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To my loved ones

For always believing in me



Table of Contents



	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen




Chapter One

“Torment! Stand against the halls tonight, for three dare to suggest the vile Strat’s welcome!” an exasperated voice bellowed through the streets. The commotion was emphasised by a blunt bell rung repeatedly.

It had been a long winter. The people were hungry for more than one thing. Hopes were high that the warming winds were well on their way despite all the trouble.

The criers were back on their wooden platforms, spewing hate wrapped haphazardly in alleged justice. It was nothing new, yet the atmosphere seemed tenser than usual: like a spark on the brink of igniting. Or perhaps it was all in his head; Ciro wondered if it was another case of him overreacting. Of expecting thick trunks to snap like twigs.

Displeased murmurs passed from one person in the gathering crowd to the next. Hoods came down as people pointed crooked fingers to the sky. People frowned at the clouds, thick and grey with another brewing storm. A view, a display of nature, not far off from representing that which was hated simply for its form. For how the Stratari existed, created from scratch through parts despised. As if wings meant they were above mortality. Never proposed but always assumed.

Does anyone get to choose how they’re born?

Should we not focus on rations? On the coming harvest?

What right do we have to condemn an entire race for the act of a few? For the act of one?

Humans have murdered and stolen and committed all sorts of atrocities…if anything, it’s in our blood…

Ciro shook his head, hoping to think of something lighter. Neven stood beside him. Most of his weight was against one leg in a casual pose, but his expression was one of irritation.

Snow, which had clung stubbornly to rooftops and shaded eaves, had finally surrendered to steady, heavy rain, crisp sunshine or something in between. The white-blanketed township had softened into greys and browns, its frost-hardened edges blurring beneath the thaw.

Ships had set for open water, leaving the piers mostly barren. Thick fog would roll in during the night. Soon, the saltway fish would return from the waters of the Nulbarak region, the farthest south Aetherwyn went, and crop planting could get underway again in the early spring.

Ropes creaked, gulls wheeled overhead, and the land lay sodden but stirring.

Ciro thought that perhaps there would be work outside of print for Neven to pursue, something more physical in the open air, as he grumbled about the ink staining his hands and the dullness of the hours. He hated the press, the tedium of carving and setting type, the repetitive clunk of the levers. His restlessness was like a caged hawk, all tension and sharpness in too small a space. Soon he could take part in labour in the fields or the harbour, hauling nets or hammering sails. Work that Ciro would never be able to do.

The cobblestones underfoot were slick and irregular, polished by hooves and time, glossy from the rainwater. Puddles occupied the low spots, dark with silt and straw, while the higher stones jutted like broken teeth. It was all too noticeably uneven. Ciro chewed his cheek in discomfort. He hated walking here. Not to dissuade the fact that he hated walking anywhere.

Suddenly, a short patchwork-vested woman bumped into Ciro. A small jerk up his leg made his jaw tighten.

“Whoa!” she blurted, dark eyes flashing upward, “Watch it!” Her skin was deep brown, rich as polished mahogany. She flashed him a rude hand signal before racing off.

“You ran into me,” Ciro groaned, but she was already turning a corner.

Where is she in such a hurry to?

Dammit. Spirits be damned…this leg…

“How polite…” Neven nudged Ciro, his elbow brushing briefly against his friend’s ribs, “By the way, no chance they get anything done.”

“Who knows, perhaps this time Sander will be awestruck by the crowd of three among his own, and he will show…mercy.” Ciro tried to keep his voice neutral, concerned about Neven’s volatility, and then leaned over slightly to adjust a strap on his leg brace, “Still, they should be focused on feeding the people…”

The leather was frustratingly slick with moisture, tempting his fingers to slip from their route. His back was already straining at the simple motion, the ache deep and dull.

Seriously…

This fucking leg…

With the brace, he’d been able to give up the crutch over time, but it was unlikely he’d progress any further. The medics had warned him against high expectations. He could walk unevenly with moderate pain, sometimes stronger, and he was grateful for it. Or at least he tried to be. It was a miracle in a sense. The fall could have killed him. Should have. So, what was a bad knee in the face of death?

Somehow, everything.

He was furious. Enraged by his ligaments, muscles and bones for not properly mending themselves. Sick to the stomach. Always catching up. Always pushing against a wall that would never splinter: never give way and let him back into a room where things were normal. He was flawed. Broken. Or at least that’s what stirred within.

He hated the way people looked at him on the occasions he was even noticed, when his limp was most pronounced. Just a heartbeat too long, a pity tucked behind their narrowed gazes or awkward smiles.

Suddenly, Neven laughed under his breath, but it was a tight, humourless sound, “Mercy for them. As if.” His hand lingered, hovering near the thin dagger he kept tucked in his belt, a reflex he’d formed in the capital after seeing one too many pub fights. Ciro knew he hated to leave home without it. Not that he had any experience using it, besides dramatically stabbing trees and assuring Ciro he’d take out any Stratari with one hit.

Around them, the press of people grew thicker, men and women pulling their cloaks tighter against the damp, the air almost too packed with the smell of wet stone and smoke. Hems dragged unceremoniously through the puddles. Every breath passing through Ciro’s throat tasted of ash and anxiety.

“Awestruck?” Neven muttered again, shaking his head. “Sander would sooner spit on the Hallowed Steps than listen to any talk of mercy for a Strat. Rightfully so.”

