through it on purpose.”

Her mother didn’t understand a word of the Aerie speech. But she felt her daughter say it, the way you feel a shift in the wind, and her arm tightened.

Bolla put her head on her mother’s shoulder and closed her eyes for the first time since the grave-fire.



Hala’s answer came by courier at noon.

A gale scout. Not one of ours. One of Hala’s. Young, frightened, with her neck half-bared out of habit when she saw the Mark. She flew in from the south, landed on the wind-school ledge, and delivered it the way the swimmer had delivered Lamya’s message. Recited. Learned by heart.

Bolla translated.

“It re-forges itself,” the courier said.

Her voice shook. She’d been sent to say this. She didn’t want to.

“The tyrant’s bond re-forges itself. This is what the songs warned of. A thrall freed by the fire walks away. A thrall who does not walk away was never freed. The tyrant’s hold is deeper than the fire. He has re-forged her. He has re-forged them all.”

The scout swallowed.

“Hala says: the brood-fields are forbidden to the tyrant. If the Mark comes down into them, the war-host will burn the terraces with ash-fire before he touches one egg. Better the eggs die free than hatch bound.”

She was crying now.

“Hala says: at the season’s turn, the gray ones die. Free either way.”

She looked south. At the smoke.

“The turn is two dawns from now.”

Morana stayed at the wall after the courier left.

She’d been quiet all morning. She stood at the edge of the wind-school ledge and watched the frightened courier fly away south until the girl was a speck against the smoke, and her jaw stayed tight the whole time, and when the speck was gone she turned away from the wall without a word.



I stood up in the afternoon.

The cold spot was gone. Completely. I’d felt it shrink all morning, from the edges in, as the warmth came back around eleven points and the center. By noon there was nothing left of it. Just warmth. The steady pulse of the Mark, as it had been before the fire.

Eleven points.

I stood on the wind-school ledge with my legs under me again and the Mark burning steady and looked south at the smoke.

Two dawns.

The pack was around me. Anfa beside me, bandaged, her scars silver again. Ayida with her hand on her belly. Nure and Ceto and Talise. Morana at the wall.

Bolla wasn’t beside me.

I looked for her.

She was across the ledge. Standing by the low stone wall where the old woman had put her hand on my chart. And something was wrong.

Her breathing.

I could see it from across the ledge. Fast. Short. Her chest rising and falling too quick. Her hands on the stone wall, gripping it.

And the air around her was moving.

There was no wind. The sea-wind had died at noon. The day had gone still and hot and heavy, the kind of afternoon where the air just sits. Every kite on every ledge on the gale-cliffs hung limp on its line.

Except around Bolla.

The air around her was churning. Swirling. Her hair, down around her shoulders, was lifting and twisting on a wind that wasn’t there. The kites on the ledge beside her, the wind-school’s own kites on their iron rings, were snapping. Cracking. Straining at their lines.

At nothing.

On a windless day.

She looked up at me across the ledge. Her eyes were wild. Her cheeks were flushed dark over the wind-burn.

Morana, at the wall, turned and looked at her.

Then at me.

“That’s not the wind,” Morana said. “That’s heat.”


Chapter 12: Gale-Heat

It hit her all at once, as it had hit Morana and Ceto and Talise before her.

Heat had been part of the pack since Anfa’s first, on the high plateau, the one nobody had seen coming. Then Sybara’s, then Campe’s in the field. And since Morana’s in the deep, it had come days after every new bond: Ceto’s touch-hunger, Talise’s line-of-sight. Resonance-induced estrus, Sybara called it. The body accepting a bond. Every woman’s different. Every woman’s her own element turned up past bearing.

Bolla had bonded two nights ago.

Then she’d been cut, and chosen again at dawn.

Sybara would have had a word for it. Twice, inside a day and a half. The body accepting the same bond twice. She’d have expected the response to be…

Severe.

The air wouldn’t settle around her.

That was the first thing. On the wind-school ledge, on a dead-still afternoon, with every kite on the gale-cliffs hanging limp, the air around Bolla churned. Her hair lifted and twisted. Loose dust on the ledge spun up in little whirls around her feet. The wind-school kites beside her snapped and cracked at nothing.

She couldn’t stand still.

She walked to the wall. Walked back. Walked to the alcove entrance and stopped there and wouldn’t go in.

“I can’t,” she said. Her voice was tight. “I can’t be under it. The roof. The rock. I can’t.”

“You don’t have to,” Morana said.

“I need…” Bolla stopped. Her hands opened and closed. “Up. I need to be up. Higher.”

She went to the crack in the rock that led up to her childhood ledge and climbed it.

Fast. Faster than I’d ever seen anyone climb. She went up the crack hand over hand and over the lip onto the ledge, and stood there at the very top of the gale-cliffs with the whole sky around her.

The air there gusted.

Her own wind, not the sea’s. I stood on the wind-school ledge below and felt it come down off the top of the cliff in pulses. A gust. A pause. A gust. A pause. Steady.

Like a heartbeat.

“That’s her pulse,” Talise said.

She’d been on the cliffs since the night of the fire. She stood beside me with her notebook open and her pencil not moving and her face tilted up toward the top of the cliff.

“Count it,” she said. “The gusts. Count them against your own heart.”

I counted.

They matched. Bolla’s gusts came off the top of the cliff at the exact rhythm of a fast-beating heart. A racing one. Faster than mine.

“Wind-restlessness,” Talise said. She wrote it down. Exactly. “Gale-heat is the air not settling. She can’t stay under a roof because a roof stops the wind. She keeps climbing to the highest place because the highest place has the most air. And the air moves with her pulse because…” She stopped writing. “Because she’s a gale-dragon in heat. And a gale is just air with a pulse.”

“That’s very good,” I said.

“I know.” She didn’t look up. “I’m not going to say it in the cadet hall. In the cadet hall I’m going to say she summoned a hurricane.”

Morana went up after her.

I watched her climb the crack at a storm-dragon’s careful pace, one steady hold after the next. She went over the lip onto Bolla’s ledge and I heard their voices, faint, above the gusts.

I didn’t follow. It wasn’t mine yet.

Morana knew this. Better than anyone.

Morana’s first heat had hit her in the deep, days after she bonded, in an ocean-clan air-chamber in the abyss. Storm-element haywire. Constant static. Her need to be told she was wanted turned up to desperation. She’d been bonded three days. She’d still half-believed it wasn’t real.

And Anfa had talked her through it.

Anfa, who’d gone through the first heat anyone had ever seen, on a plateau at eight thousand feet with nobody to tell her what it was. Anfa had sat with Morana in the deep and told her what was happening to her body. That it was the bond. That it would pass. That the wanting was the point.

Now Morana sat with Bolla.

I heard her voice. Low. Steady. Through the gusts.

I couldn’t make out the words. It was the voice Anfa had used on her once, in the deep, handed down one link.



Nure went up an hour later.

She went up in dragon form, which was the only way she could get to the top of a cliff. Her great body rising up the face of the gale-cliffs like a wave climbing a seawall, her bioluminescence pulsing blue-green in the late light. She didn’t land. She couldn’t. The ledge was built for people, not for anything her size. She hung there off the cliff-face with her claws in the rock and her great head level with the ledge.

She shifted.

Onto the ledge. In human form, wet, pale, glowing faintly. The second light inside her low and steady.

She sat down beside Bolla.

I heard her say it. Her voice carried. Deep-water calm, flat, the way Nure said everything.

“It passes,” Nure said. “What stays is the wanting.”

A gust came down off the cliff. Hard.

“The wanting is good,” Nure said.

Ceto went up last.

She climbed. Badly. She was a reef dragon. Reefs didn’t climb. She went up the crack in the rock with a great deal of commentary about how cliffs were an insult to everyone who’d ever lived in water and how the Farshore needed more ramps. She went over the lip of the ledge with her coral-red curls flying in Bolla’s gusts.

She was carrying something.

A sheet of paper. One of Talise’s. Folded.

She sat down in front of Bolla on the ledge and unfolded it.

“Welcome to the club,” Ceto said. “We have a charter.”

She held out the paper. And a charcoal pencil. Talise’s. Stolen, of course.

“Sign here,” Ceto said.

I heard Bolla laugh. Breathless, startled. Over the gusts.

“What is it?” Bolla said.

“The water-table charter. Article seven. Heat-veterans.” Ceto pointed. “Morana signed. Talise signed. I signed. Nure signed twice because she forgot she’d already done it.” She held out the pencil. “You’re not water. Neither is Morana. Heat-veterans are an exception. Sign.”

“What does it do?”

“It means when you’re in heat,” Ceto said, “you don’t have to do it alone.”

There was a long pause.

Then a gust. Smaller.

Bolla took the pencil.



The gusts followed us to the harbor.

We had to go. The war-table, such as it was, would meet at the salt harbor that evening. Lamya had sent word. And Talise had to finish the Landfall Stones. She had one face left.

So we went down.

Bolla couldn’t fly. That was the problem. She tried. She shifted on the top ledge into gale-form and went off the cliff and the air around her went wild. Her own gusts, pulsing with her racing heart, churning the air under her wings. She couldn’t find a line. She couldn’t set her wings. Every time she found lift, her own pulse blew it apart.

She hovered.

Over the cliff-face, then over the beach, then out over the harbor. A gale-dragon hanging in the air with her wings beating, which gale-clan never did, spending everything, which gale-clan never did, unable to land.

The wind came off her in pulses. Down onto the harbor. The salt-pans rippled. The drawn-up boats rocked on the black sand. Loose salt-crust blew off the terraces in white clouds.

On the harbor stone, Talise yelled.

She’d laid her copy-sheets out to dry. Twenty of them. On the flat warm stone in front of the Landfall Stones, weighted at the corners with pebbles, the fixative drying in the sun. Article twelve: copies must dry in open air before sealing.

Bolla’s gust came down across the point.

The sheets went up.

All twenty. Off the stone, into the air, scattering, spinning, the pebbles flying.

Talise didn’t scream again.

She moved.

I’d seen her dive for Ayida in the Widowing. Fold herself up and drop like a gull. She moved like that now. On foot. Across the point. Grabbing sheets out of the air. One. Two. She caught four before they hit the sea. She landed on two more with both feet.

And she reached into her pocket.

The pumice.

More than one piece. Since the crossing she’d been collecting. Every piece of pumice that washed up on the Farshore beach, she’d picked up. Light. Full of holes. Floating stone from the volcano under the smoke.

She slapped them down on the copy-sheets.

One on each sheet. Pumice from the heartland, pinning the copies of the Landfall Stones to the harbor rock while a gale-dragon in heat churned the air over her head.

“I KNEW,” Talise shouted up at the sky, “I’d need these.”

Anfa went up and herded Bolla down.

Like a wing-sister. Like a sheepdog. She shifted on the harbor wall with Ayida’s half-knit furrows pulling along her flank and went up into Bolla’s gusts with them still pulling. Half again Bolla’s size, and storm dragons made their own air.

She made it.

Around Bolla. A calm. Anfa came in beside Bolla, close, wing-tip to wing-tip, and her silver scars crackled, and the air around the two of them went still. Anfa held it still. With her own charge. A bubble of calm air in the middle of Bolla’s churning.

Bolla’s wings found it.

She set them. For the first time all afternoon. And Anfa banked, slow, and Bolla followed, in the calm, and Anfa brought her down. In a long gentle spiral. Over the harbor. Down onto the black sand.

They landed together.

They shifted together.

Bolla stood on the black sand in human form, shaking, hair wild, the gusts already coming back around her the second Anfa’s calm went away.

She looked at Anfa.

“You made the wind stop,” she said.

“For a minute.”

“How?”

“I’ve been where you are,” Anfa said. “Not heat. Before. When I couldn’t stop.” She touched her own chest. “Someone made it stop for me. I learned how.”

She didn’t say who.



An hour later Bolla was on the harbor wall.

Pacing. In human form, barefoot, back and forth along the top of the salt-crusted rampart where Lamya had greeted me. She couldn’t stop. She’d walk to one end and turn and walk to the other end. Her hair streaming in her own gusts. Her hands opening and closing at her sides.

Morana walked beside her.

She didn’t touch her. She walked, matching her pace. Back and forth.

When Bolla stopped, Morana stopped. When Bolla turned, Morana turned.



“The brood-fields lie in the heartland caldera,” Lamya said. “Under Hala’s war-host. A night’s flight inland.”

She said it at dusk, before anyone else had spoken. The war-table was the harbor terrace, the lowest one, by the tally-wall. A fire. A ring of people around it. That was how the Farshore did it. You sat down around a fire and talked until you decided.

Lamya.

Bondless. Upright. Her char-dark plate catching the firelight. She sat in the ring the way she’d stood on the wall, alone, even with people on either side of her.

The salt-mothers. Seven of them. The oldest one, the one who’d put her hand on the tally-wall.

The gale elders. Three. The old white-haired woman from the wind-school among them. She’d come down from the gale-cliffs with half her clan.

Kulshedra.

Thessaly. Her two swimmers behind her.

And us. All of us. Bolla too, on the edge of the firelight, sitting because Morana had sat down and put a hand on her knee and kept it there.

Lamya laid it out. Plain. Personal. The way commanders talked when there was no time.

She drew in the ash at the edge of the fire with a stick. A rough circle. The caldera. Lines down the inside of it. Terraces.

“The fields are here. Terraced down the inside of the bowl. Warm ash-beds. Every egg the Farshore has.” She tapped the bottom. “A lake at the bottom. Hot spring. The heat comes from under it.”

“How many eggs?” I said.

Lamya looked at the salt-mothers.

The oldest one answered. Bolla translated, between gusts.

“Four hundred and twelve,” Bolla said. “Laid this season. All three clans. Pooled. There are too few of us to lay apart now. So everyone lays together. In the warm ash.”

“How many warm?”

The salt-mother looked at the fire.

“Ninety,” Bolla said. “When the swimmer left. Fewer now.”

Ninety out of four hundred and twelve.

“At the turn,” Lamya said, “the gray ones die. That is how it goes. At the season’s turn, what has not quickened, dies. The ash cools. The fields go dark.” She looked up. “The turn is the day after tomorrow. At dawn.”

“Tell me what you’ve seen,” I said to the fire. “All of you. Everything that’s ever made an egg do better.”

They told me.

Talise first. With the tally-column. The coastal fields, the last two seasons. Nearest where the chord crossed the water. A little better.

“The resonance,” Talise said. “The Mark’s sound, coming across the sea. It reached the coastal fields first. They did better.”

Then I told them about the striped egg. Cinda. How she’d waited in her shell for weeks after her brothers and sisters, and hatched at the loudest note the Mark ever made. How Campe’s three armored eggs had hummed back when Cinda hummed the root. How Gerd’s last plate had unlocked in Cinda’s pitch.

“Eggs answer the true resonance,” Ayida said. Quietly. “Ours do. We’ve seen it. Every clutch. When he’s near, they’re stronger.”

“Ours aren’t yours,” said Lamya.

“No,” Ayida said. “But they’re eggs.”

Ayida said the next part.

She sat by the fire with her hand on her belly and she said it slowly.

“When I’m near him,” she said, “my life-magic changes. It harmonizes. With the center. The gold and the white. They speak the same language. Sybara calls it the same grammar.” She looked at her own hand. “When I carried my first clutch, it dimmed. Not this one. This one opens me. I can feel it reaching further every day. And I’m carrying now.”

“So?” said Lamya.

“So if he pours the center into the fields,” Ayida said, “and I’m with him, carrying, and my magic goes with his…” She looked up. “The resonance goes into the eggs with life in it. Sound and life together.”

The fire crackled.

“Your eggs have never had either,” Ayida said. “Ten thousand years. No Mark. No life-line. They form in a world with nothing in it that they need. They’re starving for something they don’t even have a word for.”

“It has to be invited,” I said.

Everyone looked at me.

“It can’t be me walking into the fields and pouring light on their eggs because I decided to.” I looked at Lamya. “That’s the tyrant. That’s exactly what Hala says I am. A Mark that walks into a nursery and takes it.”

“Then how,” Lamya said.

“You ask,” I said. “Not you. Them.” I looked at the salt-mothers. At the gale elders. “The mothers. The ones who laid those eggs. They have to ask. Out loud. With their own voices.”

Kulshedra spoke.

Her thin dry voice. The first time she’d spoken at the fire.

“They can sing,” she said. “The oldest song.”

She looked at the fire. Her clouded eyes.

“There is a song I keep. I sang it at your wall, after the battle, when the scout was freed. I sing it to no one. It is forbidden here. It has been forbidden since the exodus.” She folded her thin hands. “It is from before the forging. From before the tyrant was the tyrant. When he was a true Mark and his voice was kind. It is a song about him. About the kind voice. The first voice.”

“The mothers could sing it,” I said.

“The mothers could sing it,” Kulshedra agreed. “To their eggs. Over the fields. A song about a kind Mark. From before the tyrant.” She looked at me. “That would be asking. That would be the oldest asking there is.”

The salt-mothers looked at each other.

The gale elders looked at each other.

Nobody spoke. But nobody said no.

“And through one of yours,” I said.

I looked at Bolla.

She was sitting at the edge of the firelight with Morana’s hand on her knee. Her gusts had quieted a little in the last hour. They hadn’t stopped. Her hair still lifted, only slower.

She looked back at me.

“The resonance goes into the fields,” I said. “With life. With the song. But it has to go through someone. A door.” I looked at the fire. “Not me. Not an Aerie woman. One of yours. A Farshore daughter. Bonded. Chosen.”

“Me,” said Bolla.

“You,” I said. “If you want.”

“I chose twice,” Bolla said. “I’ll choose a third.”

The salt-mothers talked among themselves.

In Farshore. Fast. Low. For a long time. I didn’t understand it. Bolla didn’t translate. It wasn’t for us.

Then the oldest one stood up.

She walked around the fire to where Talise sat. She looked down at her.

She said something.

Bolla translated.

“She says: show me the column again.”

Talise opened her notebook. Held it up in the firelight. The column. The coastal fields. The two seasons.

The old salt-mother studied it.

She turned to the tally-wall behind us. Dark now. The numbers carved into it hidden in the shadow.

She said something else.

“We’ll try,” Bolla translated. Very quietly.

The other salt-mothers stood up. Then the gale elders.

“We’ll sing.”

Nure and Thessaly had the last piece.

They’d been quiet the whole time. Sitting together on the far side of the fire, the two ocean-clan, wet and glowing faintly. When the mothers sat back down, Thessaly spoke.

“There is a way in,” she said. “From the sea.”

Every head around the fire turned.

“A lava-tube,” Thessaly said. “Old. Very old. From when the volcano was young. It runs from the sea, from a cave on the south coast below the heartland, up under the mountains into the caldera. It comes out under the hot-spring lake.” Her stern face didn’t change. “Salt-clan divers know the mouth of it. They told me this afternoon. Nobody has swum it in a thousand years.”

“Is it open?” I said.

“Nobody knows.” Nure tilted her head. “Tomorrow I will find out. With Thessaly.” She considered. “If it is open, I come up in the lake. Under the war-host. The water there is hot and full of ash, and they will not look in it.” She considered again. “They do not expect the sea to come inland.”

“Can it?”

“Tomorrow,” said Nure, “we will see.”

Lamya looked at the ash where she’d drawn the caldera. Then at me.

“You will go into the fields,” she said. “On foot.”

“On foot.”

“Hala will see you.”

“That’s the point,” I said. “She asked me to be seen. I’ll be seen.”

“She will burn you.”

“She already did,” I said.

Lamya held my eyes while a log broke in the fire between us.

Then she inclined her head. The exact depth one commander gave another.



Kulshedra taught the song that night.

On the black-sand beach below the harbor wall. A bigger fire than the war-table’s. The salt-mothers came. Then other mothers. Salt-clan women with clutches in the fields, and gale-clan women who’d flown down from the cliffs, and even a handful of ash-clan who’d come over to Lamya before the split.

Bolla’s mother was among them.

I saw her sitting at the edge of the ring of women. Small. Thin. Wind-worn. She’d come down the cliff path with the gale elders. She sat with her knees up and her arms around them and watched Kulshedra the way you’d watch something you were afraid of.

Kulshedra sang.

The kind-voice song. The oldest one. From before the forging.

I’d heard it once, at the Aerie, on the wall after the battle. When Bolla was freed in the sky, Kulshedra had stood on the wall beside Lamya and sung it, cracked-voiced, uninvited, because she’d just heard it in the Mark’s sound.

I heard it now all the way through.

It was slow. Long. Rising lines that didn’t fall. Every other Farshore song I’d heard fell at the end. The Widowing. The band-songs. The fire-song every child learned. They all ended going down.

This one ended going up.

It was about a voice. That much Bolla told me. A first voice. A voice that called the scattered ones together to keep them warm. A voice that sang the eggs awake.

The mothers listened.

Then Kulshedra sang it again. Slower. One line at a time. And the mothers sang it back.

Badly. Most of them had never sung it. It had been forbidden since the exodus. They stumbled. Lost the tune. Started again.

Bolla’s mother sang off-key.

I heard her. Over the others. Thin and wavering and badly out of tune. She sang every line. Her face set. Determined.

Then Thessaly heard something.

She’d been sitting with Nure at the edge of the fire, listening. On the third time through, at a line near the end, the light along her throat stopped moving.

She stood up.

She walked into the ring of mothers. They made room for her, startled. An ocean-clan elder, broad-shouldered and stern, with wet gray-streaked hair.

She stood in front of Kulshedra.

“There is a line missing,” Thessaly said.

Kulshedra looked up at her with her clouded eyes.

“Here,” Thessaly said. She sang the line before. Kulshedra’s line. In her own rough voice. “And here.” The line after. “Between them. There is a gap. The song steps over it. Like a stair with one step gone.”

Kulshedra’s clouded eyes closed. Her lips moved over the two lines, the one before and the one after, without a sound, for a long moment.

“There has always been a gap,” she said. “I was taught it with the gap. My mother was taught it with the gap. It has been sung with the gap since the exodus.”

“Because your half fled,” Thessaly said. “And our half stayed.”

She lifted her arms.

And sang it in light.

The ocean-clan way. Light-song. Blue-green patterns rising along her throat and down her arms, slow, deliberate, a shape I couldn’t read. Then her voice. Low. Rough. One line. In the old dialect, the Accord tongue. A line I’d never heard.

It fit.

It fit in the gap. The stair with one step gone. Thessaly sang the missing line and it went right into the space between Kulshedra’s lines, and the song stopped limping.

The whole beach went silent.

Kulshedra stared up at her.

Then the old Farshore keeper sang the line before. And Thessaly sang the missing line. And Kulshedra sang the line after.

The song, whole.

Kulshedra was crying.

Thessaly sat down beside her on the sand and put one broad hand on her thin shoulder.

The mothers sang it again. All of it. With the missing line.

Bolla’s mother sang it off-key and didn’t stop.



Talise finished the Landfall Stones at midnight.

Four days. She’d started the afternoon we landed. Copied through the first evening, the second day, the day we climbed the cliffs. She’d stopped for the grave-fire night. She’d started again that afternoon and gone through Bolla’s heat and the war-table and the song, with a lantern, on the point, alone.

She finished the last mark on the last face of the third stone at midnight.

I was there. I’d come out onto the point when the singing on the beach ended.

She sat back on her heels and looked at the stone, and then down at her copies. Spread on the flat rock in front of her. Every sheet weighted with a piece of pumice. Sixty-three sheets. Every mark. Every stroke. Every number in the margin for depth.

“Done,” she said.

She didn’t say it loud. She said it to the stone.

She showed me the notation.

She picked up one sheet. Held it to the lantern. Pointed.

“The words are the words,” she said. “I can’t read them. Kulshedra can, a little. They’re the oldest tongue. A list of names, mostly. The first ones who landed.” She moved her finger up. “But these.”

The marks above the words. The stacked ones.

“I thought they were letters at first,” she said. “Like Sybara did with the tablet. Then I spent four days copying them and I looked at them every way you can look at a mark.” She traced one stack. Three marks, one above another. “They’re not letters. They’re sound. Pitch. Each mark is a note. When they stack…”

“More than one note at once.”