Ciro gave a lopsided shrug, rubbing his hands against the sleeves of his patched coat. The thread was wearing thin near the cuffs. “Three out of thirteen. It’s more than before.”

Neven made a noise in his throat, somewhere between disgust and disbelief, “Three fools playing with fire.”

Fire spreads fast.

A newer, shriller clash of the bell split the air, so sudden and so loud that every head on the street snapped around. The crier at the corner, his voice raw and ragged from endless repetition, hurled words into the drizzle with a ferocity that bordered on panic: “Council speech! Dusk at the Hallowed Steps! All citizens called!”

Moments later, a pale, scruffy boy darted past Ciro, shoving a scrap of folded parchment into his hand before vanishing into the throng. Ciro glanced down and unfolded it. The words were smudged, but he could still make them out:

WILL YOU LET WINGED DEMONS WALK AMONG US AGAIN? THE SPIRITS SEE YOU. THE SPIRITS JUDGE.

The words were underlined in a feverish scrawl, ending in a blot where the ink had pooled.

Neven somehow caught sight of it and snorted.

“Demons,” he said, bitter, baring his teeth in a joyless smile, “They want us to forget what they are. They want us to forget the blood they cost. Make them larger than what they are…Simply bugs to be squashed.”

Ciro said nothing.

His fingers tightened around the parchment until it crumpled. He knew, of course, what had happened to Neven’s sister—how a Stratari outlaw had led Guards and a bulging mob in a mad chase through the narrow streets of Ilenth. The Stratari’s wings were wounded from the initial scuffle, so he was unable to take flight to escape. In the chaos of dozens, the young girl had been trampled underfoot.

It was horrific.

She was barely recognisable, but for the bows in her blood-matted hair. Twisted, crushed flesh, broken bones and bruises so large the true tone of her skin was forgotten. Ciro shook his head to get the gruesome image out of his mind. It was criminal. Still a source of anguish years later.

Everyone in the neighbourhood had grieved, but no one more than Neven. She was his last family. His only blood. Their parents long since passed.

Ciro couldn’t overcome the fact that, technically, it was the enraged mob that had murdered her in the dark. While Neven’s rage and pain turned dark eyes to the supposed instigator. A man who tried to fly away but could not.

Some scars never fade, even when the faces in the crowd move on. Even when the one deemed guilty had his wings torn off, and his body burned as a penance to the Holy Spirits. It would not turn back time. It would not bring her back.

Still, Ciro couldn’t quite summon the same anger in his grief. He had never known a Stratari. He hadn’t known the one they executed. Hadn’t even heard a good reason for chasing him down, when it seemed he only sought to pass through town before a drunkard attacked him.

Was the violence not the chase? Instigated by the townsfolk…the humans themselves.

This was something Ciro could not say to Neven. It would not be reason; it would be betrayal.

To damn all Stratari based on the actions of one seemed irresponsible. Reckless. An abandonment of logic. But where was the place for logic in a brother’s loss?

A woman in the crowd, older but not yet grey, caught a glimpse of Ciro’s scrap. From what he could see, she held the same message. She gave him a disappointed look and dropped her parchment. It fluttered briefly in the air before landing on the stones. Did she disagree with it? Was she trying to change his mind in case he believed the words? He folded his hastily and shoved it inside his coat pocket.

In a way, it didn’t matter that the words on it had sided with the majority. To many watchful eyes, it might as well have been a secret message about sparing Stratari lives. Or a mission to smuggle them onto the mainland. That was the risk of parchments racing through town. Unpredictable, uncensored words were dangerous ones.

The neighbourly surveillance of Sunspire was its most common, albeit biased, currency: eyes and ears could be anywhere, always ready to tangle in the business of others. Ciro had seen, in dark alleys and popular pubs, how a wrong word or a single gesture could become a story passed up to the authorities by nightfall.

Shrine-Guards would show up for even the most doubtful statements. They kept order within the city, so they had to be rapacious, especially while Sunspire’s military strength moved to the border of Swiftle for winter training. Five thousand soldiers were a two-day march away. Still, in the unlikely case of an enemy incursion, there was a swift cavalry nearby able to answer the Council’s call faster. But ultimately, the Guard was responsible for upholding the law. While the Stratari were viewed as an ongoing threat, their population was small and believed to be mostly confined to the island of Vaelora. As such, a major military presence wasn’t required in the capital at all times.

In the books Ciro read at the print-house, years after making it through practically every page and parchment in Ilenth, the Stratari were painted as monstrous or divine, depending on who was doing the writing and how long ago. Light, angelic wings. Dark, demonic wings. Cursed. Blessed. Insane murderers. Skilled healers.

Of course, all sanctioned texts in Sunspire sided with the notion of the devils of the sky, but a risky glance beneath the surface revealed the disagreements. Ciro had learned from the Lady of the Hut that history was a muddled mess of inconsistency. A pool of questions: pride and misery. He had been warned that banned texts were burned, and their owners fined or imprisoned. So, he did not own anything without approval. Still, his head spun in circles, recalling all he’d learned.

“Maybe they’re not all the same,” Ciro said carefully. “Maybe some just want to live…”

Neven whipped around to face him, his golden hair catching the faint light that managed to pierce the clouds overhead.

“Live?” he hissed, keeping his voice low but furious. “They live at the price of ours, Ciro. Every winged wretch is a spit in the face of the Sun and the Moon. If they had their way, the whole city would burn, and so would we.”