“A chord.” She looked up at me. “They’re written for many voices. At the same time. The whole thing. Every line of notation on these stones is for a choir.” She looked back at the sheet. “The same as the tablet. The same marks. The same stacking.”

“So this is the key.”

“I think so.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand the rest. I don’t know which mark is which pitch. I can see that they’re notes. I can’t hear them.” She put the sheet down carefully. “Sybara will.”

She sealed them.

Brenna’s case. The little cold-jar of Sybara’s fixative in its padded cradle. Article seven: copies sealed in the jar every evening. Article twelve: copies must dry in open air before sealing. Article fourteen: the seal must be checked against the checklist before the lid is closed.

She had the checklist.

On a sheet of oiled paper, in Sybara’s exact hand. Fourteen articles. Fourteen boxes.

She went through them one at a time. Out loud. Quietly.

“Article one. Each face copied in full. Yes.” She ticked it. “Article two. Every stack of notation copied with its exact spacing. Yes.” Tick. “Article three…”

All fourteen.

Fourteen times she said yes and fourteen times she ticked the box.

She rolled the last day’s sheets carefully and slid them into the cold-jar beside the others, sixty-three in all, and sealed the lid and checked the seal and put the jar into its cradle in Brenna’s case and closed the case.

She sat there with her hands on the case.

“Fourteen,” she said.

“Fourteen,” I agreed.

She looked at me over the case.

“She said my hand was accurate,” Talise said. “In front of everyone.”

“She did.”

“I wanted to make sure,” said Talise, “she was right.”



Morana found me at the harbor fire after.

The singing was over. Most of the mothers had gone up to the roosts. Kulshedra and Thessaly still sat together on the sand. A few others. The fire was low.

Morana sat down beside me.

She’d left Bolla on the harbor wall. Pacing still. Slower. Nure was with her.

“She’s not lying,” Morana said.

I knew who she meant.

“Hala,” Morana said. “Delphyne’s method. Find the wound and feed it. Find someone who’s hurting and give them a story that makes the hurt mean something.” She stared at the fire. “That’s what Delphyne did to me. Found my wound. Fed it. Told me the doctrine was why I hurt.”

“Hala’s doing the same thing.”

“No.” Morana shook her head. “That’s what I thought. All day. I thought she was doing what Delphyne did. Finding the Farshore’s wound. Feeding it.” She was quiet. “She’s not using a wound. She is one.”

I put another piece of driftwood on the fire and let her keep going.

“Three generations,” Morana said. “Bolla told me. Hala’s grandmother laid every season of her life and hatched one egg. One. Hala’s mother. Her mother laid every season and hatched one. Hala. And Hala’s laid every season since she was twenty. Not one.” She looked at the fire. “Three generations of gray eggs, one child each, and then none. She’s sat vigil over gray eggs every season since she was twenty. In the fields. Singing. And they never warmed.”

“And she thinks…”

“She thinks it’s the price.” Morana’s voice was flat. “Of being free. She thinks the eggs die because they’re free and that’s better than living bound. She has to think that. Because if they didn’t have to die…” She let that go unfinished. “She believes it. Every word. That’s worse than lying.” She was quiet. “I’d almost rather she was Delphyne.”

“Why?”

“Because you can hate Delphyne,” Morana said. “I don’t know what you do with this.”



Bolla couldn’t be under a roof.

That was why we went up. Late. Past midnight. Up the cliff path in the dark, and up the crack in the rock, to the top of the gale-cliffs. Higher than the childhood ledge. The very top. The flat wind-scoured cap of the cliff, where the rock ended and there was nothing above you but sky.

The kite-rails were there.

Iron rails, set into the rock along the cliff’s edge. The gale-clan tied their tallest kites to them, the ones that flew above everything else, the gust-kites. They streamed out over the edge now, cracking, in Bolla’s churning wind.

Morana brought her up. I followed.

Bolla walked out onto the flat cap of the cliff and stood in the middle of it with her arms spread and her head back and her hair streaming in her own gusts. Breathing hard. Gust after gust broke off her body, and every kite on the rails snapped out with each one.

“Better,” she said. “Up here. Better.”

She turned around and looked at us.

Her face in the starlight. Flushed dark over the wind-burn. Her eyes wild, flicking from us to the sky and back. Her chest heaving under her scout leathers.

“It won’t stop,” she said. “I can’t make it stop.”

Morana went to her.

She walked across the cliff-top, into the gusts, her charcoal crop flattening in the wind, and she stopped in front of Bolla.

She took Bolla’s face in both hands.

The way I’d taken hers, in the deep, in an air-chamber, the night she bonded.

She held Bolla’s face in her hands and made her look at her.

“You’re not what anyone makes you,” Morana said.

The wind around Bolla dropped. For one breath, in the middle of her heat, the air stopped churning, as if it was listening too.

The third time. The sentence. Morana had given it to her on the Aerie wall, the last night before she left for home. Whatever happens out there, you’re not what anyone makes you. You’re what you choose. Say it back.

She’d said it back. Laughing. Not believing she’d need it.

She’d needed it.

“You’re what you choose,” Morana said.

“I chose,” Bolla said. Her voice shook. “Twice.”

“I know,” Morana said. “I watched you.”

She didn’t let go of Bolla’s face.

“Then let us keep you,” Morana said.

Bolla looked past her. At me.

I came across the cliff-top.

The gusts hit me. Hard. Warm as breath. I came up behind Morana and Bolla looked at me over Morana’s shoulder with her wild eyes.

“Please,” she said.

She’d always asked plainly, like a scout calling a band. Tonight she begged.

“Please,” Bolla said. “Make it stop.”

Morana stepped aside.

I took Bolla’s face. The way Morana had. I kissed her.

She tasted like salt and sea-wind. Her mouth opened under mine and a raw, hungry noise broke against my lips, and her hands came up and fisted in my shirt.

The gust that came off her almost knocked me down.

I held on.

I undressed her. Fast. She didn’t have slow in her tonight. I unbuckled the harness. The green bead. I set it on the rock. I unlaced her scout leathers and pulled them off her shoulders and she shoved them the rest of the way down herself, impatient, and kicked them away across the rock.

Her linen. Over her head. Gone in the wind.

Bare. On the top of the gale-cliffs at midnight, in her own gale.

Her small high breasts, nipples tight and hard in the wind. Her flat stomach heaving. Her long legs. Her scale-patches along her forearms ruffling on their own, without anyone touching them, rippling like wind over water.

The love-bites on her neck. Dark over the silver.

I put my mouth on them.

She cried out.

There wasn’t time for slow. She couldn’t stand still. I took what she’d give me, my mouth and hands moving over her as they had on her ledge. Her neck. Her collarbones. Her breasts.

Morana came up behind her.

She’d undressed. I hadn’t seen her do it. She came up behind Bolla bare, in the gusts, her fuller body pressed against Bolla’s back. Her heavy breasts against Bolla’s shoulder blades. Her arms around Bolla’s waist.

And Morana put her mouth on Bolla’s breast.

Leaned around her. Took one small hard nipple into her mouth. While I had the other.

Bolla’s whole body jerked.

“What…” she gasped. “What is… both… that’s…”

They came out ragged and broken.

“Again,” Bolla said. “Both. Again.”

We did it again. Her breasts in two mouths. My hand moving down her flat stomach. Morana’s hands on her hips, holding her.

“Lower,” Bolla said. “Your hand. Lower.”

My hand went lower.

She was soaked. Her thighs were wet to the knee. I found her clit with two fingers and she shoved her hips forward into my hand.

“There,” Bolla said. “Now. Do that. Faster.”

She was giving orders now. Nobody argued.

“Faster,” Bolla said. “Harder. Morana. Your mouth. Don’t stop.”

Morana didn’t stop. I went faster.

It wasn’t enough. I could feel it in her, the wind climbing and climbing and nowhere to break.

So I went down on my knees in her wind.

Morana moved around to her side and put her mouth back on Bolla’s small breast, one hand spread flat on her stomach. Keeping her there with her mouth.

I put my mouth on her.

She was hot and soaked and she tasted like salt and wind. I licked up the length of her, slow, once, and she made a sound, high and startled, with no question in it at all. Then I found her clit with my tongue and stayed there, and her hands came down into my hair and gripped.

“What…” Her hips rocked against my mouth. “That. Again. Don’t… again.”

I gave it to her again. And again. Two fingers inside her, curling, my tongue working her clit in a steady rhythm she could ride, and her thighs shaking on either side of my head.

Bolla came standing up.

Her knees went. Morana caught her by the waist. Her pussy pulsed against my mouth and my fingers, wet and fluttering, and she cried out over my head into the dark. A gust came off her so hard it knocked Morana’s charcoal hair flat and sent every kite on every rail out straight with a crack.

It didn’t stop the heat.

I could see it. She came and the gust went out and the wind came back. Slower. But back. Her hair still lifting. Her eyes still wild.

“Not enough,” she gasped. “It’s not enough.”

“I know,” Morana said against her shoulder. “Wait.”

Morana turned to me.

She’d been keeping Bolla the whole time. Her mouth on her breast. Her hand on her stomach. Her arm around her waist when her knees went.

Now she let go. Gently. She sat Bolla down on the cliff-top, on the scout leathers, and kissed her temple, and came to me.

She climbed into my lap.

I’d sat down on the rock. She settled onto my thighs facing me, knees on the stone on either side of my hips, close enough that her breath was on my mouth. Face-to-face. Held. Her hands on my shoulders. Her storm-gray eyes on mine.

“Me first,” she said. “So she can see.”

I understood.

Bolla was sitting on the rock beside us. Breathing hard. Watching. Her eyes on the two of us.

Morana reached down between us and took my cock in her hand and guided it into her.

She sank down slow. She was wet too. She’d been holding a gale-dragon in heat for an hour with her mouth on her breasts. She took me all the way in and her head went back and she groaned.

“Look at me,” I said.

She looked at me.

“You held her,” I said. “All night, last night. Ten feet. Not one word. Just there.”

Her scars sparked silver.

“You held her today,” I said. “In the heat. You went up that cliff first. You knew what to do because Anfa did it for you. You did it for her.”

She started to move on me. Slow. Rolling her hips.

“You’re good,” I said. “You’re a good keeper. You’re the best one she could have had.”

Her scars crackled. Down her forearms, across her shoulders. Living silver. Brighter.

“I chose you,” I said. “She chose you. Anfa chose you. You’re ours.”

Bolla moved.

She came across the rock on her knees, beside us. Close. And she put her mouth on Morana’s arm.

On her scars.

The living silver dead-lightning scars along Morana’s forearm. Bolla kissed them. Wrist first. Then up. Slowly. Her lips on the silver lines. Following them up Morana’s forearm to her elbow. Her upper arm. Her shoulder.

Morana’s scars, reactivated, living silver, from two years of Delphyne and two more of healing. Bolla’s arcs, silvered over, from a week of Skarn and a heartbeat of freeing.

“Breed me,” Morana said. “Want me while you do it. Both of you.”

“We do,” I said. “Look at her. She’s still got her mouth on your scars.”

Morana came.

Her eyes locked on mine. Her pussy clenched once, hard, and then let go of everything. The gush. Hot. Soaking. Pouring out of her over my cock, my thighs, the rock. Everything she’d carried up that cliff all day, coming out of her at once.

And her scars discharged.

Silver. Full-body. Living lightning running across her skin from her wrists to her throat.

And Bolla’s gust caught it.

That was new. Morana’s silver discharge crackled off her body, and Bolla’s wind, churning around all three of us, caught the lightning and threw it sideways. Silver arcs of light spraying out over the edge of the cliff, carried on the gust, crackling across the sky like sparks off a grindstone.

Morana laughed.

Through it. Wet and astonished. Her face against my neck. Laughing.

“That,” she gasped. “That was the wind.”

“That was her,” I said.

Bolla couldn’t wait.

She’d watched. All of it. Morana gushing in my lap. The silver thrown sideways by her own gust. And her heat came back up in her like a second squall behind the first, and the wind around us roared.

She got up.

She walked to the edge of the cliff. To the kite-rail. The iron rail along the very edge, where the tallest kites flew, cracking out over four hundred feet of black air.

She bent over it.

Gripped the rail with both hands. Bent forward from the hips. And presented herself.

Her ass up, lifted high over the rail, the starlight running down the long hard curves of it, and every gust she made pressed the loose ends of her hair against the small of her back. Her long legs spread. Her pussy wet and open between her thighs.

She looked back at me over her shoulder.

“Now,” she said. “Please. Now.”

I lifted Morana off me and laid her on the rock. She was still laughing, weakly. She sat up on her elbows to watch.

I went to Bolla.

I stood behind her at the kite-rail. The gusts coming off her body hit me in the chest. I put my hands on her hips. On the high round curve of her ass. She shoved back against my hands.

I pushed into her from behind.

She was tight. Still. Two nights ago she’d been untouched. She was still tight, and hot, and so wet, and I slid into her to the root in one long push and she cried out over the edge of the cliff.

The gust that came off her blew every kite on the rail straight out.

I fucked her at the kite-rail.

Hard. She wanted it hard. She wanted it now. Her ass slamming back against my hips with every thrust, her hands white on the iron rail, her long legs braced. The wind roaring around us. Her own wind. Pulsing with her heart. Faster and faster.

Morana moved to the rail, in front of Bolla. She stood on the other side of it, on the narrow lip of rock right at the cliff’s edge, with four hundred feet of nothing at her back, because Morana was a storm dragon and storm dragons did not care.

She took Bolla’s forearms.

Both of them. Held them. Steady. Her hands wrapped around Bolla’s wrists on the rail, holding her.

And Bolla’s scale-patches ruffled under Morana’s hands.

Storm-gray and green, wrist to elbow. Rippling like a flag in a crosswind. Under her keeper’s hands.

“I’ve got you,” Morana said. “Hold on to me.”

Bolla held on.

I leaned forward over her back.

I put my mouth on her neck.

On the arcs. On the love-bites from two nights ago, still dark over the silver. I bit. Again. Softly. My teeth on the scar.

Marking her.

Again.

She came apart.

“Yes,” Bolla gasped. “Yes. Yes. There. Mark me. Mark me again.”

I marked her again. The second arc. The third. My teeth and my mouth on the silver, sucking, the blood coming up under the skin, my marks over the marks I’d already made over his.

“Breed me,” Bolla said.

The wind was screaming. Her hair streamed straight out over the edge of the cliff.

“Breed me,” she said again. “Make the wind stop. Make it yours.”

She came.

The gust.

It came off her body in a ring, as it had on her ledge two nights ago. A burst of wind exploding outward from her in every direction. It hit me in the chest. It hit Morana and flattened her against the rail. It went out over the edge of the cliff.

Every kite on every rail on the top of the gale-cliffs cracked out straight at once.

And the gale-call tore out of her.

The long high cry. Rising. Breaking at the top. Out over the sea. Down the cliff.

Her pussy pulled at me with every gust, and I came.

My teeth were still on her neck, over the marks, when it took me. I drove into her one last time and filled her in the dead center of her own wind, pulse after pulse, while the gust tore past us both and out over the sea.

The Mark blazed. Gale-green.

Through the bond I felt my seed fill her and felt the heat in her break.

And the wind stopped.

All of it, all at once. The way it stops in the eye of a storm. The churning air around her went still. Her hair, streaming out over the cliff-edge, fell. Down. Onto her shoulders. Onto my chest where I was pressed against her back.

The kites dropped.

One by one. Along the rail. They’d been cracking out straight, every one of them, in her gale. And her gale stopped, and they hung there for a second in the dead air, and then they fell. One after another. Down the rail. Their long tails dropping, swinging, coming to rest hanging limp against the cliff.

Dead calm.

For the first time since the heat took her.

Bolla hung over the rail with her hands in Morana’s and her breath going in and out, slow now, slow.

“Oh,” she said.

Just that.

Morana let go of her wrists. Climbed back over the rail. Came around and knelt on the rock beside her as I pulled out, slowly, and Bolla slid down off the rail onto the rock between us.

She lay there in the dead calm air on her back on the top of the gale-cliffs with the stars over her.

Morana lay down on one side of her. I lay down on the other.

“It stopped,” Bolla said.

“It stopped,” Morana said.

Bolla turned her head and looked at her keeper, the way she’d looked at the sea all night on the ledge.

At last she reached out and took Morana’s hand. And held it. And looked up at the sky.

The air didn’t move at all.



I went down the cliff before dawn.

I couldn’t sleep. I never could, before a fight. And it was coming. The eve. Then the turn.

I left them asleep on the cliff-top. Bolla between Morana and the edge. Both of them curled under a fur Morana had brought up. The dead calm still holding.

I went down the crack. Down the switchbacks. Past the ledges, the roosts, the limp kites. Down to the black sand at the foot of the gale-cliffs, where the lava-point ran into the sea.

Someone was waiting there.

On the shingle. In the dark. Alone.

Lamya.

She stood on the black stones at the water’s edge with her char-dark plate catching the faint starlight and her face turned toward the south. Toward the smoke. She didn’t turn when she heard me.

“Today is the eve,” she said.

I came and stood beside her.

“Tomorrow’s dawn is the turn.” She kept looking south. “The gray ones die at dawn tomorrow. Unless.”

“Unless.”

“I will fly with you,” Lamya said. “To the fields.”

She was bondless. Hala’s fire had burned her kin out of her on the caldera rim, and tomorrow she’d lead her people into the fields anyway, a war-matriarch with no war-host.

She knew that.

“I cannot feel one of them,” Lamya said. Her voice was flat. The ash-clan way. Without self-pity. “Not one. They will fly behind me tomorrow and I will not know if they are there.”

She turned and looked at me.

“I will fly anyway,” Lamya said.


Chapter 13: The Water-Table

The night before a fight, you work. You check your gear and you check it again and you eat when someone hands you food. You don’t sit. Sitting is where the fear lives.

Campe had told me that the night before we first marched on the Shattered Peaks. So the eve of the turn was a working day. That was the only way to get through it. Everybody had a job. Everybody did it. Nobody stopped long enough to think about dawn.

Nobody sat.

Ceto was at the cook-fires by sunrise.

The salt-clan cooked on the lowest harbor terrace, in long stone hearths built into the base of the cliff. Big fires. Driftwood and dried sea-kelp, burning hot enough to boil salt-pans. The cooks were already there, salt-clan women stirring pots of fish stew for half the Farshore.

Ceto walked up to the biggest hearth with a piece of shell in her hand.

She’d grown it on the walk down from the gale-cliffs. A sliver. About the size of my palm. Pale pink and amber, grown shell over a thin layer of living coral. She held it up to the salt-clan cooks and said something in her bad Farshore, which she’d been picking up from Bolla at a rate that frightened everyone.

They stared at her.

She put the shell right into the heart of the hearth, into the white-hot coals at the center, where the driftwood had burned down to glowing red. She pushed it in with a stick and left it there.

The cooks backed away.

Ceto squatted by the hearth with her chin on her fists and watched it.

A minute. Two. The shell sat in the coals. The fire licked over it. It didn’t char. It didn’t crack. It didn’t even blacken at the edges.

Five minutes.

Ceto reached into the fire with the stick and flicked it out onto the stone.

She picked it up with her bare hand.

The cooks gasped. One of them reached for her wrist.

Ceto held the shell up, in her bare palm, and grinned.

“Cool,” she said. In Aerie, and again in her bad Farshore, and she held it out to the cook who’d reached for her.

The cook touched it. Hesitantly. With one fingertip.

She took it from Ceto’s hand. Held it. Turned it over.

It was cool as a cellar floor. After five minutes in the heart of a salt-clan cook-fire.

“Shell doesn’t burn,” Ceto said, to me, when I came over. “Coral doesn’t either, mostly. They’re stone that grew. Fire just slides off them.” She took the shell back from the cook and pocketed it. “Ash-fire is fire.”

“You can build walls out of that.”

“I can build walls out of that,” Ceto agreed. “Bastions. Out of the hot springs. The caldera has springs all around the terraces, Nure says. Hot water coming up out of the rock.” She was already counting springs on her fingers. “I don’t have to grow them out of nothing. I can grow them out of the springs. The water’s warm. Coral loves warm. It’ll grow so fast.”

“How fast?”

“Faster than the Widowing,” Ceto said.



Nure swam the lava-tube at mid-morning.

Nobody had swum it in a thousand years. Nobody knew if it was still open.

She swam it to find out. And if it was, to bring the sea.

That was how she put it. She stood on the black sand at the harbor’s south end in human form, wet, pale, the faint second light glowing low inside her. Thessaly beside her. The two swimmers behind them.

“The war-host does not look in the lake,” Nure said. “The water is hot and full of ash. They think of it as the bottom of the fields. Something that is there. Not something that can come up.” She considered. “Tomorrow it will come up.”

“Can you raise walls in hot water?” I said.

“I can raise walls in any water,” Nure said. “I want to know how much water the lake holds. How fast the tube can bring more. Whether the ocean will follow me.”

“Will it?”

“That is what I am going to find out,” Nure said, and shifted.

The surf at the harbor’s edge heaved, and the abyssal dragon came up out of it.

The salt-clan on the terraces stopped what they were doing to watch. Every one of them. They’d seen her come in on the crossing. They’d seen her in the harbor. They hadn’t gotten used to her. Nobody ever did.

She went into the sea.

South. Along the coast, under the water, a long dark shape with a blue-green glow running down its spine. Thessaly and the swimmers went with her, small pale shapes beside the huge one.

I watched them go from the harbor wall until the glow was gone.

Then I went up to survey.



The top of the gale-cliffs was the highest point on the northern coast.

On a clear day, from the cap where the kite-rails were, you could see a long way inland. Over the coastal range. All the way to the heartland.

It was a clear day.

The smoke stood up out of the heartland forty miles south and west, leaning north on the high wind. Under it, the line of the caldera rim. A long low ridge of black rock, notched and broken, running in a rough circle around a bowl I couldn’t see into from here.

A borrowed lens.

The old gale elder from the wind-school had given it to me. She’d walked up to me on the cliff-top with it in both hands and held it out without a word. A gale-scout’s long-lens. Brass and ground crystal, old, scratched, the kind scouts carried on long crossings to spot land from forty miles out.

I put it to my eye.

The rim jumped into focus.

Black rock. Jagged. A volcano’s crater-edge, broken where old eruptions had blown through it. Steam rising in places along it, from vents. And on the rim, fires.

Cook-fires. Dozens. Strung along the southern and eastern arcs of the rim in clusters.

Hala’s war-host.

I counted. Survey habit. Fires on the southern arc: thirty-one. Eastern arc: twenty-two. Northern: eight. Western: none.

The war-host was camped on the southern and eastern rim. Thick there. Thin on the north. Nothing on the west.

I moved the lens.

Between the fires, shapes. Dragons, at rest. Ash-clan heavy war-forms, mostly, lying on the rim in dragon form the way ash-clan rested. Char-dark. Some gale-clan, lighter, lean. I counted what I could see. Sixty. Seventy. More, probably, out of sight.

Hala had taken the war-host. Whatever the Flight had been, two seasons ago, sixty war-forms crossing an ocean behind Lamya, most of it was on that rim now behind Hala.

I moved the lens again. Down. Into the gap where the rim had been blown open on the northwest side.

I could see into the caldera.

Just a slice. Through the notch. A long wedge of the inside of the bowl.

Terraces.

Stepped down the inside wall of the caldera like the seats of a great stone theater. Dozens of them. Each one wide and flat. Each one gray.

Ash. Warm ash. I could see the heat-shimmer coming off them in the lens.

The brood-fields.

And on the terraces, small pale shapes. Round. Lying in the ash in rows.

Eggs.

Hundreds of them.

And people. Sitting among the eggs. Small, at this distance. Dark shapes, motionless, sitting in the ash among the rows. Vigil-mothers. Some of them had been there for weeks, Bolla said. Sitting with their eggs. Singing. Waiting for the turn.

At the bottom of the bowl, a glint. Water. The hot-spring lake. Steam rising off it.

I put the lens down.

I sat there on the cliff-top for a while with it in my lap.

Then I drew it.