For a long moment, they stood there. Staring at each other. The river of people flowing around them, trying to reach an understanding.

Neven sought company in his indignation, and Ciro was failing him. Failing a bond since childhood. Formed long before Ciro could even understand the stories, texts and lectures that now fuelled his confusion. He felt somewhere inside that he should honour that and side with Neven. That there was no worthwhile nuance if he truly loved his friend. His hurt, enraged friend.

Neven, eyes trenchant as the edge of his dagger, watched Ciro for some sign of brotherhood, some echo of the long-ago brief summers in Ilenth when they’d shared everything: stolen fruit, rag-stitched stories, the ache of surviving without blood family but at least having each other. Now all Neven asked, in ways raw and half-formed, was for Ciro to join him in the comfort of supposedly righteous fury. Ciro saw it—saw the hope and the hunger and the pain of a boy who could not be gentle—and he knew that to deny Neven that kinship was to wound him further. Yet Ciro could not bring himself to hate as cleanly, as precisely as Neven did. He couldn’t erase the questions that pulsed behind every story, every brutal, presumed certainty.

He tried again to summon the necessary anger.

He pictured Neven’s sister, sweet-faced Lira, whose hair used to flash like corn silk in the sun, who once tried to bandage a stray cat with a torn blue ribbon because she couldn’t stand to see anything hurt. He remembered, again, the day she’d been trampled. He remembered Neven’s screams, high and thin, remembered holding him in the gutter while Lira’s blood turned the grass crimson.

It was gruesome.

Awful.

Agonizing.

Ciro remembered, and he still could not hate with the seamlessness that Neven demanded, because the world was never as simple as Neven needed it to be. That he decided it was.

Ciro opened his mouth to reply, but stopped when he caught sight of something—someone—at the corner of the next street over. A tall figure stood still against the motion of the crowd. He was cloaked like most of the others, but his hood had fallen, and he was reaching for it. A mostly unassuming act, but just for a heartbeat, a glimpse of something white flashed beneath his garments. Light, reflective, and uniquely textured.

Feathers?

Ciro blinked.

When he looked again, the figure was gone, swallowed by the mass of angry citizens heading toward the Hallowed Steps.

It can’t have been…I’m imagining things…

“Ciro?” Neven asked, suddenly worried, seeing the change in his expression.

“Nothing,” Ciro said quickly, shaking his head. “Thought I saw... Someone I knew. It’s nothing.”

Neven grunted and started forward again, shouldering through the masses. Still, he made sure to go at a pace Ciro could maintain. “I want to see Sander’s face when the crowd howls for blood. He’ll know right away the three won’t succeed.” He strode into the throng, every frown and jostle from the crowd feeding the conviction in his step.

Ciro remembered, in that instant, the first time he’d seen a swallow in flight, as a child.

The perfection of movement, the shocking freedom. He’d watched until his neck ached, and the sun burned the back of his ears, unable to believe anything so beautiful had the right to exist.

This was like that, but worse.

He’d seen feathers. A wing. Wings.

It had to have been.

And it hadn’t filled him with hatred. Or anger. Or disgust.

It had filled him with wonder.

What’s wrong with me? I should be looking to report this…

The streets narrowed as Neven and Ciro closed in on the Hallowed Steps, the crowd thickening until the press of bodies was almost suffocating.

Ciro heard yelling in the direction they were moving.

The argument had already drawn a half-circle of wary onlookers by the time the baker’s patience finally snapped. Flour still dusted his forearms, and the scent of yeast clung stubbornly to him even out in the cold street. The younger man—thin, sharp-eyed, clutching a burlap sack to his chest— kept retreating a step for every step the baker advanced.

“I’m only trying to feed them,” he insisted, voice cracking, though whether from fear or pride was hard to tell. “You think I’d steal if I had a choice?”

The baker answered not with words but with a sudden, heavy swing of his fist. It connected with a dull crack, and the thief stumbled back, blood spilling bright between his fingers as he cupped his nose. The sack slipped, nearly falling, but he clung to it.

The baker loomed over him, chest heaving, fury and something more complicated warring in his eyes. “You steal from my ovens,” he growled, “you steal from my children.”

The young man’s defiance faltered then, replaced by a desperate shame. Before either could speak again, a deliberate clearing of a throat cut through the tension. Among the gathering stood a Shrine-Guard, helm tucked beneath his arm, watching with a look that promised trouble neither man could afford. The thief swallowed hard. With trembling hands, he lifted the sack and held it out. The baker hesitated only a moment before taking it back.

Most merchants had abandoned their stalls, and many Shrine-Guards in white cloaks with gold etchings moved along the alleys, their halberds gleaming under the gold-grey light. Above them, Sunspire’s spires and turrets clawed into the clouded sky, pale and severe, growing narrow to a point, marking the limit of human intrusion into the realm of the holy.

At the heart of it all rose the Hallowed Steps, the stone staircase that ascended the base of the Tower of the Spirits, where only the Council of Thirteen convened. An ancient structure. Thought to be over a thousand years old. Home only to religion and education, until being repurposed after the fall of the last king. Now it was a symbol of Aetherwyn’s people and the law as a whole. Their order. Their chaos. A mark of gratitude and trust in the Holy Spirits of the Sun and Moon to grant humankind the wisdom it needed to survive.

Ciro knew the demolished castle grounds lay behind the grandness. Burnt and smashed and shamed. Barely an echo of what once was.

Two hundred and twenty-one years had passed since a king last sat upon a throne in Aetherwyn. Yet the memory of King Sulien the Third still clung to the stones of Sunspire, whispered in songs, sermons, and the fearful hush of mothers to restless children. The feathered monarch—born with wings of ash and silver—had been hailed at first as a sign of the Spirits’ favour, a mortal bridge between earth and sky.

But that hope had quickly soured.

Sulien’s mind grew unsound as he aged: crumbling into madness that no priest, no healer, no scholar could mend. His rages had drowned the realm in terror. His punishments were swift, his whims deadly. Justice became personal. He haunted the halls of his castle long before he passed. His laughter, once musical, curdled into fits of frenzy and strange, muttering silences. He trusted no one—not his advisors, not his blood, not even the Spirits he had once praised aloud and proudly.

It was said that once, troubled by dreams of immense serpents writhing in ink, he ordered the burning of Westpeak’s libraries—the greatest troves of knowledge in the realm—simply because the sight of written words unsettled him. Scrolls, tomes, books: entire histories were consigned to dust under his nonsensical command. No one but him understood the connection, the necessity between the dreams and destruction.

It was only fitting that the uprising had begun there, in the blackened, broken streets of Westpeak.

Lord Csepel, a noble of no particular military renown, had long kept his head low. But when Sulien condemned Csepel’s wife, a healer and scholar, to hang for the simple crime of reading aloud to orphans, the lord could remain silent no longer. Beneath still-smoking ruins, he raised his banner: a simple cloth, white as mourning and blue as defiance, fluttering atop a breaking staff.

He thundered.

He avenged.

People followed.

An army formed.

King Sulien believed his halls impregnable; that the Sun and Moon would always side with him.

He did not fear being overthrown.

Sulien carried himself as though his body was sacred, his mind the epitome of wisdom, his home a shelter that no one uninvited dared attempt to enter.

Twelve other lords—some out of outrage, some out of ambition—joined Csepel. From Nar, from Quickbel, from the outer hamlets where the king’s cruelty had left scars, they rose to join him. Together, they forged a pact sealed in blood and iron: no king would rule Aetherwyn again. No more castles. No more false idols made of men. The monarchy was to be dismembered, cleansed and nevermore.

The war that followed was swift but vicious.

King Sulien’s forces, though initially fierce, fractured under the weight of their own fear and their weakening loyalty to a madman. When Sunspire’s gates finally opened to the rebels, it was not to triumphant horns, but to the low, mourning toll of bells for the dead. A funeral dirge for a kingdom undone.

King Sulien himself was captured and, according to the oldest records, given a merciful death—though many whispered that no mercy had been deserved, and that his wings had been severed before the end.

In the debris of his reign, the Council of Thirteen was born: a body of lords meant to share power equally, bound by sacred oaths to the Holy Spirits. No crown. No throne. No castle. Only vigilance and a solemn promise to keep humanity humble under the heavens. Under the Sun and Moon.

Over the centuries that followed, faith in the Spirits deepened, and fear of the Stratari hardened. Once they had been exceptional and curious, now they were pariahs: reminders of mortal pride, of the folly that nearly brought Aetherwyn to utter ruin. Flight was no longer a spectacle. An envied capacity. It was heresy. An act that threatened peace. Stratari became criminals in the eyes of the faithful.

The sky, then a place of dreams, became a realm forbidden to flesh and bone.

Wings were an abomination.

Any Stratari found on the mainland faced only two fates: brutal amputation or exile to the prison island of Vaelora, across the volatile Sea of Langit. Ships would transport Stratari prisoners through Fallver’s Path, the most direct route, but also rife with storms that were of no great concern considering who was being transported.

And even if a Stratari survived the amputation of their wings, they would forever be an outsider, living on the edge. Outcast. Sub-human. Scorned. Thus, over the centuries, their numbers had withered to a fraction of what they once were—from tens of thousands on the mainland to whoever remained on Vaelora. The Council cited losses during transport and infighting among the Stratari. Officially, the Stratari had become extinct on the mainland. But rumours whispered of wings in the shadows still haunting the coasts—stories the Council never confirmed, nor denied. They were simply tales that could be ignored.

The Shrine-Guards had control. Citizens were expected to believe this. To trust this.

Ciro and Neven reached the base of the Steps, the crowd parting reluctantly for the Shrine-Guards stationed there. Torches were being lit despite the lingering daylight, casting muddled orange light over the carved stones. On the highest tier, where the Council gathered, great statues of the Sun and the Moon loomed over the assembly, their faces serene and pitiless.

Ciro craned his neck, taking in the gathered Councillors. Thirteen figures, draped in robes of midnight blue, each bearing a golden mark of their house—some ancient, dating back to the first uprising; others newer, clawing their way into power through wealth, piety or the happenstance end of a previous family line.

Sander, the High Councillor, stepped forward, his ginger hair effulgent under the torches. He rarely made public appearances. His voice carried down the Steps and across the square with the effortless authority of a man who knew both history and the present day were on his side. Tightly held in his fist was a staff with intricate carvings of the Sun and Moon.