I opened my survey book on my knee and drew the caldera. Everything I’d seen through the lens and everything the scouts had told me, everything Lamya had drawn in the ash at the war-table, everything Bolla knew.

The rim. The notches. The fires, with numbers. The terraces, with how many I could see and how many there would have to be. The lake. Where Nure said the lava-tube came up. Where the hot springs ran, Ceto’s bastion-points.

The approach lines.

That was the ranger in me. I’d done this for every hard country I’d ever crossed. Where you could come in. Where you couldn’t. Where the high ground was.

The northwest notch. Through the blown-open gap in the rim, low, close to the terraces. It was the obvious way in. The war-host would be watching it.

The western rim, empty. Steep. Bad footing. A long way from the fields. But nobody on it.

The lake, from below.

By noon I had a map.

Anfa and Morana and Bolla came up at noon.

Bolla was steady. The heat had broken in the night, on the cliff-top, in the dead calm. She was tired. She moved slower than usual. But the air around her was still, and her hair lay on her shoulders, and the kites on the rails didn’t move when she walked past them.

Her neck was a ruin of love-bites. Dark over the silver. Three of them, marked twice now, darker than before. She’d put her hair up anyway.

They sat down around my survey book on the cliff-top.

“Here,” I said. “The war-host’s thick on the south and east. Thin on the north. Empty on the west.”

“Because the west is bad flying,” Bolla said. She looked at the map. “The rim’s high there. The air comes off the mountains behind and hits it and tears. Nobody lands on the west.”

“Can you fly it?”

“In a lattice,” she said slowly. “Yes. If someone makes the air.” She looked at Anfa.

Anfa looked at the map.

“Three points,” Anfa said.

It took them until the sun moved off the cliff.

The sky plan. Around my map. The three of them leaning over the survey book on the cliff-top with the wind coming off the sea.

The gale-craft lattice. Bolla’s. The way the Flight had crossed the ocean, and she’d taught Rissara’s wing over the crater. Spend nothing, ride the line.

Over it, the storm-pair.

Anfa and Morana’s paired-sweep. Two storms flying on one read.

And the thing they’d found on the open ocean, on the third morning of the crossing. The thing that didn’t have a name. Three points. Two storms making the air and a gale riding it and the storms riding the gale’s line.

“We come in from the west,” Morana said. “Over the bad air. The storm-pair makes a calm lane. Bolla rides it in.”

“The gale wing follows,” Bolla said. “My clan. The ones who came over to Lamya. Forty, maybe. They can fly a lattice. They were flying it before your academy had walls.”

“The Aerie and the gale in one net,” Anfa said.

They looked at each other.

“Nobody’s ever done that,” Bolla said.

“Nobody’s ever done any of this,” said Morana.

Anfa traced the western rim on the map with one finger.

“We hold the sky over the fields,” she said. “Whatever Hala sends up. We don’t fight to kill. We fight to hold.” She looked at me. “You’ll be on the ground.”

“On foot.”

“On foot,” Anfa said. Her electric-blue eyes sparked. “In the middle of the fields. With Hala on the rim.” She was quiet. “I don’t like it.”

“I know.”

“I’ll be right above you,” Anfa said. “The whole time. If she comes down…”

“Then you’ll be there.”

“I’ll be there,” Anfa said.



Bolla delivered the honey-cake at mid-afternoon.

I almost missed it. I’d come down from the cliffs with the map and gone to the harbor to find Lamya. I walked out onto the lowest terrace, where the boats were drawn up, and stopped.

There were fledglings on the harbor stone.

Children. Farshore children. Salt-clan and gale-clan, the youngest ones I’d seen. Seven or eight of them. Too young to fly the long roads. Too young to be on the terraces working. They’d been sent to the harbor to stay out of the way while the grown-ups got ready, and they sat in a cluster on the warm black stone by the tideline vents, watching.

Wary. All of them. Their eyes went to the people moving on the terraces above. To the strange dragons in the harbor. To me, when I came out onto the stone.

Two of them put their hands on their necks.

Half-bared. The way the gale-clan had on the cliffs. A reflex. Small hands going up to the backs of small necks.

Bolla came down the terrace stair.

She had the parcel. Jessa’s honey-cake, in its waxed cloth, tied with string. She’d carried it across an ocean. Through the Widowing. Through the grave-fire night. It had been in her pack the whole time.

She walked across the harbor stone and sat down in the middle of the fledglings.

They scooted back. Away from her. Then they saw her neck. The silver arcs. The love-bites. Some of them knew who she was. You could see it. The scout who’d gone east. The one who’d been carved. The one who came back.

Bolla untied the string.

She unwrapped the waxed cloth. Slowly. And inside, Jessa’s honey-cake. A whole one. Golden-brown. Sticky. Still smelling, after two weeks and an ocean, of honey and butter and the cadet hall kitchen.

She broke off a piece.

She held it out to the nearest one. A little salt-clan girl, maybe six, with salt-white hair and enormous gray eyes.

The girl stared at it.

“It’s for you,” Bolla said. In Farshore. I knew the words. She’d taught me. “A cook made it. On the other side of the ocean. For you.”

The girl looked at the cake. At Bolla. At the cake.

She took it.

She looked at it in her hand. Then she put it in her mouth.

She stopped chewing, the cake in her cheek.

I’d seen that look. On Nure, the first time she tasted honey-cake. On the ocean-clan elder at the Aerie, who’d wept. On a whole Farshore army on the walls after the Battle of the Aerie, lowering their cakes and staring at them.

A first sweet.

The little girl chewed, very slowly, her eyes enormous. Then she swallowed. Then she held out her hand for more.

Bolla laughed.

She broke the cake into pieces. Eight. One for each of them. She put a piece into every small hand.

They ate.

Every one of them made the same face. The wide eyes. The slow chew. The held-out hand for more. One of the gale-clan boys started laughing with his mouth full. Another one started crying and didn’t know why.

Bolla sat in the middle of them on the harbor stone with honey on her fingers, silent.

A season late, and a whole ocean, and she’d delivered it.

Talise came down the stair a minute later with her notebook.

She saw the fledglings. She saw the cake. She saw Bolla sitting among them with her eyes wet.

She did what Talise did.

She stood up on a mooring post. A tall one, at the edge of the harbor stone, where the boats tied up. She climbed up onto it and stood there with her notebook in one hand and her pencil in the other like a conductor’s baton, and she cleared her throat, and she started.

“HEAR NOW,” Talise announced, in her biggest saga voice, “the tale of THE SCOUT WHO CROSSED THE ENDLESS SEA.”

The fledglings stared up at her.

They didn’t understand a word. Talise spoke Aerie. Her Farshore was terrible. She knew maybe forty words of it and used them all wrong.

She performed it anyway.

All of it. The whole crossing. Bolla at the point of the lattice. The first step. The Widowing. Nure rising out of the black. Ceto’s wall. The new verse. She did all the voices. She did the storm. She did Anfa making the air and Ceto’s fish and the pumice raft. She acted out the Widowing on top of the mooring post with her arms spread like wings and her body swaying, and nearly fell off twice.

The fledglings understood not one word.

They laughed anyway.

Every one of them. With honey on their faces. They laughed at the voices and the arms and the swaying and the face Talise made when she did Anfa. The little salt-clan girl laughed so hard she fell over sideways on the stone.

Talise finished with a huge flourish and bowed so deeply she had to grab the post.

The fledglings clapped. The way the cadet hall clapped. They’d never seen it done but they figured it out.

Talise climbed down off the post looking enormously pleased with herself.

“Good acoustics,” she said to me.

“That was a harbor.”

“Harbors are rooms,” Talise said. “Big ones. With fish.”

One of the fledglings saw me.

The little salt-clan girl. The one who’d laughed hardest. She sat up from where she’d fallen over and saw me standing at the edge of the harbor stone. Saw my collar. Saw the Mark.

Her hands went to her neck.

Fast. A reflex. Before she’d even finished seeing me. Her small hands went up to the back of her neck and lifted her salt-white hair and she bent her head forward.

Bared her neck. To me.

Six years old. With honey on her face.

Bolla moved.

She got up off the stone and crossed to the girl and knelt down in front of her. She put one hand under the little girl’s chin.

And lifted it.

The same gesture. The one she’d given her mother on the ledge.

The girl’s head came up. Her hands came down. She stared at Bolla.

“Don’t,” Bolla said. Softly. In Farshore. “You don’t have to do that anymore.”

The girl looked at her. Then past her. At me.

I didn’t move. I stood there and let her look.

After a while, the little girl’s hands went back into her lap. She looked at me with her enormous gray eyes. She didn’t bare her neck again.

Then she held out her hand to Bolla for more cake.



Ayida went back to the burned roost that afternoon.

I went with her. She asked me to.

She hadn’t been sleeping much. She’d spent most of the crossing tired and most of the last three days on her feet, between the grave-fire night and the war-table and the song. She was nearly three weeks carrying and she walked up the salt stair to the roost on the northern cliff slowly, one hand on the wall, one on her belly.

The family was still there.

Six salt-clan women in the alcove. The old mother. The two grown daughters. The granddaughter. The two others. Sitting around the fire as they had four days ago.

Not looking at each other.

But something was different.

The granddaughter wasn’t crying in the corner. She was sitting by the fire. Near her grandmother, without touching.

Ayida went in and sat down on the floor in the middle of them. She didn’t try to heal anyone. She knew she couldn’t.

She just sat.

The old mother looked at her.

The old mother said something.

One word. In Farshore. Slowly. Like she’d been practicing it.

“Ayida.”

The prism-sheen on Ayida’s skin flared once and dimmed.

The old woman said it again. Carefully. Getting the sounds right. A Farshore mouth around an Aerie name.

“Ayida.”

She’d learned it. In four days. From someone. Bolla, probably. Or the salt-mothers. She’d asked someone what the warm-brown stranger’s name was, the one who came and sat with them and couldn’t heal them and stayed anyway.

And she’d learned it.

And said it.

Ayida wept.

Once. Briefly. The prism-sheen went out of her skin completely, every color at once, for the length of one breath, so that for that breath she was only a tired woman sitting on a stone floor with nothing shining on her anywhere. A sound came up out of her chest. She tried to swallow it and couldn’t, and it came out anyway, small and broken, and the old woman’s fingers moved on her mat at it.

The color came back from her collarbones outward. Then she reached out and took the old woman’s hand.

The old woman let her.

They sat there holding hands by the fire until it burned down, in a roost full of women who couldn’t feel each other.

On the way back down the stair, Ayida was silent. But she held my hand the whole way.

She didn’t cry again.



Nure came back at dusk.

Up out of the surf at the harbor’s south end, the sea pouring off her whole length in sheets. Thessaly and the swimmers behind her. She’d been gone eight hours.

She shifted on the black sand.

She walked up the harbor stone in human form, dripping, pale, glowing faintly, carrying a fish in each hand. Raw. Whole. She’d caught them on the way back.

She sat down on the harbor wall beside me and started eating one headfirst.

“Well?” I said.

She chewed.

“The tube is open,” she said. “The whole way. Eight miles under the mountains. Hot in the middle. Very hot. I did not enjoy it.” She took another bite. “The lake is large. Deeper than it looks. The war-host does not watch it. I surfaced under the southern rim. Under their noses. They were cooking. One of them threw a fish-bone in the water above my head.”

“They didn’t see you?”

“They did not see me.” She considered the fish. “I raised a small wall. To test. In the lake. One wave, at the far end, where no one was. They did not notice that either.”

“And the ocean?”

Nure finished the fish.

“The tube connects to the sea,” she said. “When I raised the wall, the lake level dropped. Then the tube filled it again. From the sea. In a few minutes.” She licked her fingers. “The ocean follows me. It will come inland tomorrow.”

She started on the second fish.

A dragon the length of a harbor wall had threaded eight miles of volcanic tunnel under a mountain range to surface in an enemy’s lake under their cook-fires, and she told it to me between bites of raw fish like the tide would be high at noon.

The second light inside her pulsed. Faint. Steady.



The vigil-mothers rehearsed on the beach at dusk.

All of them. The ones who had eggs in the fields. Salt-clan, gale-clan, the few ash-clan who’d come over to Lamya. Sixty or seventy women, standing in long lines on the black sand below the harbor wall, the tideline vents steaming around their feet.

Kulshedra in front.

Thessaly beside her.

They sang the song. The oldest one. With the missing line.

It was better than last night. A lot better. They’d been practicing all day. In the roosts. On the terraces. The song had gone up and down the coast through the afternoon like a wind.

It was still bad.

Seventy voices who’d never sung it before last night, singing a song that had been forbidden since the exodus. They stumbled on the long rising lines. They came in late on the missing line, the one Thessaly had given them. They drifted out of tune.

Bolla’s mother was in the second line.

I could hear her. Over the others. Thin and wavering and badly off-key. She’d been off-key last night and she was off-key now and she didn’t care.

She sang every line. Her face set. Her thin arms wrapped around herself in the cold. Her eyes on Kulshedra.

Determined.

When they got to the end, the rising line that didn’t fall, she was half a beat behind everyone and a full tone flat, and she sang it to the last note.

Talise was at the back of the beach.

She wasn’t in the lines. She sat behind them, on a black rock just under the harbor wall where I stood, knees drawn up, notebook shut in her lap. She wasn’t writing. She wasn’t narrating. In all the years I’d known her, she had never sat on a beach with seventy people in earshot and not used it.

Her lips were moving.

The whole song, once through, with the mothers. Not a sound out of her. Just her mouth shaping every line, the long rising ones and the missing one, as she had on the point the night before with the singing coming across the water while her pencil kept moving on the stones.

The mothers came in late on the missing line again.

Talise sang it.

Under her breath. So quietly I only knew because I was close enough to see her throat move. Every note of it exactly where Thessaly had put it, right on the first try.

Down at the front of the beach, Kulshedra stopped singing and turned her clouded eyes toward the rock.

Talise shut her mouth and looked out at the sea as if she’d been doing that all along.

Lamya practiced too.

I watched her from the harbor wall. She came down onto the beach after the mothers finished and walked to the end of the second line and stood in it.

In the line.

With women she couldn’t feel.

She stood there among them on the black sand. Shoulder to shoulder. Ash-clan and salt and gale. And every one of them was a stranger to her.

When they started the song again, she sang.

Her voice was low. Rough. A closing-door voice, not a singing voice. She didn’t know the song well. She’d never been allowed to learn it. She sang it a beat behind the others.

Practicing.

For tomorrow, when she’d fly into the fields at the head of her people and not be able to feel whether any of them were behind her.



Ceto found me at the harbor fire after dark.

She stood in front of me with her hands on her hips and my flight jacket on and her coral-red curls wild in the evening wind, and she had a look on her face I’d learned to recognize.

Mock-gravity.

“Alpha,” she said. Formally.

“Ceto.”

“I have an announcement.”

“Go on.”

She drew herself up. Behind her, at the edge of the firelight, I could see Nure, sitting on the harbor wall with her legs over the edge and a damp towel around her shoulders she wasn’t using. And Talise, standing a little apart with her notebook clasped against her chest.

“The water-table,” Ceto announced, “has convened.”



The salt-clan sea-caves were at the base of the harbor’s southern cliff.

Ceto had found them on the first day. Of course she had. She’d gone swimming in the harbor in human form within an hour of landing, and she’d found the caves, and she’d come back and told everyone about them at the evening fire with her eyes shining.

They were old. Sea-caves cut into the black rock by tides older than any song, low-roofed, with water in the bottoms. The salt-clan used some of them for storage. Some of them for nothing.

One of them had a pool.

A tidal pool, in the back of the cave, where the sea came in through a crack in the rock at high tide and stayed when the tide went out. Warm. Something under the rock heated it. A vent. The water was as warm as a bath.

The walls glowed.

Salt-algae. That was what the salt-clan called it. A faint pale growth on the salt-crusted walls of the cave, that glowed in the dark. Not much. A soft pale blue-white light. Like starlight. The whole cave lit by it, faintly, the salt crystals on the walls catching and scattering it.

Ceto led us in.

All four of us. Through the low entrance at the cave mouth, stooping. Into the back. The pool.

She turned around with her hands on her hips.

“The session,” she said, “will now come to order.”

She ran it like a council meeting.

She’d clearly been planning it. She stood at the edge of the pool in the salt-algae light and gestured and pronounced and made motions, and every word was mock-grave and her eyes were dancing.

Nure presided.

That was Ceto’s word. Presided. Nure sat on a flat rock at the head of the pool with deep-water solemnity, her back straight, her wet black hair down her back, her bioluminescence pulsing slow. She looked like a queen holding court. She was enjoying it enormously and hiding it badly.

Talise took minutes.

She sat cross-legged on a ledge at the side of the pool with her notebook open. The public one. Her pencil moving.

“The water-table,” Talise read aloud, writing, “convened at the third hour after dusk in the salt-clan sea-cave, Farshore. Present: the Abyss, presiding. The Reef, founding. The Tidepool, recording.” She looked up. “And the Alpha.”

“The Alpha is not a member,” Ceto said. “The Alpha is a guest.”

“The Alpha is a guest,” Talise wrote.

“There is a motion,” said Ceto.

“State the motion,” said Nure, deep and solemn.

Ceto turned and looked at me. Her sea-green eyes, the amber rings around her irises glowing.

“The motion,” Ceto said, “is that the Alpha be summoned.”

“Into the water,” Nure added.

“Into the water,” Ceto agreed.

“I’m right here,” I said.

“Summoned,” Ceto said, “is a FORMAL TERM.”

“Seconded,” said Nure.

“All in favor,” said Ceto.

Three hands went up. Ceto’s. Nure’s. And Talise’s, with the pencil still in it.

“Opposed,” said Ceto.

Nobody.

“The motion carries,” Ceto said. “Three to nothing.” She turned to Talise. “Minute it.”

Talise wrote. Her lips moved as she wrote. “Motion. To summon the Alpha. Into the water. Carried, three to…”

She stopped.

Because Ceto had taken off my flight jacket and dropped it on the rock and walked into the pool.

Talise’s pencil hovered over the page.

“…three to nothing,” she finished. Slower.

Nure went in next.

She didn’t undress. She was barely dressed to begin with. She’d learned surface clothing, mostly, but she forgot the concept of shirts periodically, and tonight she’d forgotten it. She stood up from her presiding rock and stepped off it into the warm pool and sank to her shoulders and her bioluminescence flared blue-green across the surface of the water.

The faint second light inside her glowed through the water. Low. Steady.

They both turned to Talise.

Talise looked back at them over her notebook.

“The minutes,” she said.

“Bring them,” said Ceto.

“They’ll get wet.”

“Then they’ll be wet minutes,” Nure said. “Water-table minutes. Appropriate.”

Talise closed the notebook. She set it on the ledge, very carefully, squared to the edge.

She stood up.

And undressed.

I couldn’t look away. The sturdy tidepool build. She pulled her working tunic over her head and her full C-cup breasts came free, warm deep brown, dark nipples tight. Her strong swimmer’s shoulders. Her soft middle, which she carried as easily as she carried a notebook. She pushed her cadet trousers down and stepped out of them.

And her ass. When she bent to free her ankle from the trousers it rose and filled the salt-algae light, a swimmer’s ass, two heavy curves that shifted with every small movement of her weight. The anchor everything else about her was built around. Heavy strong thighs under it. The teal scale-patches at the backs of her hips catching the salt-algae light.

The patches were already shimmering. The dapple-net. Caustic light, like sun on the floor of shallow water, moving across the teal.

She stepped into the pool.

All three of them were in the water now, and they turned and looked at me.

“You’re summoned,” said Ceto.

I took off my clothes and went in.

The water was warm. Bath-warm. The vent under the rock pushing heat up through it.

They didn’t come to me first.

They came to each other.

That was the first thing. The water-table. Three water-women. Tide, reef, tidepool. They’d named themselves a caucus in the Tower after the Battle of the Aerie, on Talise’s first night in the pile. Already conspiring, Ceto had said.

They conspired now.

Nure reached for Ceto. Ceto reached for Talise. Talise, after a second, reached for Nure.

Three hands on three bodies in the warm water.

And the light.

Three light-grammars.

I’d seen two of them meet before. Nure and Ceto. In the courtyard basin, the night before the second march on the Peaks. Nure’s light was branching. Blue-green pulses racing out from every point of contact in lines, like lightning made of ocean-light, mapping her nerves. Ceto’s was rings. Amber. Blooming out from every touch in expanding circles, overlapping.

Where branches met rings, they made patterns. New ones. Interference. Neither of them made it alone.

Talise’s was a net.

The dapple. Caustic light. A shifting net of bright lines and shadows, like sun on the bottom of a tidepool, moving.

Three of them.

They touched in the warm pool and the three lights met.

On wet skin. Nure’s hand on Ceto’s shoulder: branches racing out, blue-green. Ceto’s hand on Talise’s hip: rings blooming, amber. Talise’s fingers on Nure’s wrist: the net spreading, teal and gold.

And where all three met.

On Ceto’s shoulder, where Nure’s hand and Talise’s arm both pressed. Branches and rings and net. All three at once.

The light made a shape none of them made alone: a pattern that spun. Slow. Turning. Three colors weaving through each other, blue-green and amber and teal, in a figure that rotated on her skin like a flower opening and closing.

The salt-algae on the cave walls brightened.

Faint. But I saw it. The walls answering the light.

Talise narrated.

Of course she did. She’d have narrated her own drowning. She stood in the warm water with her hands on Nure and Ceto and the dapple-net running across her skin and the spinning pattern on Ceto’s shoulder, and she started talking.

“The chronicler observes,” she said, “that the abyssal light, when it meets the reef-light, forms a secondary interference pattern previously recorded at the Aerie courtyard basin, but that the addition of a third light source produces a tertiary…”

Nure kissed her collarbone.

Just leaned in and put her mouth on it. Her adapted mouth. The most sensitive part of her body.

Talise stopped talking.

The branches raced out from Nure’s lips across Talise’s collarbone and down over her breast. Blue-green. And the dapple-net on Talise’s skin met them and tangled with them. Teal and blue-green, caustic net and branching pulse, knotting together.

“…tertiary,” Talise said. Faintly.

Nure kissed her collarbone again.

“…pattern,” Talise said.

She didn’t say anything else for a while.

Ceto turned to me.

She’d been watching Nure silence Talise with open delight. Now she turned around in the warm water and waded to me with her curls dripping and her ring-glow pulsing bright at her throat and the tops of her heavy breasts.

“You’re out of order,” she said.

“I haven’t done anything.”

“Exactly. Out of order.” She took my wrist. “The water-table requires the guest to participate.”

She pulled me to the edge of the pool. To a lip of smooth rock just above the waterline, where the pool met the cave wall. She pushed me down onto it. Sitting. My legs in the warm water.

Then she draped herself over my knee.

She’d been angling for it since the motion carried. You could see it in how fast she got there.

Face-down across my lap. Her hips over my thigh. Her heavy breasts pressed against the warm rock beside me. Her plush round ass up, golden-tan and coral-pink, dripping wet from the pool, amber glow-patches blooming faint at the outer curves of her thighs.

She wriggled once to get comfortable and looked back over her shoulder.

“The chair,” Ceto said, to Talise, “will keep count.”

Talise looked up. Nure was still at her collarbone. She blinked at Ceto.

“The chronicler,” she said, hoarse, “will keep the official count.”

“Accurately,” said Ceto.

“Of course,” said Talise. Which meant not.

I brought my hand down.

The smack rang off the wet salt walls of the cave. Sharp. Echoing. And a ring bloomed on Ceto’s ass. Amber. Spreading from my handprint in a perfect circle.

“One,” said Ceto.

“Three,” said Talise.

Ceto’s head snapped around. “That was ONE.”

“The official count,” said Talise, eyes half-closed, “is three.”

I smacked her again. The other side.

“Two,” said Ceto.

“Seven,” said Talise.

“SEVEN?”

“The chair has ruled.”

“The chair is CORRUPT,” Ceto said. “I object to the accounting.”

I smacked her again. Lower. On the soft curve where her ass met her thigh. The ring double-pulsed. Bright, then brighter.

“Oh,” said Ceto, losing the thread. “Oh, that was a good one. That was… three. That was three.”

“Twelve,” said Talise.