“Citizens of Sunspire! Of Aetherwyn!” he called, raising his arms. A thick scar was apparent on his right hand. “We gather here beneath the watchful Spirits, as our forebears did two centuries ago when they tore down tyranny, when they vowed that never again would mortals dare to defy the heavens!”

A cheer rippled through the crowd.

Neven leaned close to Ciro, his breath warm, his teeth grinding, “Listen to him. This is the real faith of the city—not prayer, but fear. As it should be. We cannot forget.”

Is having your people live in fear really an ideal system?

Sander’s voice rolled on. “There are some among us,” he said, his tone darkening, “Who would invite the old heresy back into our midst. Three among your Council speak in favour of lifting the banishment of the Stratari! They propose... tolerance. They propose... conditions.”

The last word was spat like a curse.

A growl of discontent stirred in the crowd.

The only thing stronger than hunger is disgust…

Sander slammed his staff into the stone. Ciro furrowed his brows. “But we remember! We remember the madness of Sulien. We remember the screams when Westpeak burned. We remember the price we paid for peace!”

He let the words hang, heavy and accusatory. He speaks as though he were there. As if it were his own memory, Ciro thought tiredly, this was lifetimes ago…We ‘remember’ nothing…

“The sky is not ours to claim. To fly is to trespass upon the Spirits’ realm! Every wing is a wound, an assault upon the sacred sky!”

The crowd howled its approval.

So, should we kill all birds, too? Bees? Butterflies?

Neven was grinning fiercely now, swept up in the fervour. Ciro watched the younger Councillors across the dais—two women and a man—standing rigidly, refusing to bow their heads under the wave of hostility.

It struck Ciro suddenly how young they looked compared to the others, how out of place among the old bloodlines and weathered faith. The women, Astria of House Argyle and Jenin of House Bloodmore, couldn’t have been much older than he was, and Talon of House Vesper’s hair was only beginning to grey. He could see that Astria and Jenin were exchanging words, unheard by the crowd. Talon had his arms crossed, back straight and a difficult expression on his face.

Could they really stand a chance? Would their words change the other Councillors’ minds? Minds taught from birth to despise Stratari and have faith in the Spirits. It seemed unlikely. Near impossible.

“They’re wasting their breath,” Neven muttered, as if he’d read Ciro’s mind. “The Council won’t change. They rightfully remember.”

Again, Ciro hated that notion.

Two hundred years was a long time to live by memory alone. Shouldn’t those alive today be given a chance for peace? They did not instigate their ancestors’ violence.

Another blast of the ceremonial horn cut through the crowd, and Sander raised his staff again.

“The Council shall convene in private,” he declared. “A verdict will be rendered within a fortnight!”

The crowd roared one last time, and the Councillors retreated into the Tower’s arched doors.

Neven tugged Ciro’s sleeve roughly. “Come on,” he said. “Nothing left but the fools and their failure now.”

How foolish can it be to seek an end to hatred and exile?

Ciro followed again, but his mind was elsewhere, not on the Council, not on the crowd. He was thinking of the prison island across a steel-grey sea, where people with wings were left to die because of one king’s long-dead madness. He was thinking of how little the world had changed, and how much it could grow if it ever dared.

And somewhere deep in the shifting crowd behind him, the figure in a loose dark cloak watched them go, his feathers tucked beneath thick fabric.

Neven and Ciro turned down a crooked alley, slipping away from the crowds still buzzing with fervour and sermonizing.

The streets of Sunspire wound like veins through long limbs, a labyrinth born of centuries of ambition, conflict, and weary survival. Most roads were narrow and uneven, paved with old, cracked cobblestones worn by countless boots and cartwheels. In some places, like their path down the alley, the stones gave way altogether to packed earth: mud flattened only after rain. Crumbling stairways climbed steep hillsides where no proper roads could hold, twisting between buildings that leaned perilously close, as if whispering secrets to one another.

The city’s bones were ancient—you could see it in the foundation stones darkened by centuries of hearth smoke, in the faded mosaics glimpsed under layers of grime. Sunspire was no grand jewel. It was a place built for endurance, not beauty. Most buildings were low and narrow. Wood and stone were practically compiled and carved.

Threadbare banners fluttered from windows and crooked poles—most stitched with the blazing sigil of the Sun or the silver crescent of the Moon, the sacred emblems of the Holy Spirits. Some were new, bright, and fervent; others were tattered relics, bleached almost colourless by time, light and mist.

Street vendors hollered by day, pushing carts heaped with expensive skewered meats few could afford or wilted fruits from the far fields of warmer regions. But by late night, the vendors were gone, the stalls shuttered, even most pubs and alehouses closed early. Shrine-Guards prowled in the dark, boots thudding against the stones. Quick to judge and quicker to detain. It was clear that curfew was about control, not protection.

Shrines peppered every district: narrow, stout buildings of pale stone, crowned with twin spires, one golden and one silvered. Their bells tolled at three hours and called citizens to prayer, to confession...or to judgment. Shrine-Guards not on their guarding routes would spend their time in these buildings.

In the poorer, shoreline districts of Sunspire— Taragale and Southwatch—the streets shrank into warren-like alleys, reeking of brine and garbage. Washing lines drooped from house to house, sagging under the weight of damp, patched clothes, unlikely to dry in the brief pause between rains. Rats and cockroaches ruled there as much as men.