“Stop HELPING.”

Nure came over.

She’d left Talise at the center of the pool. Drifting. Her dapple-net slowing, her face dazed. Nure waded through the warm water to where I sat with Ceto across my lap, and she knelt in the water between my knees.

Between me and Ceto. In front of my cock.

She looked up at me with her ringed eyes.

Then she put her mouth on me.

I groaned. It echoed off the cave walls.

Her mouth. Cool and slick and impossibly sensitive. She took me in slow. Deep. Her tongue moving along the underside in the long tide-rhythm strokes she’d made her own. The branches racing out from her lips across her own face and down her throat.

I kept spanking Ceto through it.

Nure’s mouth on me. Ceto across my lap. My hand coming down on Ceto’s ass every few strokes of Nure’s mouth. The ring blooming. Ceto gasping and counting. Talise calling out wrong numbers from the middle of the pool.

“Nine,” Ceto gasped. “Nine. That was nine.”

“Twenty-two,” said Talise.

“I hate you,” said Ceto, laughing. “Oh. Oh, Dane. Lower. Three more. But lower.”

I gave her three more. Lower. The rings at the backs of her thighs, at her glow-patches, blooming so bright they lit Nure’s face where she knelt beneath us.

Nure moaned around my cock. The vibration went straight through me.

“Forty,” Talise announced from the middle of the pool, dazed and grave. “Final count. Forty. The chair has ruled.”

Ceto opened her mouth to object, and laughed instead, and the laugh broke in the middle.

And Ceto came.

Her ring-tide.

Every ring on her body, every handprint, every glow-patch, rippling outward at once in one bright amber wave. Across her ass and her thighs and up her spine and down her arms. Her whole plush body lit up across my lap. Laughing. Gasping. Her pussy pulsing against my thigh where it pressed against her.

The light hit the wet cave walls and the salt crystals caught it and scattered it.

The whole cave went amber for a breath.

Nure lifted her mouth off me. Slowly. She looked up at the light on the walls, her own face washed in amber.

“Fill the reef,” Ceto said into the rock. Breathless. Delighted. “That’s the motion. Fill the reef. Later. Not now. I’m busy.” She went limp across my lap. “Minute that.”

“Minuted,” said Talise, faintly, from the pool.

I lifted Ceto off my lap and lowered her into the warm water. She floated there on her back, glowing, her eyes closed, a huge grin on her face.

I turned to Nure.

She was still kneeling in the water in front of me. Pale. Luminous. Her black hair floating out around her. The faint second light inside her glowing through the water, low.

Carrying. A week now. The first ocean-clutch ever carried for a Mark.

“Gently,” I said.

“Gently,” Nure agreed.

I slid off the rock lip into the water. She came to me.

Face-to-face. In the warm pool. The water came up to my chest. She wrapped her arms around my neck and her legs around my hips and floated against me, weightless in the water, and lowered herself onto my cock.

Slowly. Gently. One inch at a time.

Her natural slick. Cool and smooth. Her pussy opening around me, taking me in, all the way. She sighed against my neck.

Ceto swam up behind her.

She’d recovered enough to swim, and she came in low, under the surface first, a drift of amber rings rising through the dark water, and broke the surface at Nure’s back. She set her own plush body against Nure from behind like a mooring. Chest to spine. Her heavy thighs sculling slow under the water to hold the two of them against the pool’s drift. Her arms came around, and she laid both hands flat on Nure’s belly. Over the second light.

The water around Nure quit moving.

Nothing rocked her. Nothing tipped her. The little swell that came and went through the pool with the tide broke on Ceto’s back and went no further. The reef-girl who never held still in her life was the one fixed point in the water. She’d found out after the Widowing that she could give that away. She was giving it again, in her own element.

Nure stopped moving.

She hung there in the water between us. Held. Still. My cock inside her, Ceto’s arms around her, not moving at all.

Her light dimmed to the slow pulse.

“Slow,” she whispered.

“Slow,” I said.

I moved. Barely. The smallest rocking. In the warm water, with Ceto holding her still, I rocked into her so slow it was almost nothing. A tide. A swell, rising and falling.

Talise watched.

She’d come back to herself, out in the middle of the pool. She stood in the warm water with her arms crossed over her breasts and her dapple-net running fast, and she watched.

Every shutter open.

The pack opened to her. Nure’s shutter. Ceto’s. Mine. Every one of them, open. Through the bond-echo I felt her take it in.

Nure climbed.

Slowly, the way the sea fills a pool. Her light went from slow pulse to steady glow to brightening. The branches racing out across her skin, faster. Down her arms. Over her breasts. Across her belly, where Ceto’s arms were, and where the branches met Ceto’s skin, rings bloomed.

And inside her, the second light.

It pulsed. With her. When she brightened, it brightened.

“Dane,” Nure said.

“I’m here.”

“I know.” Her eyes held mine. Glowing. “The deep remembers. What you promised.”

“I remember.”

“The deep remembers,” she said again. Softer.

She came.

Her one wave. Controlled. A single pulse of light rolling out from her core through every branch on her body and out into the water. The pool lit up blue-green from end to end. The light hit the walls.

The cave walls lit with it.

Blue-green, every wall at once. The salt-algae answering. The salt crystals scattering the light across the low ceiling. The whole cave washed in ocean-light for one long breath.

Inside her glow, the second light answered. A small bright pulse. Its own.

Her pussy drew on me slow and deep, like the tide drawing back off a reef. I held myself back, barely, because Talise was still standing in the middle of the pool with her eyes on me. I held still inside Nure while she came, and Ceto held her still, and the cave glowed.

When the light faded, Nure lifted off me. Slowly. She floated back into Ceto’s arms and lay there, dim, content.

“Minute that,” she said, to Talise.

Talise didn’t answer.

She was still standing in the middle of the pool. Her arms still crossed over her breasts. Her dapple-net running so fast it blurred.

She was staring at me.

Ceto saw it. Nure saw it.

“The chronicler,” said Ceto, “is next.”

Talise came to the rock lip.

She didn’t say anything. She’d stopped saying anything somewhere around the second smack. She waded to the edge of the pool where I’d sat with Ceto across my lap, and she turned around, and bent forward over the lip.

Bent over the smooth warm rock. Her elbows on it. Her forehead on her crossed arms.

Her ass presented.

It rose out of the warm water, wet and gleaming, the swimmer’s muscle under the softness flexing as she braced. Her heavy strong thighs in the water. And at the top of each curve, where her back met her hips, the teal scale-patches.

Dappling. Fast. The net of light running across them.

I came up behind her.

I put my hands on the patches.

Under my palms the net stopped behaving like a net. Every line of light on her lower back ran toward my hands at once and gathered there, two bright knots of teal pooled under my fingers, and then spilled back out over her like a wave running back down sand, across the curve of her ass, down the backs of her thighs into the water, up the long muscle either side of her spine.

Her fingers curled tight against the rock.

I pushed into her.

She was soaked from watching, Ceto’s count and Nure’s wave and all of it, and she opened around me in one long slide, warm and tight and gripping, her back arching under my hands.

I described her. Low. Plain. My surveyor’s voice.

“Salt’s dried on your shoulders where the pool came up,” I said. “Left patch is going darker than the right.”

Her whole body shuddered. Her fingers went white on the rock.

Then Ceto spoke.

She’d floated over. She hung in the water beside Talise with her chin on the rock lip, close, watching. Her sea-green eyes on Talise’s face.

“Your mouth’s open,” Ceto said.

Plain, with none of the tease in it.

“Your eyes are closed,” Ceto said. “Your eyelashes are wet.”

Talise’s lips moved on a word that never came out.

Then Nure. On the other side. Floating, dim, her chin on the rock beside Talise’s arm.

“Your light has reached your wrists,” Nure said. Deep. Slow. “The net is crossing over your knuckles. It is very fast.”

Three voices.

Mine. Ceto’s. Nure’s. Taking turns. Describing her. Exactly. Every detail.

“Your back arched again,” I said. “You’re up on your toes in the water. I can see the ripples coming off your thighs.”

“You bit your arm,” said Ceto.

“Your light has stopped moving at your shoulder,” Nure said. “For a moment. Now it moves again.”

Talise, bent over a rock in a sea-cave on the far side of the ocean, and not a word out of her.

She was climbing. I could feel it. Through the Mark. Through her pussy around my cock, the long rolling grip. Through the net, faster and faster.

“Your light’s slowing,” I said. “I can see each line of it now.”

“Breed me,” Talise whispered.

The only whisper she owned.

“Breed me.”

She came.

I knew it from her body before anything else. She locked rigid over the rock lip with her mouth open against her own arm and nothing coming out of it, and her pussy took hold of my cock in one long trembling grip that didn’t let go.

Then Ceto gasped.

“Look,” she whispered. “The walls. Look at the walls.”

The salt crystals had caught Talise’s light. Every facet on the cave wall above us was holding a piece of the net, teal and gold, thrown up off her skin, and every piece had stopped. The whole low ceiling of the cave was a map of her, held still, a thousand bright points that didn’t so much as flicker.

Nure lifted one finger and laid it on Talise’s shoulder, where the net lay frozen across the skin, and didn’t move it.

“She has stopped,” Nure said, under her breath. “All of her.”

One breath. Then half of another.

And I came.

I came while she was still frozen, emptying into her under the light that had stopped, my hands flat on her hip-patches and every pulse of me sinking into a body held perfectly, breathlessly still. Ceto’s count and Nure’s wave were still ringing in me when it hit. I groaned, and the salt-crystal walls threw it back at me.

The Mark blazed. Teal. And coral. And blue-green. All three of their points at once.

And the walls rang.

The salt crystals. On the cave walls. Faintly. A high clear sound, like a fingertip run around the rim of a glass. The light from all three of them, the frozen net and the last of Ceto’s rings and Nure’s blue-green, hitting the salt crystals at once.

The cave rang.

Up on the ceiling, the thousand still points began to drift again, one at a time, and on her skin the net came back. Ripple by ripple. Talise breathed. Her body went loose over the rock. She slid down off it into the warm water.

Ceto caught her.

Nure caught her other side.

The three water-women floated in the pool in the salt-algae light, tangled together, their lights fading slowly. Branches and rings and net. Weaving through each other on wet skin. Making shapes no one had ever seen.

I floated with them.

Nobody spoke while the salt-algae dimmed, wall by wall, back to its own faint light.

Eventually Talise moved.

She swam to the ledge where she’d left her notebook. Climbed out. Sat on the ledge, dripping, and opened it. The public one. The water-table minutes.

She reached for the pencil in her hair. It wasn’t there. It had come down somehow, and she found it floating in the pool and fished it out.

She wrote.

One line.

She looked at it, and turned the notebook around so we could see.

It was in the official minutes. The water-table’s record. Under Motion: to summon the Alpha. Carried, three to nothing.

One line. In her small exact private hand, not the big curly public one. Accurate.

Ceto read it, floating in the pool, and stopped grinning. And Nure read it, and her light pulsed once.

Talise closed the minutes and set the notebook down on the ledge at an exact right angle to the edge.



We walked back up the harbor at three in the morning.

The fires were out on the terraces. The salt-clan were asleep in the roosts. The beach was dark, the tideline vents steaming faintly white in the cold. Kulshedra and Thessaly’s fire had burned down to coals.

It was cold.

Colder than it had been. The wind had shifted in the night, coming off the land now instead of the sea, down off the mountains. Dry. Sharp. It bit.

Ceto had my flight jacket. Nure didn’t feel the cold. Talise walked with her notebook against her chest and her arm through mine.

At the foot of the cliff path, I looked up.

There were two people on it.

Halfway up the switchbacks. Sitting on the edge of the path where it turned. Two shapes, close together. Pale hair in the starlight.

Bolla.

And her mother.

Both awake. Sitting side by side on the cliff path at three in the morning, saying nothing. Bolla’s mother had her arm around her daughter’s shoulders.

Above them, on every ledge, the kites hung in the cold land-wind.

Their lines were white.

The kite-lines. The cords that held the kites to their iron rings on every ledge up the whole gale-cliff had gone white. Pale. Crusted.

Frost.

The first frost of the season’s turn. Whitening the kite-lines all the way up the cliff.

Bolla didn’t turn around. She knew I was there. She always knew.

She said one word. Down the cliff. Quiet. To me.

“Dawn.”


Chapter 14: The Quickening

We launched in the dark.

Two hours before dawn, off the black sand below the gale-cliffs, with the first frost of the turn still white on the kite-lines and our breath going up in clouds. Nobody spoke much. There wasn’t much to say. Everyone had a job.

I stood on the shingle in Brenna’s harness and watched them come.

Anfa first. She came down the cliff path from the wind-school ledge in her flight leathers with her bandaged flank and her silver hair damp from the frost. She stopped in front of me, silent, and checked my harness. Every clip. The way Brenna would have.

She put her forehead against mine.

Just for a second. Her skin cold. Her scars faint silver along her ribs under the leather, the dim steady glow they went to when she was settled.

“I’ll be right above you,” she said.

“I know.”

“The whole time.”

“I know,” I said.

She lifted her head and her electric-blue eyes sparked once, the old spark, and she stepped back and shifted. Five seconds. A storm dragon in the dark, scars lit silver from neck to tail.

Morana came down after her. Then Bolla.

Bolla had put her hair up. Pinned high. The silver arcs bare, and the love-bites dark over them. She wore her scout leathers and Brenna’s harness and the green bead at the collar-ring, and around her neck, on a cord, Torren’s green glass bead and the shell he’d given her for free.

She touched the gale-green bead at her collar-ring once, the way she did before every long flight.

She came and stood in front of me and looked up at me, wind-burn high on her cheekbones in the cold, and the eleventh point on my chest pulsed.

She went to stand with the gale wing.

The gale wing.

Forty of them. More, maybe. The half of the gale-clan who’d come down off the cliffs to Lamya after the grave-fire night. They stood on the shingle in a long ragged line in human form, lean and pale-haired, their kites folded and strapped to their backs. Scouts, mostly. Some elders. The old white-haired woman from the wind-school.

Bolla’s mother stood at the end of it.

Small, thin, wind-worn, her arms wrapped around herself in the cold. She wasn’t a scout. She hadn’t flown a long road in years. She’d come anyway.

She saw Bolla come to the line and pressed her lips together hard, the way you hold something in.

Bolla went and stood beside her.

Lamya came down the beach with her people.

The salt and ash who’d believed. A hundred of them. Maybe more. Salt-clan from the harbors and the handful of ash-clan who’d crossed over before the split. And among them the vigil-mothers.

Seventy women. The ones with eggs in the fields. Some of them hadn’t seen their eggs in days. They’d come down to the coast for the song, to learn it from Kulshedra, and they’d been away from the fields while their eggs went gray.

They were going back now.

Kulshedra walked at their head. Slow. Bent. Too old to fly. Lamya had said she would carry her.

Lamya.

Bondless, she walked at the front of her people anyway, with her char-dark plate and her hard face set.

She stopped in front of me.

“The sea,” she said.

“Already gone.”

Nure and Ceto had gone into the water an hour ago. With Thessaly and the swimmers. South along the coast in the dark to the cave below the heartland, where the lava-tube began. They’d be in the tube now. Eight miles under the mountains.

Lamya nodded once.

Then she shifted.



The flight inland took most of the dark.

It wasn’t far. We flew it slow. A hundred dragons, more, in a long column, with vigil-mothers who hadn’t flown in years and Kulshedra on Lamya’s back and Ayida carrying in the middle, and the gale wing out ahead in a lattice, spending nothing, setting the pace.

I rode Anfa near the front.

We came in from the west. That was the plan. Over the coastal range, over the bad high country where the air came off the mountains and tore. The western rim. Where nobody landed. Where Hala’s war-host had no fires.

The air was terrible.

I felt it come up off the mountains the moment we crossed the coastal ridge. Shear. Gusts from three directions. The kind of air that tore wings. Bolla had said so. Nobody lands on the west.

The storm-pair made a lane.

Anfa and Morana, side by side at the head of the column, charging. I felt it under me, the hum in Anfa’s spine, the crackle, the heat. Then the discharge. Lightning going out ahead of us in long rolling bolts. And the air where it went, calming. A lane. A tunnel of almost-still air through the shear.

Bolla rode it in.

At the point of the gale wing. The gale-clan coming into the lane behind the storms. Setting their wings. Riding the calm the storms had made. Forty gale-dragons in a lattice, flying through air no gale-dragon could fly, because two storms were making it possible.

The Aerie and the gale wing, in one net.



We came over the western rim as the sky went gray, and there were the brood-fields.

I’d seen them through the lens. A slice. Through a notch in the rim, forty miles off.

I hadn’t seen this.

The caldera opened below us like a bowl the size of a city. Black rock walls falling away inside the rim in long steep slopes. Steam rising from vents everywhere. At the bottom, far below, the lake. Steaming. Dark. Hot.

The terraces ran all the way around, stepped down the inside of the bowl from the rim to the lake. Dozens of them. Each one flat and wide. Each one covered in ash.

Warm ash. Gray. Soft. I could see the heat-shimmer rising off it in the gray dawn light. The volcano’s warmth coming up through the ground. The warmest place on the Farshore. That was why they laid here. All three clans. Together.

Because there were too few of them to lay apart.

On the ash lay the eggs.

Rows of them.

Laid in the warm ash in long curving lines that followed the terraces around the bowl. Hundreds. Four hundred and twelve, the salt-mother had said at the war-table. Gale-clan eggs, lean and pale. Salt-clan eggs, white, crusted with something that might have been salt. Ash-clan eggs, dark, heavy, char-gray.

Most of them were gray.

I could see it from the air. A dead gray, nothing to do with the shell’s own color. Like stone. Like the color of a thing that had stopped trying. Row after row after row of them, gray as the ash they lay in.

Here and there, one that wasn’t.

A faint warmth to the color. A tint. Rose, or gold, or the pale green of gale-clan. The last warm ones. Faint. So faint.

Ninety, the salt-mother had said. Fewer now.

I didn’t count them. I couldn’t. I tried, survey habit, row by row, and I got as far as the second terrace and lost the count in the gray.

The vigil-mothers were down there among them.

Sitting in the ash. The ones who’d stayed. Who hadn’t gone to the coast for the song. Women sitting among the rows of eggs with their hands on the shells. Some of them had been there for weeks. You could see it. Thin. Gray with ash. Motionless. Their faces turned down to the eggs in front of them.

Singing.

Faintly. I could hear it from the air. A low drone of women’s voices rising up out of the bowl. The vigil song, not the oldest one. The one they sang every season. To eggs that never warmed.

On the rim, the war-host stirred.

They’d seen us. Of course they had. A hundred dragons coming over the western rim at dawn. I saw them rise off the southern and eastern arcs where their fires had been. Ash-clan heavy war-forms. Char-dark. Some gale, lighter, lean. Sixty. Seventy. More.

At the center of the southern arc rose the biggest.

Scorched-black plate.

Hala.

She didn’t attack.

She rose off the rim and hung there, enormous, scorched-black, her coal-eyes burning, and watched us come.

“Down,” I said.

Anfa heard me. She banked.

We came down on the western rim. On the bad rock where nobody landed, at the top of the bowl, above the highest terrace. The gale wing landed around us. Lamya’s people. The vigil-mothers. Ayida.

I unclipped and slid off Anfa’s spine-ridge onto the black rock.

I stood at the edge of the caldera and looked down at the fields.

These weren’t my eggs. I knew that.

I went anyway.



I walked down.

On foot. That was the whole point. Walked, rather than flown in or landed among them. Down from the western rim, onto the highest terrace, into the fields. In the open. In the gray dawn light with the Mark burning through my open collar, eleven points and the center.

So they could see it.

So Hala could see it.

Ayida walked beside me.

She’d shifted on the rim and come down with me in human form. Barefoot. In her linen. Her hand on her belly. The spring she was carrying.

The ash was warm under our feet.

Soft. Deep. It came up over my ankles. Warm as new bread, the volcano’s heat coming up through it from below. It smelled of sulfur and ash, and under both, faintly, of cold shell.

The eggs lay in the ash on either side of us as we walked.

Gray. Gray. Gray. A faint warm one. Gray.

The vigil-mothers didn’t look up as we passed.

They’d been sitting with their eggs so long they didn’t see anything anymore. The Mark went by them lit on my chest and their hands stayed on the shells and their faces stayed turned down to the gray. None of them reached for their necks. Reaching for your neck meant looking up first, and these women had stopped looking up weeks ago.

Then Ayida walked past them.

Warm brown skin with an iridescent sheen. Prism-shift hair, green and gold and violet in the dawn light. And where she walked, in the ash, things began to grow.

Small. A thread of green. A blade of grass, out of the ash, behind her bare foot. Then another. Ash had never grown anything. Ash was the end of things.

Behind her, a line of green threads in the gray, following her down the terrace.

A woman on the terrace edge saw the first thread come up beside her egg. Her head lifted. Slowly, the way a sleeper’s does. Then the woman beside her. Then a whole row of them, ash-gray faces coming up one by one along the terrace to stare at the green.

They looked at the Mark only after that, and their hands stayed on their eggs.

We walked to the center of the fields.

Halfway down the bowl. The broadest terrace. Where the eggs were thickest. Where all three clans had laid together, gale and salt and ash, side by side in the warm ash, because there was no other way.

I stopped there.

Ayida stopped beside me.

Above us, on the rim, Hala hung in the air and watched.

Below us, the lake steamed.

Around us, the rows of gray eggs.

Down from the western rim behind us, the vigil-mothers came.

They came walking.

The seventy from the coast. The ones who’d learned the song on the black-sand beach. They came down from the rim onto the terraces in a long line, Kulshedra at their head on Lamya’s arm, and they walked into the fields among their own eggs.

They spread out.

Along the terraces. Among the rows. Each one going to her own eggs, the ones she’d laid. Kneeling in the ash beside them. Putting her hands on the shells.

The vigil-mothers who’d stayed looked up.

At the ones coming down. At the ones kneeling beside them.

At Kulshedra, standing on the center terrace with Lamya holding her arm, lifting her thin old face to the gray dawn sky.

Talise had walked down with the mothers.

She stood on the center terrace beside Kulshedra with her notebook strapped to her back in Brenna’s case and her charcoal pencil in her hair. She wasn’t writing. She’d left the notebook shut.

She looked out at the fields.

Hundreds of eggs. Seventy-odd women kneeling among them. A whole bowl of black rock a mile across, open to the sky, with a war-host on the rim.

The biggest room she’d ever stood in.

She took a breath.

“The room,” Talise said, to me, quietly, “is the instrument.”

Then she sang.

I’d heard her voice in the cadet hall. Every night I’d ever eaten there. Performing sagas. Loud, fast, warm, naturally projected. She could fill the hall without trying. She could fill the Training Terrace in a gale. She’d filled a harbor yesterday for eight children who didn’t understand one word.

She’d sung choruses in the cadet hall a hundred times, badly and on purpose. She’d never once sung anything that mattered out loud, not even on the beach, where only her throat had moved.

She sang now.

The oldest song. The kind-voice. From before the forging. With the missing line Thessaly had given it on the beach.

She sang the first line, and the caldera took it.

That was what happened. The bowl of black rock took her voice and threw it back. Off the walls. Off the terraces. Off the lake. Her voice went out across the brood-fields and came back from every side, doubled, tripled, filling the whole caldera, a mile of open air, like the room was made to carry it.

The room was the instrument.

The vigil-mothers sang with her.

Seventy voices. Then more, as the ones who’d stayed in the fields heard it and understood and joined. Ragged. Off-key. Late on the long rising lines. Stumbling on the missing line.

Talise carried them.

Her voice under all of theirs, loud and steady and true, the line they could follow. When they stumbled, she held the note until they found it. When they came in late, she slowed so they could catch up. She drove the song across the fields like a lattice-point drives a formation, and seventy women followed her.

Kulshedra sang beside her. Thin and cracked. Crying.

Lamya sang. Rough. A beat behind.

Bolla’s mother sang. Off-key. Determined.

And Bolla.

Bolla stood in the mothers’ line.

She’d come down from the rim with the mothers instead of the gale wing, and she stood among them on the center terrace, in the ash, beside her own mother, and she sang.