And yet, for all its grime and fear, Sunspire still pulsed with stubborn life. Children darted through the daytime alleys, laughter sharp and fleeting. Old women haggled at corner markets. Lanterns flickered behind thick glass panes, and the scent of fresh bread still wafted from small bakeries.

“Drink?” Neven asked, already grinning as he pushed open the sagging door of the Stag and Crow, their usual haunt. “First rounds on me if you don’t cry about it.”

“I never cry,” Ciro said flatly, stepping into the smoky warmth of the tavern. A pinch of pain ran down his thigh, sharpest at his knee, reminding him he’d been standing and moving around too long.

The Stag and Crow was small and dim, packed tight with heavy-limbed labourers. In that sense, Neven and Ciro were out of place, with their balanced hours, relatively slim figures and intricate rather than blunt, heavy work.

The hearth crackled with a low, lazy fire, and the air smelled of ale and humid wool.

It was familiar. As safe as could be.

Neven shoved his way to the counter, receiving a few drunken grunts and curses in response. His boyish face open, easy, too handsome for his own good, lit up as he leaned on the bar and caught the barmaid’s eye.

“Darlin’,” he called, flashing a grin so bright even Ciro had to roll his eyes, “Might I trouble the fairest spirit in Sunspire for two ales and a smile?”

Ridiculous…

The barmaid, Mara, who knew him well enough not to take offence, smirked and shook her head, already reaching for two mugs.

Ciro carefully lowered himself into a chair by the lone window. The older mechanisms in his brace were grinding as he watched the way Neven laughed, the way he moved without hesitation, without the heavy knots of doubt and limitation that Ciro felt pulling at him more and more.

At twenty-one, Neven had the reckless confidence of someone sure he was born for something greater. He spoke often, and seriously, about wanting to rise—to be the first of his family to sit among the Council of Thirteen. A new bloodline in the stone circles of power. One that would never, never let the Stratari touch the mainland again.

Ciro, a year younger, knew better than to dream so big. They had both lost their parents to the hillside plague. And now they were merely printers’ apprentices. Despite both of them being raised as orphans by the Lady of the Hut—a sharp-eyed, patient woman who taught letters and survival in equal measure—Ciro had learned early how to read, how to reason, how to maintain rather than aspire, while Neven fought and raced and claimed he’d carve a glorious future for himself and Aetherwyn.

It had been Neven’s idea to come to Sunspire.

They would have left home sooner than last year, but Ciro refused to leave while Lady was sick.

After a year of struggle and misery for all involved, Lady succumbed to her ailments. There was nothing to be done.

Neven had ranted on about the capital city of towers and laws, where workers made a decent wage, and ambition could crack stone if you struck hard enough. Ciro joined him because, well, he had no one else. Neven had always been his friend, ever since they were two grubby boys fighting over a stolen loaf of bread by the Ilenth mill.

Neven had caught a chunk of Ciro’s black hair in his fist, to which Ciro retaliated by throwing sand into Neven’s eyes. Tears and hysterical laughter followed.

Take me back there.

Mara slid the ale onto the bar and winked at Neven. He leaned in, spinning some other foolish line that made her laugh low in her throat.

Ciro turned his gaze elsewhere, a dull ache settling in. His eyes wandered around the room and snagged on a shadowy cluster of men at the far table, half-hidden by a thick beam keeping part of the slanted roof standing.

Their heads were bent together.

Quiet voices, cautious, but markedly drunken.

Ciro, outright listening in, only caught scraps, but enough to still him in his seat.

“...coming by boat…tomorrow night...”

“...new safehouse…Taragale…”

“...no flights, they promised...”

Tomorrow? Safehouse? Flights?

His pulse quickened. He forced himself to look away. Urged his hearing to deafen.

No freaking way they’re discussing what I think they’re discussing. They must be drunk out of their minds…

Neven dropped onto the stool beside him a moment later, laughing. He handed Ciro his mug. Mara was serving a couple at a table nearby. “She’s got a fond eye for me,” he boasted, “Told me if I come back tomorrow, she’d slip me the good ale they have coming in.”

Ciro nodded absently, heart hammering.

It was simply talk…Nothing more…This is a public place…Not one for grand secrets…

Neven didn’t notice that Ciro was lost in thought. He was too busy spinning a coin on the table, full of impatience. He was like that now—sharper, fiercer from living in the capital. The aspiration to rise had given him something to live for: a direction, as certain as the North Star. He felt blessed by the Spirits.

By the whispers of the far table, against his wishes, Ciro found himself pulled back to that horrific day yet again. Recalling how she had been crushed. How the mob hadn’t even slowed to help her, too drunk on fear and faith in their righteousness to even notice the child underfoot. Neven had blamed the winged man without hesitation. Ciro... hadn’t been so sure. In his mind, the Stratari might as well have been a victim himself.

But he’d never say that aloud.

Not to Neven.

Not to the town. Not to the Council.

Not even to himself, if he could help it.

Now, he swallowed the rising panic and forced a grin. He took a sip of his ale.

Flight…Someone is arriving…Someone who can fly…That can only mean one thing.

“You think the Council will actually vote?” he asked, aiming for casual.

Neven barked a laugh.

“Not a chance. They’ll stew for weeks. But the outcome is certain.” He leaned closer, lowering his voice, “But mark me, Ciro—if they ever even think of actually letting a Stratari that won’t give up those damned wings step foot here again, I’ll raise a mob myself.”

He spoke it like a jest, but there was steel underneath.