Her voice was clear and high and gale-clan, and it carried. She sang the oldest song with her people, the forbidden one, the one about a kind Mark, in the ash among their dying eggs.

Her eyes found me across the terrace, through the singing. Gale-eyes, steady on mine.

She nodded once.

Bolla’s point.

Ceto came up out of the lake.

At the bottom of the bowl, the steaming water heaved. Something rising. A sixty-foot shape, coral-armored, amber-glowing, breaking the surface with its fish-halo around it. Twenty-seven small lights in the dark hot water.

Then a bigger shape. A hundred and eighty feet. Blue-green.

Nure.

They’d come through the tube. Eight miles under the mountains. They’d surfaced in the caldera lake under the war-host’s noses.

The ocean had come inland.

Ceto shifted in the shallows of the lake and stood up in the hot water in human form. She ran to the nearest hot spring, where it bubbled up out of the rock at the base of the lowest terrace, and put her hands in it.

She started growing.

Coral. Shell. Out of the hot water. Out of the spring itself. The warm water coral loved, pouring up out of the ground, and Ceto’s ring-glow going into it, and the coral grew. Faster than I’d ever seen. Faster than the Widowing.

A bastion. Rising out of the spring. Shell and coral, pale pink and amber, curving up and out around the lowest terrace like a wall.

She ran to the next spring.

Nure raised the lake.

She didn’t shift. She stayed in dragon form, her vast body lying in the hot caldera lake with her great head lifted out of the water, and she raised it.

A wall of water. Off the lake’s surface. Rising. Steaming. Twenty feet. Forty. A curving wall of hot dark water standing up at the edge of the lake below the terraces.

The lake didn’t go down.

The tube. The ocean following her. As she raised the water, the lava-tube brought more, from the sea, eight miles under the mountains. The lake stayed full. The wall stayed up.

The war-host saw it.

I heard them. On the rim. A roar. Ash-clan war-forms seeing the sea come up out of the middle of the mountains.

I knelt in the ash.

At the center of the fields. Among the eggs. Ayida knelt beside me.

She put her hand on my chest.

On the Mark. Her gold point and the center, together. As she had since the Garden, the first night.

Her other hand, she put on her belly.

On the spring.

“Ready,” she said.

I put my hands flat in the warm ash.

And poured.

I’d done it before.

The center-point. The true resonance. I’d poured it into a brand-runed soldier during a probe on our own eastern ward-line and freed her for three seconds. I’d poured it into Vael’s forged Mark and unmade it. I’d poured it into the Hollow Alpha’s inverted Mark under the mountain to teach the seal its frequency. I’d poured it into Skarn’s brand in the open sky and freed Bolla in front of sixty war-dragons.

I’d never poured it into the ground.

I’d calmed a hatchling with it once, and steadied cadets, but I’d never poured everything I had into something with no bond to break.

The center opened.

It went out of my chest. Down my arms. Out through my palms into the ash. Golden-white. Warm. The steady heart of the constellation, pouring out of me like water out of a cup.

Ayida’s magic went with it.

Her hand on my chest. Her gold point blazing. Her life-magic, the deep greens and golds of the mother-prism, carrying. Stronger than it had ever been, her spring inside her making it wider.

The gold and the white.

They went into the ash together.

The pour turned. It reached the ash and spread, and then it turned, as water turns toward the lowest ground: toward her point. The eleventh. Gale-green. On my chest, under Ayida’s hand, the way in they’d agreed to at the fire.

The resonance went through her point. Out of the Mark. Along the bond. To where she stood on the terrace twenty feet away, singing in the mothers’ line, and through her into the fields.

They asked. The Mark answered.

It cost.

It always cost. Every time. Projection drained the Mark. I’d learned that on our own eastern ward-line, nearly falling off Anfa’s back after three seconds of breaking one brand-rune. I’d learned it under the mountain, the nine bonds holding me upright while I poured.

This was the biggest pour I’d ever made.

Into four hundred eggs.

I started shaking inside a minute.

My arms first. Then my shoulders. My hands, flat in the ash, trembling. The Mark on my chest dimming. Every point. Even the center. Going down the way a fire goes down when nobody feeds it.

The floor caught me.

The eleven bonds. Sybara’s protocol. The one she’d written a year ago before the Shattered Peaks and revised every season since. The bonds are the floor. Each partner carries her portion. The stronger the foundation, the more the projection can survive.

She’d written it out by letter for Ayida before we left. Every step. Ayida had read it on the crossing. Every night.

She ran it now.

Her hand on my chest. Her voice in my ear, low, steady, reading it from memory. Calling each bond by name.

“Vibria,” Ayida said. “Campe. Sybara. Brenna.”

Four points. Across the ocean. They answered. Faint. Faint as a lantern across a valley. But there. Amber and green and blue and steel, reaching back across a whole ocean to hold me up.

“Anfa. Morana.”

Above me. In the sky. Silver and silver-charcoal. Strong. Close.

“Nure. Ceto.”

In the lake. Blue-green and coral. Holding the water. Holding me.

“Talise.”

On the terrace. Singing. Teal.

“Bolla.”

Gale-green.

“And me,” Ayida said.

Gold.

Eleven women. Holding the floor.

I kept pouring.

The fight started above me.

I couldn’t watch it. I was on my knees in the ash with my hands flat and my eyes half-closed and everything I had going out through my palms. I heard it. Felt it through the bonds.

The war-host came down off the rim.

Hala’s war-host. Seventy war-forms. Ash-clan heavy and some gale. They came over the southern and eastern rim at once, diving into the bowl, toward the fields.

Toward me.

The net met them.

Anfa and Morana. The storm-pair. Their paired-sweep, linked arcs, crossing and recrossing, lightning coming off both of them. And Bolla’s gale wing, forty gale-dragons in a lattice behind them, riding the storm-air.

Bolla wasn’t with them. She was in the mothers’ line. She’d taught them, though. The wind-school. The crossing. The lattice the Aerie and the gale wing flew together that morning.

Her wing-sisters flew it without her, over the fields, on the Aerie’s storm-air.

They didn’t fight to kill. Anfa had said so on the cliff-top. We fight to hold. They held. Every war-form that dove toward the terraces met the net and got turned. Driven off. Lightning-stunned. Forced back up toward the rim, alive.

The gale wing wouldn’t kill their own cousins. The Aerie wouldn’t kill the last dragons a dying people had.

They held.

Lamya fought her own people.

I felt that too. Through no bond at all. I didn’t need one. I heard it.

She’d put Kulshedra down on the center terrace and shifted and gone up. Ash-clan war-matriarch. Char-dark plate. Into the sky over the fields. Against the ash-clan diving off the rim.

Her own clan. Her own kin. The ones who’d followed Hala.

She fought them to protect their own eggs from their own fire.

She refused every killing line.

I heard the war-forms come at her. Heard the roars. Heard her meet them. Ash-clan against ash-clan over the brood-fields. And every time a war-form opened its throat to her, every time a neck or a belly turned toward her claws, she turned away. Struck a wing instead. Drove it off.

She would not kill her own.

Even the ones who’d burned her.

The war-host’s fire hit the bastions.

Ash-fire, the ordinary kind. The war-host’s own breath. They’d been told the brood-fields were forbidden to the tyrant. If the Mark comes down into them, the war-host will burn the terraces with ash-fire before he touches one egg.

They tried.

Three of them broke through the net and dove for the lowest terrace. Their heat came down ahead of them. They opened their throats over the eggs and poured ash-fire down.

Onto Ceto’s bastions.

Shell. Coral. Grown out of hot springs, pale pink and amber.

The fire hit them and slid off.

Like water off oiled cloth. Like Ayida’s healing off the swimmer’s chest. It hit the curved walls of grown shell and ran off them and down onto the rock and burned nothing. The shell didn’t char. It didn’t crack.

Ceto was in the shallows below, still growing. I heard her laugh. Over everything. Over the fire and the roars and the singing.

“SHELL DOESN’T BURN,” Ceto shouted.

Two heavy ash-forms dove for the lake terraces.

The lowest ones, by the water. Where the hot springs were and the eggs lay closest to the steam.

Nure turned them.

Her wall. The wall of hot dark water standing up off the lake. She moved it. Just moved it, the whole curving wall, a few hundred feet sideways, into their path.

They hit it.

Two war-forms, heavy, fast, slamming into a forty-foot wall of hot water at full dive.

The water took them. Turned them. Threw them back up and out over the lake, tumbling, steaming, choking. They flew off toward the rim and didn’t come back.

In the ash, something was happening to the eggs.

I didn’t see it at first. I was shaking too hard. My eyes were half-closed. Everything I had was going down my arms into the ash.

Ayida saw it.

“Dane,” she said.

Her hand tightened on my chest.

“Look.”

I opened my eyes.

The egg in front of me.

A gale-clan egg. Pale. Lean-shaped. It had been gray when I knelt down. Dead gray, the color of stone. I’d looked at it while I knelt and thought it had stopped trying.

It wasn’t gray anymore.

A color was coming into it. From the bottom. From where it touched the ash. A faint pale green. Gale-green. Rising up through the shell slowly, like color rising in a bruise.

The egg beside it. Salt-clan. White. It had been gray.

Rose was coming into it.

Then the next. And the next.

The first gray eggs, flushing with color.

Hala broke through.

A cold came up on the southern rim. A cold like the one that had gone into my chest on the gale-cliffs and found every thread.

She dove.

Through the net. Through Anfa and Morana and the gale wing. She didn’t fight them. She just came through, heavy and scorched-black and faster than anything that size should be, straight down into the bowl. The net closed behind her. Too late.

She came for the center of the fields.

For me.

For the thread, too.

She was aiming at the line, and I was only one end of it. The living thread of the rite, running from my hands in the ash through the eleventh point on my chest to Bolla on the terrace twenty feet away, and through Bolla into the fields.

She’d seen it. A bond, running from the Mark into her people’s eggs. A door.

She burned doors.

Her throat opened.

The grave-fire.

Black. White at the core. Cold and burning.

It came down at us like a falling column of night.

At me. At the thread. At everything running between my chest and Bolla’s.

And Bolla threw herself into it.

She broke out of the mothers’ line.

I saw her go. She didn’t shift. She didn’t have time. She just ran. Three steps across the ash from her place beside her mother, and leapt.

Into the path of the fire.

Between Hala and the thread. Between the grave-fire and me.

The fire took her.

It hit her full in the chest.

Black flame with a white core, pouring over her. She took it in her chest, standing, her arms out, in the warm ash among the dying eggs.

Her eleventh point went dark.

I felt it go. On my chest. Gale-green, then nothing. The thread cut.

The bond went, and more than the bond.

Her clan-sense. The gale-clan thread that ran through every Farshore daughter’s body from the day she hatched. The kin-sense. Her mother. Her wing-sisters. Every gale-dragon she’d ever flown with. Every thread between her and her people.

Gone.

Twenty feet away, in the mothers’ line, her mother cried out.

A single high sound. Like a gale-call, broken. Her mother had felt her daughter vanish. Felt the thread go. Felt Bolla go silent in her the way four egg-sisters had gone silent before her, years ago, before they ever hatched.

Bolla fell.

Into the ash. Among the eggs. To her knees, then forward onto her hands. Severed of everything. Every bond she had. Every thread.

Alone.

In the loudest silence a body can hold.

The song broke.

I heard it go. The mothers’ voices faltering. Stopping. Seventy women watching the gale daughter fall in front of them and losing the line.

Talise held the note.

Alone. Her voice going out across the caldera, loud and steady and true. Holding the line where the mothers had dropped it. But one voice wasn’t enough. The song wavered.

The resonance faltered.

The pour going out of my hands into the ash had been going through Bolla. Through the door. And the door was gone. The resonance hit the ash and had nowhere to go and spread out and thinned.

The eggs that had been flushing with color stopped.

The pale green in the gale-clan egg in front of me held where it was, halfway up the shell, neither rising nor fading.

Waiting.

Hala landed.

In the ash. Beside Bolla. She shifted as she came down, her war-form folding into human form in one movement, an ancient’s shift, and she stood over the fallen gale scout in her scorched-black war-leathers with her coal-eyes burning.

She didn’t look at me.

She looked down at Bolla.

Her voice was calm. Grieving. Certain. Gentle, almost. The voice you’d use with a child who’d wandered off and been found.

“There,” Hala said. “Free.”

Bolla didn’t move.

“Now walk away, child,” Hala said.

Bolla raised her head.

On her knees, in the warm ash. Among dying eggs. Her hands in the ash on either side of her. Her pinned hair coming down.

Freed.

In the most total way her people knew. The way they sang it to children. The fire that ends kin is the fire that makes you free. Every song she’d ever learned. Every voice she’d ever been raised by.

You’ve been set free.

Walk away.

She looked at Hala. Standing over her.

Her eyes came to me. On my knees twenty feet away with my hands in the ash and the Mark dim on my chest and one point dark.

Then at her mother. In the mothers’ line. Her mother’s hands over her mouth.

Then at the eggs. All around her. The gale-clan egg in front of her, pale green halfway up its shell, waiting.

On the gale-cliffs, it had taken her all night.

Ten thousand years of song in her ear. Sitting at the edge of her childhood ledge in the wind with her mother’s fur around her, until dawn.

It took her a breath now.

“Again,” Bolla said.

The eleventh point lit.

Gale-green. On my chest. Blazing. Like it had never gone out.

Her clan-sense lit with it.

I didn’t see that. I heard it. Twenty feet away, in the mothers’ line, her mother cried out again. This time it was wordless and enormous. Her mother had felt her daughter come back. The thread relighting. The silence filling.

Bolla stood up.

Out of the ash. On her feet. Hala standing in front of her. Bolla didn’t look at her. She looked at the fields.

She sang. The note, not the words.

The crossing-note. The note that had pulled the lattice into line every dawn of the crossing. The one she’d sung at the point for six days while the whole crossing formed a net behind her.

She sang it into the chord.

Into the oldest song. Into the place where the mothers had dropped it. A single long note, high and clear and gale-clan, rising.

The mothers came back.

Seventy voices at once, catching the line again on Bolla’s note. And Talise under them, driving, her voice going out across the caldera and coming back from every wall.

Louder than before. Much louder. The song came back whole.

The resonance went through her again.

The pour out of my hands turned toward Bolla. Through her point. Through her. Into the fields.

This time it didn’t spread and thin.

It went like a wave.

The fields quickened.

It started at the center terrace. Around me. Around Bolla. The eggs nearest us. The gale-clan egg in front of me, pale green halfway up its shell. The green rose. All the way. To the top. Bright. Alive.

Then the egg beside it. Rose. All the way up. Pink and warm.

Then the next row.

It spread.

Out from the center terrace in every direction. Across the terraces. Up the bowl and down it. Row after row after row. The gray going out of the shells and color coming in. Gale-green. Salt-rose. Ash-gold, a deep warm bronze rising through the char-gray of the ash-clan eggs.

A wave of color rolling across the whole caldera. Across hundreds of eggs. Like dawn coming over a dark field.

And the eggs moved.

The color I could have stood. It was the moving that undid me. The gale-clan egg in front of me rocked. In the ash. Just slightly. Side to side. Like something inside it had shifted its weight.

Then the one beside it.

Then dozens. Then hundreds. All across the fields, eggs rocking in the warm ash. Gently. Side to side.

Heartbeats came up through the ground.

Into my hands, flat in the ash. Small. Fast. Hundreds of them. Coming up through the warm ground into my palms.

The vigil-mothers went down.

Onto their knees. The ones who’d stayed in the fields for weeks and the ones who’d come from the coast. They dropped to their knees in the ash beside their eggs and put their hands on the shells.

On eggs that had just moved.

I saw a salt-clan woman on the terrace below me. Thin. Gray with ash. She’d been sitting with her eggs for weeks, you could see it, singing to them, and they’d been gray the whole time.

She had both hands on one now.

It was rose. Bright. It rocked under her palms.

She was making a sound I’d never heard a person make. Not crying. Not laughing. Something under both.

All across the fields. Women on their knees. Hands on eggs. That sound.

On the rim, the war-host stopped fighting.

The silver point on my chest eased first, Anfa’s whole body letting go of the fight before I understood why. The net had been holding the war-host off the fields for twenty minutes. Turning them. Driving them back.

They stopped coming.

Every one of them. Seventy war-forms hanging in the air over the caldera or landed on the rim, and they’d stopped. Stopped diving. Stopped breathing fire.

They were looking down.

At the fields. At the wave of color rolling across their eggs. Their own eggs. Their clan’s. Their sisters’. The eggs they’d been told would die free at the turn.

Rocking in the ash.

Hala didn’t stop.

She stood in the ash in front of Bolla. She’d watched Bolla choose. She’d watched the eleventh point relight. She’d watched the fields quicken.

Her face didn’t change. Her coal-eyes did; the thing glowing at the bottom of them flared.

She turned.

Away from Bolla. Toward me.

I was still on my knees in the ash. Still pouring. Still shaking. The Mark dim, all eleven points and the center down to almost nothing, everything going out through my palms into the fields.

Hala walked toward me.

Through the ash. Past the rocking eggs. Twenty feet. Ten.

She stopped in front of me.

She looked down at the Mark on my chest. At the center-point. The golden-white heart of the constellation. Dim. Pouring.

“It re-forges itself,” Hala said.

Quietly. Certain. Like she was reading me a verse she’d known since childhood.

“I saw it. On the cliffs. You burned and it came back. She burned and it came back.” She looked at Bolla. Then back at me. “Because it is not in the bonds. It was never in the bonds. It is in you. In the center. That is where he lives. The tyrant. In the heart of the Mark.”

She shifted.

Her war-form came up out of the ash in front of me, scorched-black, the whole fields’ light going dim around her. Her coal-eyes burning. Her throat opening.

She aimed at the center-point. The heart, past every point and thread.

She poured.

Everything. The whole grave-fire. Her bloodline’s whole inheritance. Every ounce of black flame with a white core she carried. She poured it down into the center of the Mark on my chest like she was pouring a river down a well.

It didn’t go for the points. It went past them, straight down, into the golden-white heart of the constellation.

Into the center.

There was nothing to cut.

I felt it understand that.

The grave-fire burned bonds. Threads. The things that ran between living things. It found the thread and wrapped around it and burned it out.

The center wasn’t a thread.

It was mine. My own resonance, tied to no one. The true resonance. The frequency of freedom, Sybara called it. The thing a forged Mark was a forgery of. The thing that freed what was bound.

It was open.

The grave-fire went into it and found nothing. No thread. No knot. No door. Nothing to wrap around. Nothing to burn.

It went through.

Like flame through open air.

It came out the other side. Into nothing. Still burning. Still black and cold and white at the core. A river of grave-fire with nothing in front of it to burn.

So it turned.

The way fire turns, when it’s out of fuel. Back along the nearest thing that will burn.

Back up the column. Back along the line it had come down.

Back into Hala.

Every bond Hala carried burned out at once.

Her kin. Her clan. Her line. Every thread running out of her to every ash-clan dragon she’d ever been tied to. Her mother’s line, what little there had ever been of it. The war-host on the rim who’d followed her. The ash-clan who’d taken her side. Every one.

Her own fire, finding nothing in me, ran back along her own threads and burned them all.

Her war-form folded.

Like a tent with its poles pulled out. She shifted back to human form without meaning to. Standing in the ash in front of me in her scorched war-leathers. Her coal-eyes wide.

Alone.

She stood in the middle of the quickening fields.

All around her, eggs rocking in the warm ash. Gale-green and salt-rose and ash-gold. Hundreds of them. Heartbeats coming up through the ground. Vigil-mothers on their knees with their hands on living shells.

The last of a line that had hatched one egg a generation, and then none.

Three generations. Her grandmother’s one. Her mother’s one. Her own: every season of her life, sitting vigil over gray eggs in these exact fields, singing, and not one of them ever warmed.

Now they were warming. All around her.

The eggs she would have let die.

She looked at them.

I watched her face. I’m going to remember it for the rest of my life.

She understood.

Too late. One heartbeat too late. The way Delphyne had understood, under the mountain, when the thing she’d chosen began to drink.

Hala understood that she hadn’t been protecting her people from the tyrant.

She’d been protecting them from having each other.

Every bond she’d burned. Every family she’d made strangers. Lamya on the caldera rim. The swimmer at the harbor mouth. Six women in a roost on the harbor cliff who couldn’t pass each other a bowl. Every thread between every Farshore daughter, the clan-sense and the kin-sense and the flight-sister bond, the things that kept a people a people. She’d called them doors and burned them.

She didn’t scream.

She looked at the eggs. At the mothers. At Bolla, standing in the ash with her clan-sense lit, singing the crossing-note.

At me.

Then she sat down in the ash.

Just sat. Slowly. Like an old woman sitting down at the end of a long day. In the warm ash among the rocking eggs. Her scorched-black hands in her lap.

She didn’t say anything.

There was nothing left in her to say it to.

I stopped pouring.

I didn’t decide to. The pour stopped. The fields had what they needed. The resonance going out of my hands into the ash slowing, the fields full, nearly every egg warm.

I fell forward.

Ayida caught me. Her arms around me. My face in her shoulder. The Mark on my chest dim, so dim, every point and the center down to embers.

The floor held.

Eleven women. Holding.



The war-host came down off the rim.

They came down one by one, with no dive in it. Landing on the terraces. Shifting. Walking into the fields in human form.

Some of them went to their own eggs.

I saw an ash-clan war-form land on the terrace below me, heavy, char-dark, and shift into a big hard-faced woman who walked straight to a row of ash-gold eggs and knelt down among them and put both hands on one and bowed her head over it.

Some of them went to their kin in the mothers’ line.

I saw a gale-clan scout from Hala’s side land on the center terrace and walk to a woman in the line, an older gale-clan woman, and stand in front of her. Apart, and then touching.

Many of them went to Lamya.

Lamya had come down.

She’d landed on the center terrace, near Kulshedra, near the mothers’ line, and shifted. She stood in the ash in her char-dark plate.

Bondless.

She’d been bondless since the caldera rim. She’d fought her own people for twenty minutes over the fields and refused every killing line and she couldn’t feel a single one of them.

They walked toward her.

The ash-clan. The ones who’d followed Hala. They came down off the rim and walked through the quickened fields and stopped in front of their old matriarch.

She couldn’t feel them.

She stood there and watched them come. And her face, her hard char-dark face that had stood in front of sixty war-dragons and offered me death as mercy, came apart at the mouth.

Kulshedra was beside her. Lamya spoke to her without turning her head, low, in the old dialect, the words carrying in the sudden quiet.

“A matriarch who leads her people across the sea on a lie,” Lamya said, “does not reach back.”

Kulshedra didn’t answer. She looked at Bolla, standing in the ash with her clan-sense lit.

Lamya had watched Bolla choose in a heartbeat.

Now she stood in front of her people and they walked to her, and I saw her decide.

She reached.

I didn’t feel it. I wasn’t bonded to her.

She closed her eyes and reached inside, for the threads that had been burned out of her on the caldera rim. For her kin. For her clan. For the hundreds of ash-clan dragons who’d once been at the back of her mind like the sound of the sea.

And they answered.

I saw the ash-clan in front of her stop, the whole crowd in the same instant. The big hard-faced women and the young ones and the old ones. Their heads came up like they’d heard their names.

Then one of them stepped forward and put her hand on Lamya’s shoulder.

Lamya opened her eyes.

Her kin-sense relit. I could see it in her face. The silence filling. A hundred threads coming back. Two hundred. Her whole clan, at the back of her mind again, like the sea.

She put her own hand over the hand on her shoulder.

The clan re-chose its matriarch.

Nobody voted. They walked to her. And she reached. And they answered.

It spread.

Across the fields. That was the thing nobody expected.

Every Farshore song said grave-fire was final. A bond it cut never came back. That was the whole point of it. That was what it was for. So nobody it had ever severed had tried to reach back, in all the generations the fire had been kept. Why would you? The songs said it was gone.

Now the whole caldera had seen a cut bond come back.

Twice.

Bolla, on her knees in the ash, choosing in a heartbeat. Lamya, standing among her clan, reaching.

Across the fields, severed families began to reach for each other.

Two salt-clan women on a terrace below me. Standing apart, their eyes anywhere but on each other. One of them closed her eyes and reached. The other one went still. Then turned.

Then they were holding each other.

There, on the terrace near the lake, among the rose-colored salt eggs.

Six women.

The old mother. The two grown daughters. The granddaughter. The two others.

The family from the burned roost.

They’d come with the mothers to sing. They’d stood in the line. Not looking at each other.

Now the old mother closed her eyes.

The granddaughter, beside her, gasped.

All six of them had hold of each other on the ash a breath later, arms around arms, faces pressed together, the old mother in the middle, and they were making that sound. The sound the vigil-mothers had made with their hands on living eggs.

Ayida, holding me, saw them.

Her arms tightened around me, and she let out one long breath against my hair.



The wounded came down afterward.

On both sides. Burned wings. Torn membrane. Lightning-stunned ash-forms who’d hit the rocks. Gale scouts who’d caught war-host fire in the net. A salt-clan vigil-mother with a broken arm from where a war-form’s tail had swept the terrace.

No one dead.

I counted. Later. Twice. I asked Lamya and she asked her clan and they asked the gale wing.

Nobody at all.

Ayida let go of me. I was sitting up by then. Weak. Dim. But sitting. And she got up and went to the wounded.

The vigil-mothers went with her.

They’d been sitting in the ash for weeks with nothing to do but sing to dying eggs. Now they had something. They went among the wounded with Ayida, ash-clan and gale and salt, binding wings and setting the broken arm and carrying water up from the lake.

Ayida healed what she could.

Flesh. Bone. Membrane. The things her magic could reach. Her hands glowed gold and the burns closed and the torn wings knit. The vigil-mothers watched her do it and their faces did what the Farshore wounded’s faces had done on the Aerie wall after the Battle. A people whose healing was field-surgery and salt, watching wounds simply stop being wounds.

She didn’t stop until they were all tended.

Some things didn’t close.

One of the ash-forms who’d hit the rocks had taken the fall on her wing-root. The membrane knit under Ayida’s hands. The bone beneath it had set crooked, and Ayida knelt over it with her hands glowing gold, and tried again, and couldn’t make it go straight. The ash-form would fly again, slowly, and never far. She sat at the terrace edge with the wing bound against her side and watched the mothers find their eggs, and she didn’t say one word about it.

That was the bill. One wing. I made myself count it too.



Hala sat in the ash.

She hadn’t moved. She sat where she’d sat down, among the eggs, her hands in her lap, alone. The war-host had walked past her on its way to Lamya. Nobody looked at her.

The ash-clan elders came to her.

Three of them. Old. Older than Lamya. They walked through the fields to where Hala sat and stood in front of her and looked down at her.

I thought they’d kill her.

I think everyone did. She’d burned their matriarch. She’d taken their war-host. She’d tried to burn the fields. She’d made strangers of families. The Farshore had a law for that. They’d had a law for Skarn, on the Aerie wall. One stroke.

The elders didn’t move.

Lamya came. She walked through the ash with her clan behind her and her kin-sense lit and stopped beside the elders. She looked down at Hala.

Hala didn’t look up.

“She is ours,” Lamya said.

To me. Across the ash. In the old dialect, so I’d understand.

“We decide,” Lamya said. “In our time.”

She turned and walked away.

The elders followed her.

Kulshedra came.

Slowly. Bent. On her own feet, through the warm ash, past the rocking eggs, alone. The keeper of the kind song. The one who’d sung it to no one for her whole long life, and sung it this morning to a whole caldera.

She stopped beside Hala.

The keeper of the fire.

Kulshedra looked down at her.

Then she sat down.

In the ash. Beside Hala. Her thin hands folded in her lap.

The two old women sat side by side in the warm ash among the quickened eggs, the kind song and the grave-fire, and didn’t speak.

I want to say this plainly. Once.

The eggs weren’t mine.

Not one of them. Four hundred eggs in the warm ash of the Farshore, rocking, warm, alive. Gale-green and salt-rose and ash-gold. Their mothers’ children. Their lines were Farshore. Their mothers had been taught since they could talk to fear the Mark.

The Mark had only kept them alive.

It hadn’t made them. It hadn’t marked them. There was no father-resonance. No thread from them to me. When they hatched, in a few weeks, none of them would turn toward the center-point the way Cinda did, or rumble at my hand the way Hild did. None of them would ever answer to me.

That was exactly right.



I was on my knees in the ash.

I’d gotten up. Then I’d gone back down. My legs weren’t working right yet. The Mark was coming back, slowly, every point and the center warming from embers toward their steady glow. But slowly.

There was an egg in front of me.

The gale-clan one. The first one. Pale and lean-shaped. Gale-green now, all the way up, bright.

I put my palm on it.

Warm. Smooth. And under my hand, it rocked. Gently. Side to side.

A heartbeat came up through the shell into my palm.

Small. Fast. Alive.

Beside me, Ayida had come back from the wounded. She knelt down in the ash. Her hand on her own belly. On the spring.

She put her other hand on my back.

Twenty feet away, in the ash, Bolla was in her mother’s arms.

Her mother had come out of the line. She’d crossed the terrace and taken her daughter and pulled her down onto her knees in the ash and wrapped both thin arms around her. She was holding her so tight. Bolla’s face was buried in her mother’s shoulder. Her hair had come all the way down.

Her mother was saying something.

Over and over. Into her daughter’s hair. One word.

The Farshore word. The one that meant two things.

Home.

And always.


Chapter 15: Home and Always

The vigil-mothers slept in the fields that night.

Seventy women who’d been sitting in the ash for weeks, singing to eggs that never warmed, and when the sun went down on the day of the turn they lay down among the rows and slept. Right there. In the warm ash. Curled around their eggs like cats around kittens.

Some of them hadn’t slept in days.

I walked the terraces at midnight with a lantern, because I couldn’t sleep either, and because old habits don’t die. You check camp before you rest. Every terrace. Every row.

Nearly every egg was warm. Three on the lowest terrace were still gray, and their mothers were sitting up with them anyway.

Gale-green. Salt-rose. Ash-gold. I held the lantern over them as I walked and the color came up out of the shells to meet the light. Some of them rocked when the light touched them. Some of them were still.

A vigil-mother on the fourth terrace was asleep with her cheek against one. A big ash-gold egg, heavy, dark bronze. Her arm wrapped around it. Her mouth open. Snoring.

Under her cheek, the egg rocked, no more than a breath’s worth.

She didn’t wake up.



The old salt-mother found me at dawn.

The one who’d put her hand on the tally-wall. She’d slept in the fields too, beside a row of rose-colored salt eggs on the lowest terrace near the lake, and she came up the terraces in the first light with ash in her white hair and something in her hand.

A chisel.

She said something to me in Farshore. I didn’t understand. Bolla wasn’t there. She’d gone up to the rim with her mother.

The old woman held up the chisel. Then pointed at the eggs. Then pointed east. Toward the coast. The harbors.

The tally-wall.

I understood.



They carved it that afternoon.

We’d flown back to the coast. Most of us. The vigil-mothers stayed in the fields, and some of the gale wing to guard them, and half of Lamya’s clan. The rest of us went back to the salt harbor.

The salt-mothers gathered at the tally-wall.

All of them. Twenty women in front of the black stone with generation on generation of numbers carved into it, the rows getting smaller and smaller and smaller down the whole face of the wall.

The old one climbed a ladder.

To the bottom row. The newest. The one with the last season’s count, the numbers going down again, as they had for generations. Except the two coastal rows. The ones that had gone up a little.

She put the chisel to the stone below it. And a hammer. And started.

A new column.

She carved it slowly, every stroke placed with the care Talise had given the Landfall Stones. The chisel cutting through the salt-crust into the black basalt. White dust falling.

A number.

I’d learned to read their numbers. Survey habit. I’d stood in front of that wall for an hour on the second day and found the patterns. I could read this one.

Four hundred and nine.

Four hundred and twelve eggs laid. Four hundred and nine quickened. Three had been past saving. Too far gone by the turn. The three gray ones I’d held my lantern over at midnight, with their mothers sitting up beside them.

Four hundred and nine.

She carved it under every row that had fallen since the first landfall.

And it went up.

The coastal rows had crept up by a few eggs a field. This went up for everyone, for the first time in generations. Four hundred and nine living eggs against last season’s eighty-something hatched. The number on the black stone went up so far the old woman had to carve it twice as wide as the row above it.

She came down the ladder.

She stood in front of the wall with the chisel in her hand and looked at it.

She put her hand flat on the new number.

Talise wrote it down.

She used the public chronicle for it. The big one. The one she performed from in the cadet hall. The one full of glorious inaccurate sagas with titles in capitals.

She stood in front of the tally-wall with the public chronicle open in her hands and wrote.

Her big curly public hand. And what she wrote was:

Season of the Turn. Brood-fields of the Farshore. Laid: 412. Quickened: 409. Lost: 3.

That was all. A single line, untitled, every number in it true.

The real count. In the public chronicle. Where everyone would read it.

She closed the book.

“First accurate entry in the chronicle proper,” she said to me, under her breath for once. “Ever.”

“Why this one?”

She looked at the wall. At the old salt-mother with her hand on the stone.

“Because they’ll want to know,” Talise said. “In ten thousand years. Somebody on that wall will want to know exactly what happened the year the number went up.” She tucked the chronicle under her arm. “Sagas are for now. This one’s for later.”



“Next season,” Lamya said.

She’d come to me on the harbor wall at sunset, and she didn’t use the old forms this time. Her kin-sense was lit. Nothing showed on her skin, but it was there in how she stood. She’d stood alone on this wall a week ago, upright, unable to feel a single sister. Now she stood the same way, the same height, the same char-dark plate, and she wasn’t alone. She held herself like a commander who can feel her wing behind her again.

I waited.

“I have an ask,” she said. “Mine to make. At our pace.”

“Ask.”

“Next season, when the wind turns east again.” She looked out at the sea. “A wing of our daughters. Gale. Salt. Ash. All three clans. Young ones. The age your cadets are.” She turned and looked at me. “They will cross to your academy. On the road your scout guided. With a reef under them every night, if your reef-dragon will grow one.” She paused. “To learn the song.”

The first foreign cadets in the Aerie’s history. We’d taken in freed soldiers and an ocean-clan embassy; these would be students. Farshore daughters, coming to learn.

“They’ll be welcome,” I said.

“I know they will.” Lamya’s hard face didn’t change. “It still had to be ours to ask.”



“I am coming east,” Kulshedra said.

She said it the next morning, at the foot of the harbor stair, before I’d finished greeting her. She’d come down it on Thessaly’s arm, step by careful step, in the early light, with a small bundle in her other hand. The old keeper. Older than anything I’d ever seen alive. She’d spent the night of the turn sitting in the ash beside Hala, not speaking. She’d flown back to the coast on Lamya’s back.

“Keeper.”

“With you. Now. On the crossing.” She held up the bundle. Her few things. Wrapped in a cloth. “I am old. I will not have many more crossings. I have one more in me, I think, and I want it to be this one.”

“Why?”

“The name,” Kulshedra said.

She looked at Talise, standing at the end of the harbor wall with Brenna’s copying case strapped to her back. Sixty-three sheets of the Landfall Stones in a sealed cold-jar, the fixative dry, fourteen articles ticked fourteen times.

“Your archivist has the tablet,” Kulshedra said. “Your chronicler has the key. I have the songs that go with both. All three need to be in the same room.” She looked back at me. “For ten thousand years they have been on opposite shores. Now they will not be.”

“It’ll take a long time,” I said. “To translate. You said years.”

“Yes.” The old keeper’s clouded eyes almost smiled. “The years start now.”



I gave Lamya the chart before we left.

On the harbor wall. The last morning. The gale wing was already in the air, a long lattice wheeling over the harbor, waiting to escort us out.

I took my survey book off my thigh.

I’d kept it strapped there every mile of the crossing and every day on the Farshore. Every day I’d added to it. And on the pages at the front, the chart: the first map of the open ocean. Every band, every current, every song, the first step and its cairns, and the Widowing.

At the Widowing, written in small letters in Talise’s private hand, because she’d asked to write it herself: the new verse.

…and the reef held.

I tore the pages out along the stitching, slowly, so the binding wouldn’t take any of the ocean with it.

I’d made Talise copy them first, on the harbor wall the night before, exactly, because she was the only one whose hand I’d trust to do it right. The copy was in Brenna’s case. The original I held out to Lamya.

She looked at the pages.

She didn’t take them right away. She stood on the harbor wall with her char-dark plate catching the sun and looked at the first map of the ocean her people had crossed three times and lost so many on, the wind they’d sung since the first crossing held still on paper.

“A road,” I said. “Both ways.”

She took it.

She held it flat on both palms, as if the wind drawn on it might still lift it out of her hands.

She stepped back and raised her right arm. Bent at the elbow. Palm out. Then swept it down and across her chest, over her heart, and held it there.

The ash-clan salute. The wing-salute, done with an arm. I’d only ever heard it described, the day the Flight sailed, relayed to the whole Aerie in the old dialect through Kulshedra. I’d never seen it.

Now she gave it to me.

She said one line. In the old dialect. Slowly, for me.

“Fly it often,” Lamya said.



Bolla’s mother blessed her on the gale-cliffs.

We stopped there on the way out. The last place. Bolla had asked. She flew up to her mother’s roost and landed on the long tilted ledge with the blue kite and the gray-green kite, and her mother was waiting.

I stayed on Anfa’s back at the cliff-face. Hovering. It wasn’t mine.

But I could see them.

Her mother put both thin hands on Bolla’s face, as Morana had on the cliff-top, and held it there.

She said the word.

The same word. Both halves of it.

Home. And always.

Bolla said it back.

Then her mother let go. And Bolla stepped off the ledge and fell into the wind and the wind held her.



The crossing back was easy.

That was the strangest thing about it. Six days of open ocean, the uncrossable sea, the road that had taken ten of the Flight two seasons ago and eleven of their ancestors before that. And it was easy.

The gale wing flew it with us. They’d decided that on the cliffs, among themselves, without asking anyone: forty of them would fly the whole road east beside us, to learn the reefs and the chart, and turn for home from the stack. Forty gale-dragons wheeling around our ten, spending nothing, riding the bands. Bolla at the point. Her wing-sisters in the net behind her. At every dusk they crowded round Talise’s copy of the chart on Ceto’s reef and argued with each other about where I’d put the lines.

The reef held every night. Ceto grew it at dusk, and we slept on it, and she let it sink at dawn. A line of reefs across the bottom of the ocean now, from the Farshore to the Drowned Reach. Her road.

The Widowing was calm.

The storm-band was still there, running north and south across the sea, but it was the wrong season, Bolla said, and the band was asleep. We flew through it on a gray afternoon with nothing worse than rain. Anfa didn’t have to make a single lane.

She was almost disappointed.

I corrected the chart in three places. The copy, in Talise’s hand. A band I’d drawn too far north. A current Nure said I’d misread. The edge of the Drowner, which was closer to the Ferry than I’d thought.

Three corrections. I’d send them to Lamya with the first wing of cadets.

Kulshedra rode on Nure’s back the whole way.

Nure swam the crossing on the surface for her, and at noon, when the tired fliers came down to rest, there was Kulshedra already sitting cross-legged on the broad warm spine. The rest of us sprawled. She sat upright on Nure’s great dark back like a passenger on a ship.

Singing.

To the deep. Under her. Old songs. Farshore songs. The ones about the sea. She’d crossed it twice already, east with the Flight two seasons ago and home again after, and she’d thought the second time was her last.

She sang to the water until the coast came up.

Ayida and Nure were both carrying.

Both glowing. Each in her own color. Ayida’s prism-bloom sat warmer on her skin every day, the deep greens and golds of the mother-prism widening, and wherever she sat on the reef, small green things grew out of the coral. Sprig had company now. A whole little garden at the edge of every reef.

Nure’s light ran cooler. Deeper. The blue-green going toward the color of deep water. And inside it, low, the second light. Brighter now than the night of the tide. Steady. A small blue-green glow under her navel that pulsed with its own rhythm.

On the third night, the two of them sat side by side at the edge of the reef with their feet in the water and their hands on their bellies.

Neither of them spoke.



On the fifth evening the first step came up out of the sea ahead of us, and that was as far as the gale wing went.

They landed on it first.

On the crown. Among the cairns. Forty gale-clan dragons shifting to human form on the warm black basalt among the old ash-cairns and the names of the ones who’d died there.

They sang.

The Widowing. All of it. The whole lament. The storm. The crossing. The names. The eleven from the first crossing, the ones every gale child learned before her letters.

Then a silence where Zmeya’s name would have gone, if the law had ever allowed it. Bolla’s wing-sister, nineteen years old, lost in a down-burst two seasons ago. Nobody sang her. Bolla said her name once, into the wind, the way she had on the reef. Forty gale-clan stood in the silence after it and let it be.

Then the last line.

The new one. The one Bolla had added.

…and the reef held.

Forty voices. On the first step of the exodus road. The first new verse in ten thousand years, sung by the clan whose children would learn it now, with their letters, before they could fly.

The wind took it east.

Ceto grew them a reef of their own that night, moored to the stack for the first night of their road back west, and laughed when they argued with her about where to put it. At dawn they rose off the stack in one long lattice and turned for home, and Bolla flew a full circle over them before she came back to the point.



The Aerie came up out of the haze on the morning of the tenth day out of the Farshore.

The mesa. The cliffs, cream and rust and gray. The towers. The Flight Apron. The Flooded Crater, gray-green under the morning sun.

Green.

That was the first thing I saw. Green. On every stair. In every crack. Up the walls of the towers. Ayida’s spring. Every dormant seed on the mesa had germinated the night she conceived, and it had kept growing the whole time we were gone.

The Aerie had sprouted.

People stood on every balcony, every wall, every roof.

They’d seen us coming. Ivora’s western watch, probably, a relay from the coast. The whole Aerie was out. Cadets on the walls. The freed ward-watch on the battlements. The ocean-clan embassy in the courtyard basin. Bellic on the Forge roof.

The Flight Apron was worse.

The hatchlings mobbed it.

From the air they were a swarm. Sixteen of them. Every one. Pouring out onto the apron from the nest gallery and the Hatchling Aerie and the cold-vault and the Ember Garden.

Anfa came down. I unclipped. My boots hit the stone.

They hit me.

Kira first. Dog-sized, amber, horns coming in. She’d appointed herself acting Warden of Everything when I left. She came across the apron at a dead run and hit my shins and sparked.

A long, complex, furious report.

I understood it perfectly. Everything is under control. Nothing burned that wasn’t supposed to burn. Mostly. The newborns are undisciplined. The war-brood is very disciplined. I have handled it.

She turned around and organized an escort.

A ceremonial one. She sparked at the four fire-newborns, Kori and Vash and Tama and Essa, and they lined up behind her, sort of, in a ragged row. And she led them in a slow formal loop around me. A procession. The Warden’s escort for the returning Alpha.

On the second loop, Tama set a flag on fire.

The Flight Apron had signal-flags on poles along its edge. Tama set one alight. On purpose, I think. For tradition.

Kira looked at the burning flag, and then at Tama.

She sparked once, curtly, and kept leading the procession.

The war-brood came in formation.

They’d grown. Nearly four weeks. They’d been cat-sized when I left, a week old, plates still going from slate to iron. They were the size of big dogs now and their plates had hardened to iron. Slate going dark. Bronze at every edge.

They came across the apron in a line.

Hild in the middle. Bram on her left. Gerd on her right. Three hatchlings who should have been tumbling over each other, marching in step across the Flight Apron in a perfect line, their iron plates clicking on the stone in unison.

They stopped in front of me.

All three at once.

Hild saluted. One foot to the side of her head.

Bram saluted. A beat late.

Gerd rolled into a ball.

Then she uncurled, slowly, peeked at me out of one green eye, and saluted too.

Bram walked forward and sat on my foot.

Sera launched off the wall.

She’d been on the western wall, at the top of the apron stair, beside Campe. Big now, bigger than the war-brood, metallic spine-ridges catching the sun. And when Campe came down the stair toward the apron, Sera saw her coming.

She jumped.

Off the wall. Into the air. Twenty feet of drop, wings half-open, aimed straight at Campe’s half-cape.

She hit it. Claws first. Caught the silver-edged cloth over Campe’s left shoulder and hung there, swinging, rumble-purring at the top of her lungs.

The whole apron went silent.

Campe stood at the bottom of the stair with a full-grown dog-sized fire-hatchling hanging off her half-cape. She didn’t stagger. She didn’t flinch. She stood there in full uniform at parade attention with Sera swinging from her shoulder.

She didn’t look at Sera.

She was looking at me.

Frost hit Talise’s notebook.

I heard her yell. Behind me. On the apron. I turned.

Kess.

Sybara’s son. Pale blue-veined, patient, a month bigger than when I left. He’d come out of the cold-vault and across the apron and found Talise, and Talise had her notebook out, the public chronicle, already open, already writing THE RETURN OF THE ALPHA.

Kess had breathed on it.

The whole notebook. Frosted shut. A perfect geometric pane of frost across the cover and down every edge, sealing it closed.

Talise stared at it.

“I was WRITING,” she said.

Kess looked at her with total patience. Then he breathed on her pencil and tiled it too.

Veya went for Sybara.

Sybara was coming down the apron stair. Robes. Bun. Glasses. And Veya saw the glasses and launched herself off the stair-rail and breathed a cone of rime straight across both lenses and chimed. High. Crystal. Delighted.

Sybara stopped on the stair. Her glasses completely white.

“Hello, Veya,” she said.

Veya chimed again.

Fen rooted himself on my boot.

He’d been carried in from the Ember Garden by his sisters, protesting every step. Amaya and Sylva had dragged him across the apron by the tail. And he’d seen me and stopped protesting and walked over and stood on my left boot.

He dug his feet in.

Into the leather. Like it was soil. He planted all four feet on my boot and closed his eyes and rumbled. Moss started growing on the toe.

He wasn’t going anywhere.

Bram was on my right foot.

I stood on the Flight Apron with a war-dragon on one foot and a life-dragon on the other and couldn’t move.

Last came Cinda, on Vibria’s shoulder.

Across the apron, Vibria was coming. Fast. Barefoot. At a dead run. And on her shoulder, holding on with all four feet, striped amber-and-gold, Cinda.

Humming.

The root. I could hear it from across the apron. The bottom note of the Weave. Louder than I’d ever heard her hum it.

And the eleventh point answered.

On my chest. Gale-green. Bolla’s.

It had never answered Cinda before. It couldn’t have. Bolla had bonded on the Farshore, across the whole ocean. Cinda had never been near it.

It answered now.

A pulse. Gale-green. In time with Cinda’s hum. The eleventh point and the weave-born hatchling, meeting for the first time across a Flight Apron.

Behind me, Bolla gasped, sharp and startled.

I didn’t have time to look.

Vibria hit me.

A flying tackle.

She didn’t slow down. She came across the Flight Apron at full speed and launched herself at me from ten feet out, and Cinda jumped off her shoulder at the last second onto Anfa’s back, and Vibria hit me in the chest with her whole body.

I went down.

Bram and Fen went flying.

I hit the stone on my back with five-foot-two of furious fire-drake on top of me, her arms around my neck, her legs around my waist, her heat-shimmer pouring off her so hard the air rippled. She was crying. She was laughing. She was kissing me. All at once. My face, my mouth, my neck.

“You came BACK,” she said. “You came back you came back you came back.”

“I said I would.”

“I know what you SAID.” She grabbed my face in both hands. Her glow-eyes blazing. Tears hissing to steam on her hot cheeks. “Your point went DARK. My point went dark. In the middle of the afternoon. I was in the nest with all eight of them and it just went OUT.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t know WHY.” It came out half a sob. “Nobody knew why. There was no way to know. It just went out and I couldn’t feel you and I couldn’t feel anyone. I looked for you in it for HOURS.”

“And you reached back.”

“Of COURSE I reached back.” She stared at me. “What else would I do?”