Ciro smiled tightly and clinked his mug against Neven’s. But all the while, in the back of his mind, the overheard words turned and turned.

Tomorrow night.

Taragale.

No flights.

**

Ciro waited until he and Neven were safely home—a single, drafty room above a cobbler’s—before digging through the rest of his thoughts.

The moon, half-gone, hovered between fogbanks outside the narrow window. Neven sprawled across his cot, snoring gently, arm flung over his face.

Taragale. Tomorrow night. No flights.

He considered the options. He could tell Neven, but that path, he saw clearly, led to fury and roaring and probably someone’s blood on the stones. He could try to ignore it. But the idea of doing nothing chafed worse than any brace ever could. He could go to the Shrine-Guards, but the thought made him nauseous; they’d sweep the whole ward, burn the safehouse and everyone inside, no matter how innocent. He knew their justice—easier to torch a block than to sort the guilty from the merely desperate.

He was supposed to be better than that. Lady had always insisted: every choice mattered, especially for the powerless. “When you have little,” she’d say, “you must spend it wisely, as if you have even less. Be wary, be kind.”

Was it truly owed? Was it morality? Did one always have to account for another? If you had more, was it always meant to lessen? Ciro tried to fathom owing all the world justice when it had a thousand definitions.

He had to help.

I don’t need to be equal to the best, only better than the worst.




Chapter Two

Dawn crept in like molten gold slipping through the cracks of a weathered wall.

Rubbing his eyes, Ciro was unsure if he had even slept a wink. He certainly did not care for the intrusion of light. Much to his envy, Neven still snored in his cot, his body processing the mugs upon mugs of last night’s ale.

The morning bell tolled from the Southern Tower of Sunspire, its deep reverberation spilling through the crooked lanes and in through the break in the corner of their curtainless window. Outside, each note slid along moss-ridden stones, startling birds into ragged flight and sending alley cats skittering through open doorways in search of discarded scraps.

Damp air clung to every surface: the cobblestones glistened with the night’s rainwater, and low, grey clouds lingered close to rooftop level, reluctant to let but unable to stop the sun’s temperateness from passing.

With this first light bleeding through, the city began to stir—sluggish at first, like an anxious body shaking off a troubled dream. Vendors emerged from cellar doors and canvas lean-tos, dragging carts from beneath soaked tarps, wheels clattering. Their breath steamed in the chill air as they lit small lanterns or stoked coals to warm their fingers.

Horses snorted, stamping their hooves outside stables, steam rising off their flanks in twisting ribbons. Farriers grunted as they hammered shoes back into place, the ring of metal on metal carrying faintly.

Shutters creaked open one by one, continuing to blink to life as Ciro wished his mind would rest. Laundry lines were being stretched between windows, heavy with half-dried cloth and clothes that needed any sunlight they could get. Barefoot children dashed through puddles, water splashing like quicksilver beneath their toes. Their mothers’ voices rose from doorsteps, sharp and amused, urging caution that no child heeded.

The scent of the city rose slowly with the light.

Burning wood, cooking fat, ash, wet wool, the sharp tang of horse dung and forge smoke. From the higher districts, it carried the hint of incense from the better cared-for shrines, where Shrine-Guards lit their morning candles and whispered prayers to the Sun and Moon before leaving for their patrols.

It was clear that morning: Sunspire never animated tenderly. It groaned and sighed as if burdened by too many centuries of bricks, blood and disbelief. It creaked and coughed and shook itself awake, as something old and overburdened.

Ciro rolled in his cot, groaning, restless and exhausted from his sleepless night. For once, it wasn’t the alcohol that muddied his composition. The reality was far worse. Whispers of the huddled group cycled nonstop through his mind. Whispers he had no way of proving, but no way of denying either. Were Stratari being smuggled onto the mainland? Had he truly seen feathers—wings? What did this mean for peace? For the laws? What mercy awaited fugitives who had nothing but shadows for shelter?

It was just talk…Who discusses secrets in a crowded room? A public pub? I must have misheard. Misinterpreted. Overthought…

Ciro pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes, as if he could scrub the questions from his mind. Rub them out of existence. Force something else into his skull. A new brain altogether.

What rectitude was there in hunting down a people already broken, already cast out? Already diminished, nearly extinct…And what did they even expect, the ones who dared sneak back? A life in the dark, dodging Shrine-Guards and citizen mobs, living on scraps until someone found reason enough to drag them into the streets and offer them up to the Spirits in bloody repentance?

He didn’t know. He hated that he didn’t know.

And he hated even more that a small, stubborn part of him wondered if he’d have done the same, wings or not, if it meant a chance—even the slimmest chance—to live free. To escape what little life could be lived on a prison island. A destitute, barren sentence.

He was still lost in thought when a pillow smacked him squarely in the face.

“Up!” Neven crowed, already half-dressed and grinning. Ciro hadn’t even noticed him get up. “We’re going to be late, and I’m not getting another tongue-lashing from Master Kellen because you were busy contemplating the secrets of the universe!”

Ciro muttered something ungracious, flinging the pillow back weakly, but Neven only laughed, ducking it easily.

“Even awake, you were dead to the world,” Neven said, dragging on his boots. “I thought about dumping a pail of water over you, but I figured you’d blubber too much, and we’d lose more time.”