“You were first,” I said. “Before anyone. Before anyone on the cliff had moved. From the other side of the ocean. You were first.”

“I’m always first,” Vibria said.

Then she kissed me hard enough to knock my head back against the stone.

Campe was next.

I got up eventually. Vibria let me. She didn’t let go of my hand. I stood up on the Flight Apron covered in ash and sea-salt and fire-drake, and Campe was standing in front of me.

Full uniform. Half-cape, with Sera still hanging off it, though Sera had climbed up onto her shoulder now. Braid tight. Boots polished to a mirror. Forearm plates dark metallic, rank insignia, the way they always were in public.

She came to attention.

Heels together. Spine straight. Chin up. The parade-ground stance. The one five hundred cadets feared.

For exactly one breath.

Then she broke it.

She stepped forward and put both arms around me and pulled me against her and held on. In front of the whole apron. In front of every cadet on every wall. Her face in my neck. Her body shaking.

Her forearm plates smoothed against my back. All the way. In public.

She held on until the cadets on the walls started finding other places to look.

She said one thing into my neck, too low for anyone else to hear.

“Dane.”

Brenna checked Bolla’s harness.

Brenna had come down from the Forge roof and walked straight across the apron to where Bolla stood beside Morana and Anfa. She didn’t say hello. She didn’t say welcome back. She went straight to the buckles.

Every buckle. Every strap. The lattice-clips at the wing-root. Twice, and then a third time, the way she’d checked every rig she ever built.

Her hand came to rest on the collar-ring.

On the green bead.

Gale-green. The bead she’d threaded onto the ring before we left, without being asked. It means it’s your color, she’d said. Whatever that turns out to be.

It had turned out to be a point on my chest.

Brenna looked at the bead. Then she looked at me, across the apron. At the Mark. At the eleventh point. Gale-green. The exact color.

She looked back at the bead.

She nodded once. Then she took her hand off the collar-ring and walked back toward the Forge.

Bellic produced the good tea.

I never found out where she got it. She’d been on the Forge roof. Then she was on the apron with a tray. A pot. Cups. The good tea, the blend from the upper cabinet behind the spare clips, the previous Alpha’s blend.

She poured a cup and handed it to me without a word or a ceremony. Then she poured one for Bolla. Then for everyone.

That was her whole review.

Sybara opened the cold-jar on the apron.

In front of everyone. She came down off the stair with her glasses still frosted from Veya, and wiped them on her sleeve, and put them back on, and walked across the apron to Talise.

Talise unstrapped Brenna’s case from her back. Opened it. Took out the cold-jar and held it out, and Sybara took it.

She broke the seal. Right there. On the Flight Apron. With every cadet on the walls watching. She unscrewed the lid and reached in with two careful fingers and drew out one sheet. The top one. The first face of the first Landfall Stone.

She held it up to the light.

She read it. The words she couldn’t read. The marks above them, the stacked notation, the depth-numbers in the margins.

She read it to the bottom and lowered it.

“Accurate,” Sybara said.

Again. The second time. In public.

Sybara did something she had never once done to Talise in two years of corrections.

She put the sheet back in the jar. Closed the lid. Handed the jar to Tessara, who’d appeared beside her out of nowhere. Then she turned to Talise.

And hugged her.

Briefly. Badly. Stiffly. Her arms going around Talise’s strong swimmer’s shoulders like she wasn’t sure where they were supposed to go. Her glasses knocked crooked against Talise’s temple. Her chin bumped Talise’s ear.

It lasted about two seconds.

Sybara let go, adjusted her glasses, took the cold-jar back from Tessara, and made for the archive stair at very nearly a run.

Talise stood on the Flight Apron with her frosted-shut notebook in her hand and didn’t say a word.

I counted.

One. Two. Three. Four.

Five. Six. Seven. Eight.

Nine. Ten. Eleven.

Eleven seconds.

A record.

Then Talise opened her mouth and said, very quietly, “Oh.”

The swimmer was on the western wall.

She’d been waiting every day since we left, Kaia said, standing on the western wall beside Bolla’s empty dawn post and looking west.

On the day the fields quickened, she’d been standing there.

She’d felt them.

Her sisters. Across the ocean. On the Farshore, in a salt harbor. Their threads had been burned out of her at the harbor mouth. But on the day the fields quickened, when the whole caldera watched two cut bonds come back by choice and severed families started reaching for each other across the ash, her sisters had reached for her.

Across an ocean.

She’d felt them come back. One by one. And she’d reached for each of them as they came, and every one had answered. On the western wall. Kaia had been with her.

She’d been waiting on the wall ever since.

She came down to the apron when she saw Bolla. Walked across the stone in her Aerie clothes, her sand-colored hair combed out long, her gray eyes clear. She stood differently. Like someone who had company again.

She stopped in front of Bolla, and then her eyes came to me.

She said something. In Farshore.

Bolla translated. Her voice wasn’t steady.

“She says: I can hear them now. My sisters. They say my name.”

The swimmer put her hand on her own chest.

“Ljubia,” she said.

Her name. Her kin-name. The one she’d refused to give. My name is a thing my sisters say. I cannot hear them say it.

She could hear them now.

“Ljubia,” she said again.

Kaia, at the edge of the apron, took out her protocol. The written one. Names, injuries, choices. She opened it to a new page. And at the top, in her square determined hand, she wrote a new heading.

The heading read: The Severed, Who Were Reached For.

Under it, the first name.

Ljubia.



Vael and Kaia met Bolla on the wall that evening.

I was on the Tower balcony, and the evening watch was on the wall. They came up the western wall stair together, Vael and Kaia, in their wall-cloaks. Vael’s five faint amber points showing at his open collar. His own constellation. Unforged.

Bolla was at her post. The dawn post, the one she’d stood every morning for a season. She’d gone straight back to it.

They stopped in front of her.

The freed of two shores.

Vael, who’d been held at the Shattered Peaks for years, and spent the last of them with a violet forged Mark eating him alive. Kaia, who’d been one of his six blank-eyed manufactured women. Bolla, who’d been carved by Skarn in a week and aimed at children.

They looked at each other.

Vael spoke first. One plain sentence, too low to carry to the balcony. Bolla gave it to me that night, word for word.

“You chose twice,” Vael said. “I heard.”

“Three times,” Bolla said. “In my clan we say the third is the one that sets the wings.”

Kaia laughed. Short. Surprised.

Just the one exchange. In front of everyone on the wall.

Vael didn’t come closer. He never came closer to any of us. He stood where he’d stopped, a polite distance, with Kaia’s hand in his, and nodded to Bolla once, and turned and walked back down the wall.

Maren was on the wall too.

The fire-type from the Shattered Peaks. The first of the freed soldiers to make her own ember. She stood ward-watch on the western wall now. She’d been there when Bolla left, and she was there now.

She raised her hand to Bolla.

Palm up. And a small flame bloomed in it. The palm-flame salute. Her own invention. The one she gave me. The one every freed sentry on the wall gave now.

Bolla looked at it.

For a moment she didn’t do anything. Then she lifted both arms. Out to her sides. Fingers spread. Held them there.

The gale-scout’s open-wing sign. I’d seen the gale wing give it to each other on the cliffs. It meant I see you in the air.

Maren’s flame flickered.

She closed her hand and nodded and went back to her watch.



Eleven women came to the Tower that night.

I was there first. On the balcony. The doors open to the night, the stars out over the crater, the fig tree in the corner heavy with leaves. I’d washed. Changed. Eaten Jessa’s food until Jessa took the plate away.

Someone had tied a gale-clan kite-cord to the balcony rail. Bolla, that afternoon. It hung there, gray-green, not moving.

The Mark was steady. Eleven points and the center.

They came the way they always came. Unplanned. Nobody sent for anyone. They just arrived.

Vibria first. Always. She came up the stair barefoot and walked straight in and climbed onto the bed and arranged herself in the middle of it like a queen on a throne.

Campe from the nest below. She’d put the war-brood to sleep with her lullaby, and Sera, and she came up the stair in her undershirt and trousers with her braid half-down.

Sybara with a book. And her glasses. She put the book on the shelf and kept the glasses on.

Anfa and Morana together. Storm-sisters.

Ayida. Barefoot. Glowing. Carrying.

Nure, wet, from the courtyard basin. Glowing. Carrying.

Brenna from the Forge. Soot on her cheekbone.

Ceto in my flight jacket.

Talise with her notebook, which had finally thawed.

Bolla came last.

She stopped at the door.

She had never come into the Tower for this. She’d stood on the western wall every dawn for a season and looked at the Tower balcony. She’d come up the wall stair to the balcony once, to read a relay over my shoulder. She’d come to the Tower door once, past midnight, to say she’d guide us. She’d stood in this doorway once, at dawn, to tell me the swimmer was ready, and gone straight back down the stair. She’d been in the nest gallery below for two hatchings.

She’d never crossed this threshold.

She stood at the threshold with her hair up and her scars bare and the green bead at her throat, and stopped.

Half a second.

The doorstep second.

Brenna had done it, the first time, at the door of a room she’d built half the furnishings for. Morana had done it, braced for a vote that wasn’t coming. Ceto had done it and then named it. Talise had done it after the Battle of the Aerie.

Bolla did it now.

Ceto was already at the door. Timekeeper. She’d appointed herself timekeeper of the doorstep second the night she named it and taken the post as seriously as she’d ever taken anything.

She held up one finger.

“One,” Ceto announced. To the room. To the doorframe. To posterity. “That’s the doorstep second. Everyone gets one. It’s in the charter.”

Anfa and Morana didn’t let it run to two.

They came to the door on either side of Bolla, the two storm-sisters, and each of them took one of her hands.

They brought her in. The gale scout between the two storms, hand in hand in hand.

Nobody commented.

They undressed each other.

In pairs and threes, in patterns two years had worn smooth, each woman knowing exactly whose hands went where.

Morana and Anfa undressed Bolla.

Between them, without hurrying. Anfa unbuckled the harness, the green bead swinging. Morana unlaced the scout leathers. They took her apart together, the storm-pair, carefully, and Bolla stood between them with her eyes half-closed and let them.

Nure and Ceto flanked Talise. The water-table. Ceto pulled the tunic over Talise’s head. Nure took the pencil out of her hair and hung it on its peg in the doorframe, and the notebook on the peg beneath it.

Campe and Sybara. The vault-watch. Campe unbuttoned Sybara’s robes, and Sybara unwound Campe’s braid.

Brenna and Vibria.

Vibria didn’t actually undress Brenna. Vibria didn’t undress anyone. She pulled her own crop top off and threw it at the fig tree and then grabbed Brenna by the work-apron and yanked it over her head, and Brenna, who let almost nobody take her apron off, stood there and let her.

Vibria climbed back onto the middle of the bed. Enthroned. Naked. Bronze. Heat-shimmer rising.

“Right,” she said. “Everyone listen to me. Here’s how this is going to go.”

Nobody listened.

Ayida came to me.

She put her hand on my chest. On the Mark. On her gold point. On the center.

Eleven points. All of them pulsing.

Talise looked at the witness-chair.

It was in the corner. Where it always was. The chair she’d watched from on the night after the Battle of the Aerie. Her good seat.

She took a step toward it.

“No,” said the pack.

Ten voices, in the same breath.

“Middle only now,” said Ceto.

Talise stopped.

She looked at the chair. Two years of watching from it.

Then she let them.

The build came first. In this room it always did, and the women who used their mouths went to their knees for it.

Campe knelt between my knees at the edge of the bed. Undressed now, her massive breasts free and heavy, her plates smoothing to her elbows. She looked up at me with her forest-green eyes and gathered her breasts in both hands and wrapped them around my cock.

Warm. Soft. Enveloping.

I groaned.

Sybara knelt beside her. Glasses on. Her pale cold mouth.

Nure knelt on the other side.

She lowered herself to her knees with care, one hand on her belly, the second light glowing low inside her, and Ceto was right there behind her steadying her.

Three of them.

Campe’s paizuri, war-warm, her heavy breasts sliding up and down my length, the rumble starting in her chest. Sybara’s cold tongue licking along the head where it pushed up through Campe’s cleavage. Nure’s ocean-slick mouth taking me in when the other two drew back.

War-warm. Frost-cold. Ocean-slick.

Ceto’s hands joined. Reef-hot. Wrapping around my base where Campe’s breasts didn’t reach.

Brenna’s hands. Forge-warm. Cupping my balls. Reading me.

I gripped the headboard.

On the bed, Bolla watched.

She lay in the pile with her head on Morana’s thigh and her long legs tangled with Anfa’s and watched. Learning. Her eyes on the three mouths and the five hands, missing nothing.

“What is she doing?” Bolla asked Morana, half under her breath. “With her mouth. The cold one.”

“Sybara,” Morana said. “She’s showing off.”

“I am collecting data,” Sybara said, around my cock.

Vibria leaned off the pile to the shelf without looking, plucked a small resonance-glass out of the book Sybara had left there, and shoved it under the sheets. “Confiscated.”

“Why does he make that sound?” Bolla asked.

“Because it feels good,” said Anfa.

“How good?”

“You’ll find out,” Anfa said, and kissed her quiet.

Vibria took me first.

She always did. She’d been sitting enthroned in the middle of the bed issuing directions the whole build, and when the three mouths drew back she grabbed my wrist and hauled.

I went.

She pushed me down on my back and climbed on, knees either side of my hips, her compact bronze body rising over me, heat-shimmer pouring off her. She took my cock in her hand and sank down on it in one long hot slick slide.

Furnace-heat. Her pussy gripping me.

I put my hands on her hips. Bare. On her scalding skin. The bond-resistance was more than a year old now. I could hold her at full burn and not flinch.

She rode me.

Full speed, fearless, holding nothing back. Her perky C-cup tits bouncing. Her copper-gold hair whipping. Her glow-eyes blazing.

Then she stopped.

She turned her head. Looked across the bed.

At Bolla.

“The new one watches the first one,” Vibria announced. “That’s tradition now. I just made it. Watch me. Watch. This is how the first one does it.”

She rode for Bolla.

Loud. Every stroke. Every bounce. Her head thrown back, her hands on my chest, her fire-scale cuirass blooming across her torso, translucent bronze with flame-light inside. She rode me like she was showing a fledgling how to fly.

Bolla watched.

Every second. Her eyes huge.

“Breed me, Alpha,” Vibria said. Loud. For the room. For Bolla. “Breed me. Fill me. I want her to see you fill me.”

I grabbed her hips and slammed her down.

She came loud.

For Bolla. Embers pouring out of her mouth. Her glow-eyes molten. Her pussy clamping down on me in hot rapid spasms. Sparks jumping from her fingertips into the sheets, one more scorch-mark on the south wall’s long record.

She threw her head back and shouted.

I didn’t make her wait for it. I held her down on me through the spasms and let go, buried in her to the root, my cock pulsing into that furnace-heat in long hard throbs while she was still shouting. My cum flooded her. She felt every pulse of it through the Mark and her heat-shimmer flared so bright the sheets under us started to smoke.

“SEE?” she yelled across the bed, glowing, dripping, triumphant. “Like THAT.”

Bolla flinched. Then laughed.

Campe next.

I lifted Vibria off me, still gasping, and turned to Campe.

She was on her knees at the edge of the bed where the build had been. She looked up at me. I took her hands and pulled her up onto the bed.

She went straight back down between my legs for the paizuri. Campe never skipped it, and nobody in this room would have let her. She wrapped her massive breasts around my cock, still slick from Vibria, and stroked me twice, three times, looking up, green eyes on mine.

I lifted her and laid her on her back.

Missionary. Her hands on my forearms, gripping.

I pushed into her.

Her plates smoothed. All the way. In one long wave from her forearms to her collarbones, every metallic scale going soft and olive, as they had the night she sent Morana across the ocean. As they did every time now.

The war-rumble started.

Low. Rolling. Up through her chest into mine.

From the nest two levels down, three small rumbles answered hers in their sleep.

I gripped her heavy hips in both hands and drove into her slow and deep, as far in as she would take me, again and again. Her head went back into the pillows. Her massive breasts rolled on her chest with every stroke, and her fingers dug into my forearms, and the rumble climbed through her until the headboard hummed with it.

“Breed me, Alpha,” she said, low, under the rumble. “Give me another. When it’s time. Give me another.”

“When it’s time.”

“Now,” Campe said. “Breed me now.”

She came with the war-rumble at full. The windows rattled. The fig tree shook. Her pussy gripped me in the rumble’s own slow rhythm, every pulse of it rolling out of her and into me.

I gave her what she’d asked for. I drove in hard against those wide hips and held there and came, emptying into her in thick heavy pulses, and the rumble under me broke apart into one long low groan.

“Yes,” Campe breathed. “Yes, Alpha. That.”

Sybara bent over the bed’s edge.

She’d been waiting. With her glasses on. And when Campe came she stood up off the bed and turned around and bent over the edge of it.

Presented.

That massive round ass. Pale. Huge. The biggest of any of them, soft and heavy, rising up in front of me. Frost-shimmer at the inner thighs and the small of her back.

“The literature,” she said over her shoulder, “suggests beginning where the research began.”

I oiled her.

Brenna handed me the tin. I spread Sybara’s cheeks and prepared her, one finger, two, slow. She groaned against the sheets.

I pushed into her ass.

Slow. Tight. So tight. She clenched around me and then relaxed. I sank in until there was nothing left to give her.

“The frost morphology at the phase boundary,” Sybara said, “is exhibiting a correlation with the…”

I thrust.

“…with…”

Again.

Seven seconds. Then gone.

“Harder,” she gasped. “Deeper. Please. Breed me any way you want. Any way.”

I gave it to her.

Her ass flexed against me. Frost bloomed up the headboard in front of her where her hands gripped. White crystal ferns. And in every crystal, the veins. The egg-vein signature. Kess and Veya.

Her glasses fogged solid.

She came screaming. Her ass clenching around my cock. Frost exploding up the headboard to the ceiling. Her bun unraveling.

Anfa lifted her wrists.

On her back on the bed. Her silver hair spread on the pillow. Her scars glowing. She lifted both wrists over her head and crossed them.

Offered.

I took them. One hand. Pinned them to the headboard above her.

The storm settled. All of her going soft. Her shoulders dropping. The bandage on her flank from the gale-cliffs was gone now, Ayida’s work on the crossing, and the long healed rake-mark showed pale against her dark skin beside the silver scars. I put my free hand on it. She arched into my palm.

Morana lay beside her and took one of her hands, cradling it, the storm-sisters’ fingers laced together above Anfa’s head and mine locked over both wrists.

Anfa looked up at me with her electric-blue eyes sparking.

“Don’t move,” she said. “Not yet.”

I didn’t move. I knelt between her long muscled thighs with my cock against her pussy, hot and wet, and held her wrists and didn’t move. She shook, as she had on the sea-stack with the whole ocean around her, held and still.

Then she breathed out.

“Now.”

I pushed into her.

Slow. All the way. Her pussy gripped me hard, tight and hot and soaked, and her head went back against the pillow and a low rough sound came out of her throat. Her firm tits rose against my chest. Her dark nipples hard.

I started to move. My pace. Deep. Steady. Then harder. She took every stroke with her hips rising to meet me, her lean belly flexing, her thighs locking around my hips.

“Tell me where to fly,” Anfa said.

Her line. From the sea-stack. Tomorrow, tell me where to fly. Even if she already told you.

“Here,” I said. “Under me. You stay right here.”

“Yes, Alpha.”

“Don’t let go of her hand.”

“I won’t.” A breath, shaking. “Don’t let me up.”

“I’m not letting you up.”

I drove into her. Hard. The bed shaking. Her scars crackling along her ribs and her spine, silver light running in lines across her dark skin, the air sharp with the smell of a struck storm. Morana kissed her throat.

“Fill me, Alpha,” Anfa gasped. “Fill me. Leave no room.”

She came happy, the storm let go, nothing old left in it. She went rigid under my weight from her pinned wrists to her heels, her pussy locking on my cock and shuddering there, and her scars flashed silver all at once, spine to ribs. One soft flash walked across the ceiling, like lightning far off over the mountains.

I stayed buried in her until the last shudder passed. When I eased out she made a low protesting sound and curled toward Morana, sated, her scars dimming to their steady silver glow.

Morana climbed into my lap.

She settled facing me, her eyes already on mine, and sank down on me slow, her pussy wet and hot and still fluttering from watching Anfa, and took all of me. Her fuller heavy breasts pressed against my chest. Dark nipples hard against my skin. Her thick strong thighs spread over mine.

I put my hands on her ass. Soft and strong. I held her there.

She put her hands on my shoulders and looked at me. Storm-gray eyes. The silver spark already in them.

“Say it,” she said.

I said it.

“You kept her,” I said. “Across an ocean. Through the grave-fire. Ten feet. All night.”

Her scars sparked.

“You’re good,” I said. “You’re chosen. You’re ours.”

The pack said it after me, one after another. Vibria, from the middle of the bed, loud. Campe, in her command voice. Sybara, precise. Anfa, against her shoulder.

Bolla spoke last.

Her accented voice. Careful. Formal. The Farshore idioms coming out sideways.

“You kept me,” Bolla said. “When I was nobody’s. You kept me. You are a wind I would fly anywhere.”

Eleven voices.

Her scars blazed. She started to move. Riding me. Slow at first, then faster, her hips rolling, her heavy tits bouncing against my chest, her eyes never leaving mine. Every voice that spoke landed in her body, and her pussy clenched around me with each one.

“Breed me,” Morana said. “I believe you. I believe every one of them. Breed me.”

“Look at me,” I said. “Don’t look away.”

She didn’t look away.

She came with her eyes on mine. Her pussy convulsing around my cock. The gush. Hot. Soaking. A flood pouring out of her over my thighs and the sheets, eleven voices’ worth of being wanted coming out of her in one rush. Her scars discharging silver everywhere at once, wrists to throat to ribs, crackling, lighting both our faces.

She laughed.

Wet and astonished and helpless, with her forehead against mine. Laughing at how much of it there was. At eleven voices. At being kept.

Nure.

She came to me on the bed and lowered herself onto me slowly, face-to-face, one hand on her belly where the second light glowed.

Her pussy took me cool and slick, her natural slick coating me, smooth as the inside of a shell. She sat on me fully and didn’t move for a moment, her ringed eyes on mine, her black hair falling wet over her pale shoulders.

She set the tide-rhythm. Slow. Rising. Falling. No faster than a swell. Her fin-membranes spreading wide behind her, translucent blue-green, catching the lamplight, framing her pale luminous body like wings of light. Her gill-slits fluttered along her ribs.

I put my hands on her hips and left the pace to her. Tonight I matched it.

The branches raced out from every point where my hands touched her. Blue-green. Down her thighs. Up her belly to her pale high breasts. And under her navel, the second light, pulsing with her.

“The tide is in me now,” Nure said.

“I know.”

“You kept it,” she said. “You kept the promise. Out there in the black water, where nothing could find us.”

“Fill you again?”

“Fill me again,” Nure said. “The deep remembers.”

I rolled up into her slow on the next rise and she gasped, and her light went from pulse to glow.

She came in her one wave. Controlled. Deliberate. A single wave of light rolling out from her core through every branch on her body, out along her fin-membranes, washing across every woman in the circle. The room lit blue-green. Inside, she drew on me like an undertow, pulling and letting go, pulling and letting go.

The second light inside her pulsed bright with it, small and fierce, its own.

Brenna.

She’d been on the edge of the pile the whole time. Nearest the door. Always. Watching with her slate-gray eyes, her forge-scales banked to amber.

She set down the tin of oil she’d been holding.

She lay back on the bed. Stocky. Powerful. Broad forge-muscled shoulders, firm strong-carried breasts, compact thick thighs. She spread them for me without a word.

One cycle. Only one tonight. She’d said so on the stair. Good temper takes what it takes. Tonight it takes one.

I pushed into her. She was hot. Forge-hot, strong, her pussy gripping me like a clamp she’d set herself. Her legs came up and locked around my hips with forge-caste strength.

I built her. The rhythm she’d taught me on her workbench. Long. Measured. A smith’s hammer. Her forge-scales climbing from amber to orange to yellow-white along her forearms. Her eyes open on mine. They never closed. They never had.

At the edge, I stopped.

Held.

She held with me. Jaw locked. Body loaded like a drawn spring. Her forearms glowing so bright they lit my face.

Then I moved again. Hard. One stroke.

“Now,” she said.

She came. Her pussy clamped down on me, her legs crushing my hips, her back arching off the bed. The quench-hiss. Through clenched teeth. Long. A blade going into the trough. Her molten forearms flaring white-hot and lighting the whole room orange-white, every woman in the circle washed in forge-light.

“It held,” Brenna said, after. Breathing hard. Eyes still open. “All of it.”

Ceto.

Over my knee. Of course. She’d been waiting the whole time, and when Brenna’s hiss faded she crawled across the bed and draped herself over my lap and wriggled once and looked back over her shoulder.

“Begin,” she said.

I brought my hand down.

The ring bloomed.

“ONE,” said Ceto.

“FOUR,” offered Vibria, from across the bed.

“That was ONE.”

I smacked her again.

“Two,” Ceto said.

“ELEVEN,” offered Talise.

“You’re both CORRUPT.”

“The water-table’s chair has ruled,” said Nure, deep and solemn.

“The water-table isn’t even IN SESSION.”

I gave her the third across both cheeks at once, harder.

“Seven,” said Campe, in her parade voice, which was somehow worse.

“Commander, that was THREE.”

“Nine,” said Morana.

Three handprints, three rings, amber and overlapping, spreading out across the soft golden-tan curves of her plush ass, and the room counting wrong at the top of its lungs.

“I am being ROBBED,” Ceto said, delighted, wriggling against my thigh. Her pussy was soaked. I could feel it, hot and slick against my leg every time she squirmed. “Three more. But lower. And nobody counts.”

Nobody counted.

The whole room shut its mouth at once. Ten women who’d been shouting numbers a breath earlier went silent on her order, and the quiet landed on her harder than my hand had. Her wriggling stopped. Her rings quit flickering and simply glowed, and she lay across my knee listening to a silence she’d asked for and hadn’t expected to get.

“That’s lower,” I said, and slid two fingers into her from behind.

She made one small surprised sound and didn’t say another word.

Then the carry.

Dry land. No water. But Brenna had drawings. She’d made them after the first time, the night of the nine, for exactly this, load-bearing angles and brace-points, and she and Anfa came to either side of me. I stood up off the bed with Ceto in my arms, facing me, her heavy unbound breasts pressed to my chest, and lowered her onto my cock.

She sank down on me hot and soft and wet. All the way.

Brenna braced her thighs. Anfa braced her back. And I held her hips and fucked her standing, slow and deep, and between the three of us she floated as if we’d carried her into open water.

Weightless.

Still.

Completely still. In my arms. Held by three people. Her plush body unable to move at all, every inch of her supported, and the reef-girl who never stopped moving finally had nowhere to go.

Her eyes were wet. Her ring-glow pulsed slow.

“Fill the reef,” she whispered. Not a joke this time. “Please.”

I filled her.

I drove up into her and held and came. Deep. Hard. My cock pulsing inside her, flooding her, and she came on it. Her ring-tide. Every ring on her body breaking outward at once in one bright amber wave, across her ass and her thighs and her breasts and her throat, washing over Brenna’s forge-scales and Anfa’s silver scars where they held her.

I set her down on the bed. She lay there glowing, dazed, my seed running out of her onto the sheets, for once in her life not saying anything at all.

The Mark flared and steadied, and I was still hard, and there were still three of them waiting.

Talise.

From the middle of the pile, where the chair couldn’t claim her. I reached into the tangle of bodies and found her and pulled her out and sat her on my lap facing the room.

Her back against my chest. Her strong thighs over mine. Ten women in front of her, watching.

I guided her down onto my cock.

She sank down on me slow. Her big round swimmer’s ass settling into my lap, heavy and firm, her heavy strong thighs spread wide over mine so every woman in the room could see. Her pussy hot and tight, gripping me all the way down. Her full breasts rising and falling. Her soft middle under my palm.

She tried to narrate.

“The chronicler,” she said, “now positioned at the center of the…”

I rolled my hips under her.

“…the…”

I narrated her.

“Your patches have gone the color of deep water,” I said against her ear, low and plain, in my surveyor’s voice. “Both sides. The right one first. Your thighs are shaking. Vibria’s watching your face. Campe’s watching your hands. Nure’s watching where I’m inside you.”

The dapple-net ran across her skin. Fast. Caustic light swimming over warm brown, from her hips up her spine, down her arms to her wrists.

“You’re pushing down on me,” I said. “Slow. Every time. You’ve got your lip in your teeth. Your left hand’s gripping my knee.”

She rocked on me. Her powerful hips working. Her pussy squeezing me on every downstroke.

“Ceto’s grinning at you,” I said. “Sybara’s writing something. Bolla hasn’t blinked in a while.”

She was silent. Ten women watching, and not a sound from her.

“The net’s on your breasts now,” I said. “Both of them. It’s crossing your nipples. It’s slowing down.”

She drew tight in my lap like a line pulled taut.

“Ten of them are watching your skin,” I said.

It stopped.

The net froze. Across her whole body. Sunlit water, still. One held breath.

Every one of them saw it.

Her pussy locked on me as still as the net, one long held grip, and under it the helpless flutter of her coming. Silent. Her mouth open on nothing.

Then it moved again.

“Breed me,” she whispered. “You’ve said all of it.”

I gave her a few more strokes, deep, holding her hips down on me while the last of her flutters milked me.

“…accurate,” Talise said.

The pack roared.

Bolla.

The newest.

Morana and Anfa brought her to me. They’d been holding her. Keeping her. The whole time. They brought her into the middle of the bed and laid her down on her back.

The pack came to her.

Ten women around the lean flier’s body on the bed, and they mapped her.

One at a time at first, like a gale wing letting a new scout learn each wingtip before the lattice closes. Then all together.

Vibria first, because Vibria was always first. Her hot mouth on Bolla’s collarbone, open, a little scorch of breath across the pale skin, and Bolla jerked and gasped at the heat.

“Too hot?” Vibria said against her.

“No,” Bolla said. “What is… no. Again.”

Campe’s warm hands on her ribs. Spread wide. A commander’s hands, the ones that had broken a man’s arm and held a crying hatchling. They framed Bolla’s narrow ribcage like they were measuring her for armor, and stayed there, steady, and Bolla’s breath went shallow under them.

Sybara knelt at her side with her glasses on and took one of Bolla’s forearms in her cold fingers and traced the storm-gray-green scale-patch from wrist to elbow. Slowly. With total attention. The scales ruffled under her fingertips like wind over a pond, and Sybara’s glasses fogged at the edges.

“Fascinating,” Sybara murmured. “The ruffle propagates toward the elbow at roughly…”

“Don’t measure it,” Bolla gasped. “Do it again.”

Sybara did it again.

Anfa turned her by the shoulder, gently, just enough, and put her lips to the scale-patches across Bolla’s shoulder blades. Those ruffled too. Anfa’s silver hair fell across Bolla’s back and sparked faintly where it touched.

Morana went to her neck.

To the silver arcs. Morana’s own scars, silver on dark skin, pressed against Bolla’s silver on pale. She kissed them. Softly. The two silver-scarred women, mouth to scar.

Bolla cried out, high and broken, and her fingers clawed at the sheet.

Nure took her wrist and put her adapted mouth to the inside of it, where the pulse was, and the branching light raced out from Nure’s lips up Bolla’s arm in blue-green lines. Ceto took her long legs, one hand on each thigh, rings blooming amber under her palms. Brenna laid one forge-warm hand flat on her stomach and held it there, steady, the heat going into her. Talise bent and put her mouth on Bolla’s small high breast, on the hard pink nipple, and Bolla’s back came up off the bed.

Ayida put her hand on Bolla’s heart.

Just that. Flat. Over her sternum. Where a Mark would sit.

Ten women. Ten kinds of touch. Mouths and hands on every inch of her, slow, the way you touch someone when nobody is counting.

Bolla lay there under all of them with her eyes wide and her mouth open.

“What…” she said. “What is… all of you… what…”

The questions came apart into single words. “Again.” “There.” “Don’t.” “More.” Then not even those. Her hands opened and closed on the sheets. Her long legs moved restless under Ceto’s hands. And the air around her started to move.

A breeze off her skin. Lifting Vibria’s copper hair. Stirring the pages of the book Sybara had put on the shelf. The lamp-flames on the far wall leaning toward the bed and then away from it, toward and away, like the room was breathing.

I knelt between her legs.

She was soaked. Her pale thighs were slick with it, shining. I put my mouth on her, the way I had on her ledge, and the eleventh kind of touch landed on her together with the other ten.

She screamed, wordless. The wind off her skin gusted so hard every lamp in the room guttered.

I didn’t let her come. I took my mouth away at the edge, and she sobbed, and I came up over her and looked down at her with ten women’s hands on her body.

“Not yet,” I said. “Up.”

I lifted her.

Out of their hands. Up. A gale scout is built to stay aloft, and in my arms she very nearly did. I stood up off the bed with her in my arms and her long legs locked around my hips and her arms around my neck, and I pushed into her.

Standing. Lifted. Her back against the bedpost.

She cried out.

The pack stayed close. Hands on her back. Her legs. Her hair. Vibria’s palm on her hip. Morana’s hand cradling the back of her head against the post so it wouldn’t knock.

“Look at them,” I said into her ear. “Every one of them. They’re all here for you.”

“I know.” She was shaking. “I know. I didn’t know there could be this much.”

“There’s always this much.”

“Show me,” she gasped. “Show me more.”

I drove up into her. Slow at first. Then harder. Her high tight ass in my hands, flier’s muscle, lifted, my fingers sinking into it. Every thrust pressing her back against the bedpost. Her pussy gripping me tight and hot.

I leaned in. Put my mouth on her neck. On the silver arcs. On the love-bites from the Farshore, faded now.

And marked her again.

Over his. Again. Teeth and tongue on the raised silver, firm, holding, the blood coming up under the skin, new marks on top of the ones I’d left on her ledge and her cliff.

“Yes,” Bolla gasped. “Yes. Mine. That’s mine.”

“Yours.”

“Again. The next one.”

I took the next arc. Then the third.

The wind came off her.

Inside the Tower. Off her skin. Her hair streaming. And it grew. Faster. Stronger. Papers lifting off the desk. The fig tree’s leaves thrashing. The pack’s hair whipping around their faces, and nobody let go of her.

“Breed me,” Bolla said. “I choose it. I choose it here.”

“Here.”

“Home,” she said. “Home and always.”

She came.

The gust.

Inside the Tower. A ring of wind exploding off her body in every direction. Every scroll on Sybara’s shelf flew. Every scarf on every peg. The curtains at the balcony doors snapped out straight, and out on the rail Bolla’s kite-cord cracked like a pennant. Talise’s notebook blew off its peg in the doorframe and spun across the room.

Vibria caught it. One-handed. Without looking.

And the gale-call.

The long high cry. Out through the open balcony doors. Over the crater. Over the whole Aerie.

From the nest below, Cinda hummed.

The root. Through the floor.

Ayida.

Center.

She took my hand and led me back to the bed and the pack moved. Nobody gave an order. They moved back. They made a circle. A ring of women around the middle of the bed.

The witness-circle.

Ayida lay back in the middle of it.

I knelt over her.

She looked up at me with her gold eyes. Her hand on her belly. On the spring.

I pushed into her. Slow. The slowest.

The room went quiet around us, ten women in a circle, watching and breathing.

The mother-prism spread across her skin. Deep greens and golds, washing out from her breasts across her collarbones, down her ribs, slow as dawn coming over a field. Her hands on my back. Her gold eyes on mine.

Out. In. Hold.

Nobody in the circle made a sound. Ten women who’d been loud all night, laughing, counting wrong, shouting across the bed. Silent now. Vibria with her knees pulled up and her chin on them. Campe sitting back on her heels with her hand over her own heart. Sybara with her glasses fogged and her hands still in her lap for once. Bolla between the storms, still flushed from her own gust, her hand in Morana’s.

Tonight there were no small crests on the way up. It built in one long climb with nowhere to break, and I felt it through the Mark long before I felt it in her body: a warmth gathering at the gold point and not letting go, rising a little with every stroke. Her lashes fluttered. The prism-bloom crept across her chest a finger’s width at a time.

“It’s not breaking,” she whispered, wondering. “It’s just rising.”

“Let it.”

A small smile, there and gone. Her eyes didn’t leave mine.

I didn’t speed up. I kept the rhythm. Out. In. Hold. The bed didn’t creak. The fig tree in the corner stood perfectly still, every leaf turned toward her.

When the crest finally came, it came from deep.

Her breath stopped for a heartbeat and went out of her in a long shaking sigh. Her soft hips rose to meet me at the bottom of the stroke and stayed there, pressed up against me, holding me as deep as I’d go. Her hand on her belly pressed down, over the spring. Through the Mark I felt the small warm thing inside her answer, a pulse of green under the gold.

“It knows you,” she whispered. “It knows when you’re in me.”

“I know.”

“Stay there. Just like that.” Her voice was barely air. “Don’t go faster. I want to feel it all the way through.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Out. In. Hold. Slower now. Slower than I’d ever gone with anyone. The rain-smell came up off her skin and filled the room, warm grass and wet earth, so strong I could taste it.

It turned.

She stopped breathing under me, the held breath that was always hers. Her pussy clamped down and held. The prism-bloom went full-body in one long wash, every scale-patch on her blazing at once, green and gold and violet and the deep colors I’d never had names for. Her eyes went from amber to pure gold.

“Now,” Ayida breathed. “Now. Stay.”

She held her breath.

The circle held its breath with her. Ten women, not breathing.

She came. Shuddering. Silent. Once, long, from her core outward. Her pussy pulsing around me in slow deep waves that pulled at me root to tip. She made no sound at all: held breath, a shudder, her nails in my back.

Through a crack in the Tower floor, beside the bed, a thin green shoot pushed up out of the stone.

The spring. One last time.

“Dane,” Ayida whispered.

Last, the Weave.

I moved through all of them.

That was how it went, every Harmonic since the first. When the circle had been made and the center had come, I went to each of them again. One by one. Brief. Reminder. Inside each of them for a few strokes. Vibria’s furnace. Campe’s heavy warmth. Sybara’s tight cold. Anfa’s grip. Morana’s flood. Nure’s slick. Brenna’s strength. Ceto’s softness. Talise’s heat. Bolla’s tight new grip. Ayida’s slow pull.

Eleven.

The Mark was blazing. Every point. The center so bright the room had no shadows.

I came back to Ayida.

I pushed into her one last time and held.

And Vibria pulled every shutter wide.

The weight arrived.

It always did. Season after season. The Weave. Every woman’s perception opening into every other’s, and all of it coming down on us. Eleven bodies. Eleven elements. Eleven kinds of pleasure and heat and cold and storm and life and tide and steel and reef and silence and wind.

Enormous.

The first time, it had held for one breath. A breath was all a mortal frame could carry. Last season, three. And past three, the weight would break someone. Sybara’s protocol didn’t permit breaking someone.

I felt it come down on us. On all of us.

I felt us start to hold it.

The way we’d always held it. Bracing. Gripping. Every one of us carrying her portion, straining, the weight pressing down, the breaths counting down. One. Two.

And Bolla spoke.

Inside it. Inside the Weave. Her voice in all eleven of us at once.

A single gale-scout word.

“Ride.”

I understood.

I don’t know how. But I did. All of us did. In the same instant.

Don’t hold it.

Set the wings.

Spend nothing.

The gale-clan never fought the wind. They rode it. Six days across an open ocean with a lattice spending nothing. They didn’t hold the air up. They let it hold them.

We let it hold us.

Eleven points. Not gripping. Set. Like wings. Like a lattice. Each woman not carrying the weight but riding it, letting it carry her, the way a gale-dragon set her wings and let the band take her.

The weight didn’t press down.

It lifted.

Like a band. Like the Ferry. Like the Long Breath. The Weave came under us like a wind and we set our wings on it and it took us.

It didn’t break. Three breaths. Four.

It didn’t crush. Ten breaths. Twenty.

It rode, and kept riding, and the breaths stopped being worth counting.

A full minute. Eleven tones and the root. The chord sustained like a crossing.

Each woman herself. Vibria’s fire. Campe’s war. Sybara’s frost. Anfa’s storm. Ayida’s life. Nure’s tide. Brenna’s forge. Morana’s storm-chosen. Ceto’s reef. Talise’s tidepool. Bolla’s gale.

And all of them one perception.

I felt all of them, and none of it landed as weight. It came as air. As a wind I was riding, with Bolla’s own wind moving through all of us underneath it, keeping us aloft.

Ayida under me. Her gold eyes on mine. Her pussy still drawing on me from her last crest, slow and soft and endless.

“Fill me, Dane,” she whispered. “Bring everyone.”

And I came.

Inside Ayida. Deep. Long. Buried in her to the root with my hands locked on her soft hips. My cock pulsing hard, long heavy spurts, flooding her, my load pouring into her in throb after throb until my whole body shook with it. I groaned her name into her neck.

Every woman in the Weave felt it.

Felt where I finished. Felt it the way Ayida felt it, the heat of it, the pulse, as if it filled every one of them. And every woman came with it. Eleven climaxes. One wave. Eleven bodies arching and shaking and clenching on one bed, and every residual scale in the room lit at once.

The chord rang.

At the end of the minute, we set it down.

Together, gently, like a lattice coming in to land, like a gale-dragon folding her wings on a ledge.

Nobody broke.

Nobody.

Sybara retrieved the instrument after.

The small resonance-glass. She’d brought it up the stair hidden in the book she’d put on the shelf, and Vibria had confiscated it during the build, and Sybara crawled across the pile on her hands and knees with her glasses fogged and her bun gone and found it in the folds of the sheets where Vibria had hidden it.

She held it up.

It was ringing.

The eleven-tone chord. Eleven element-frequencies over the root. Ringing. Sustaining.

And it kept riding.

After the Weave. After we’d set it down. The chord went on. Last season it had faded like a struck bell. This one rode, steady, like a band of air that keeps moving after the wind that made it has gone.

Sybara listened to it without writing anything down, which for Sybara was an eternity.

At last she found her quill. And her logbook. And wrote.

Under the first reading, Home. Under the second, Home (sustained).

She wrote the third.

In Bolla’s word. The Farshore word. The one that meant both.

Home (always).

The pile.

Eleven strong. I mapped it one last time before I slept.

Vibria diagonal. Always. Her foot in my ribs. Campe the outer shield, against the wall-side, and by dawn there’d be a war-hatchling smuggled in under her arm. Hild, probably. Sybara mid-note, glasses on, a page under her cheek. Anfa curled small. Morana believing it. Nure the nightlight, and inside her blue-green glow, faint, a second light. Brenna nearest the door. Ceto asleep mid-joke in my flight jacket. Talise in the middle of the pile with no notebook anywhere. Ayida over the Mark.

Bolla slept between the two storms. Anfa on one side, Morana on the other. The chain. Asleep in one line.

I lay there in the dark with the Mark warm under Ayida’s cheek and counted.

The way my mother taught me. Slowly. Twice.

Eleven.



Epilogue

Six days later I went down to the deep archive at night.

Sybara sent for me. A cadet came to the Tower with a note in her exact hand. Deep archive. Now. Bring no one.

I went down the spiral stair. Three levels. The lanterns every twenty steps. The air getting colder.

Sybara was at her desk under the cracked central resonance-glass.

Kulshedra sat beside her.

The old keeper had been in the archive every day since we landed. Sybara had given her a chair beside the desk and a blanket and a cup of cold frost-wyrm tea that Kulshedra drank without complaint. They’d been working. Six days. Barely sleeping. Talise’s sixty-three sheets of the Landfall Stones spread across every surface. The song-tablet in its cold-jar.

Sybara looked up when I came in.

Her glasses were clear. Her bun was tight. Her face was calm.

“It works,” she said. “The key. Talise’s copies. The notation above the words on the Landfall Stones.” She touched a sheet. “The stones are a list. The names of the first ones who landed. Each name written in letters and in notation, together. The words tell you the name. The notes tell you how it was sung.” She looked at Kulshedra. “Kulshedra knows some of the names. From the songs. She can say them.”

“I can say them,” Kulshedra agreed. Her thin dry voice.

“So we had the names in words,” Sybara said, “and we had the names in sound, and we had the notation above both. For sixty-three sheets. And from that…” She took a breath. “From that, I could work out which mark is which pitch.”

“All of them?”

“All of them.” She put her hand on the cold-jar. On the song-tablet. “The marks map to pitch. Every one. The notation is a system. A complete one. And with the key, the tablet can be read.”

She opened the cold-jar.

She didn’t take out the tablet. She tilted it toward the lamp. The bone and grown-shell, the dense rows of stacked marks. I’d seen them a dozen times. They’d been nothing to me.

“The First Alpha’s name,” Sybara said.

She didn’t say it. She put her finger beside the marks. Not touching.

“It is written as a chord,” she said. “For many voices. At once. The way the oldest names were written. Before the exodus.” She traced the stacks without touching them. “Here. Three notes. Then five. Then three. Then seven. It cannot be said by one voice. It can only be voiced by many true voices together.”

“By a Weave,” I said.

“By a Weave.”

She looked at me. Her cobalt-black eyes behind her clear glasses.

“And it begins on a root,” Sybara said.

I knew before she said it.

“The same root,” she said. “As the Weave’s chord. As the note Cinda hums. The bottom note of everything we make together when the shutters open.” She set the cold-jar down. “Every true resonance shares the root. His did. Before they broke him. Before they forged him. When he was a true Mark and his voice was kind.” She looked at the tablet. “Ours does.”

She was quiet.

“That is what the mountain has been listening to,” Sybara said. “For two years. Every Harmonic. Every Weave. Every chord. We have been singing the root of his own name and did not know it.”

She set the quill down.

She took off her glasses, cleaned them on her sleeve, and put them back on.

“We could sing it now,” she said.

Nobody in the archive moved.

“We have the notation. We have the key. We have eleven true voices and a root.” She looked at me. “We could sing his name.”

I put my hand over the center-point and kept it there.

Kulshedra spoke.

“Not yet,” the old keeper said.

Sybara looked at her, and didn’t argue.

“Not yet,” Sybara agreed.

She took the sheet she’d been working on. The transcription. The name, rendered from the tablet into the notation she now understood, every pitch marked.

She didn’t put it in the translation file.

She opened the other folder. The one that had been open since the sealing. The one in her exact hand.

LISTENING.

She put the sheet inside it and closed it.



Vandra’s report came the next morning.

Through the relay chain from the Shattered Peaks. Vandra always wrote three lines. She wrote short.

Sybara brought it up to the Tower and read it to me on the balcony.

At the hour of the eleven-tone Weave, the seal’s instruments recorded one pulse. The first since the sealing. In the root.

Then a fourth line. Vandra never wrote a fourth line.

Then silence again.

Sybara folded the report once, then again, small enough to close in her fist, and went back down to the archive to put it in the folder.



Dawn on the Tower balcony.

Eleven points and a steady center on my chest. Warm. Every one of them.

Cinda on my shoulder. Humming. The root. Into my bones.

Below me, on the western wall, at her post, Bolla.

Barefoot on the cold stone. Hair pinned up. The silver arcs bare and my marks over them. One wet finger raised to the wind.

Reading it west.

She’d stood there every dawn for a season, reading the wind toward a home she couldn’t see. Homesick. I’d watched her do it from this balcony. A woman listening for a voice in another room.

She wasn’t homesick now.

I could see it in how she stood. She was reading it the way a scout reads it before a crossing, toward somewhere she’d go again.

Across the water, on the far shore, Lamya had a chart.

A road. Both ways.

I turned and looked northeast.

The Shattered Peaks were far beyond sight. Half a continent. But I knew the bearing. I’d drawn it myself.

Under that mountain, behind a living seal, something that had once been a man had just heard the first note of its own name, sung by eleven chosen voices.

It didn’t pulse again.

It waited.

Cinda hummed against my neck. I put my hand over the center-point.

“Not yet,” I said.
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