Ciro sat up slowly, wincing as his leg brace caught awkwardly. Apparently, he’d forgotten to take it off again for the night. It was becoming a habit—one he barely paid mind to anymore, at least not until morning. Sometimes, the weight of lugging it onto the cot with him was easier than the bother of removal. “One day,” he grumbled, “I’m going to leave you stranded in a ditch.” Ciro leaned to grab his boots from his bedside.

“You say that”, Neven said cheerfully, tossing him his coat once Ciro somehow managed to get his shoes on despite his exhaustion. “And yet, here you are. Still following me to our glorious pit of employment.”

They clattered down the narrow stairs, Ciro groaning at the bend of his bastard knee. The cobbler must have been in the backrooms because no one stood with the tools. With Neven’s cloak swirling behind him, they stepped out into the chill of morning. The city stretched before them in its patchwork grey. It felt wrong somehow for it all to appear the same as before when Ciro knew what he’d heard.

Neven launched into a story about how a girl named Rebekka did unspeakable things to him a few weeks ago as they trudged through the streets, weaving between carts and market stalls. Ciro was too tired to feign interest in his friend’s exploits. He knew part of him should get excited by the stories, but women never really captured his interest that way.

Mud splashed up the backs of their boots with every step.

Always with this damned mud…

“So,” Neven said, tossing a mischievous glance over his shoulder, “guess who I ran into last night at the Stag and Crow when you were basically dozing off?”

“I’m not guessing,” Ciro said flatly.

“Come on, guess,” Neven insisted, bumping his shoulder against Ciro’s as they walked.

“Wasn’t it Mara?”

“Ha! Close—it was Mara’s cousin,” Neven said triumphantly, dodging a cart laden with dried meat. “Turns out she’s got the same sharp tongue but none of the modesty. Spirits above, Ciro, if you’d seen the way she—”

“I get the picture,” Ciro interrupted dryly, though he couldn’t help the small, tired smile of relief tugging at the corner of his mouth. It was evident Neven had been too distracted to overhear what he had.

Neven grinned wider, clearly encouraged. “I swear, I’m going to need a whole second life to recover from the things she said to me. A cleansing.”

“You’ll need a Shrine-Guard to pray for you,” Ciro muttered.

“A very understanding Shrine-Guard,” Neven agreed.

Ciro thought again of the Guards and what they truly represented. Not protectors, not peacekeepers—but enforcers of fear wrapped in the language of faith. Their tabards bore the sacred Sun and Moon, but their boots crushed real prayers into the mud. They patrolled with the weight of holy judgment, yet their eyes searched not for truth, but for weakness. For deviation, for wings. And the people, cowed by centuries of doctrine, dared not look them in the eye. To do so was to risk being seen. Targeted.

Everywhere, the symbols of the Spirits pressed against the eye, carved into doors, etched into windows, painted across market stalls and stitched into the hems of the poor man’s cloak as well as the nobleman’s robe. The Spirits saw all. The Spirits judged.

There was no true privacy in Sunspire.

Ciro decided to risk a question he figured wouldn’t arouse any suspicion: “Have all the fishing ships left the docks by Southwatch…and Taragale?”

“I think so,” Neven shrugged, then clapped his hands together, “No wait, yes, they’re all out there competing. Marcus told me last week he was joining one of the last crews and that they’d leave in a couple of days. He asked if I’d consider switching things up and boarding since I made, er, decent company. Such high praise, I know.”

Ciro nodded, slightly relieved, “Right. So, still pretty empty out there then…”

“Why do you ask? Did you want to quit printing? I thought you didn’t mind it.” Neven flicked a fly that was buzzing around his face.

“No, just thought about it for some reason,” Ciro inhaled and felt the tension in his shoulders return, “Looking forward to eating…fish.”

Neven returned, predictably, to rambling about women. He expressed how he would love to travel beyond Aetherwyn to meet someone ‘exotic’. Ciro criticised his language, but told him to go ahead, as if he could afford such travels. Perhaps the Principality of Che, far off to the East, would be home to Neven’s future wife.

Aetherwyn itself stretched wide beyond the capital.

Fields of gold and dense green forests cloaked the hills of Nar, a midland city known for trade and lumber. The soil there was rich, kissed by waters from periodic rain and heat that supported all sorts of plant life. Further southward, the mountain ranges bordering Unzaddush, Nulbarak’s largest city, scraped the stars. People there mined for metal and other rare earth elements. Villages clustered like barnacles along the banks of winding rivers, leading travellers from Sunspire up to Westpeak and Quickbel. And, of course, there was their childhood home of Ilenth, a small village with a population that worked hard to sustain itself against the elements. Aetherwyn was a vast, uneasy land, tethered by faith, by law, and by the heavy hand of the Council of Thirteen.

Ilenth was truly a speck of stubbornness so far north that Ciro was certain many in Sunspire did not recall its existence. A town of slanted roofs, huts and stony fields, where snow came early and left late. Where, for most of the year, life was a slow, cold battle between the land and those too poor to leave it. It was no great surprise that the brief summers were duly celebrated.

He missed it still. It had been their home. Before loss, ambition and necessity dragged them south.

Ciro paused, breath catching slightly, and bent to adjust a strap on his leg brace with a quiet, involuntary grunt.

The metal and leather were stiff in the cool air, biting into his flesh with every rutted step. Neven noticed, of course. He always noticed. He slowed his pace just enough for Ciro to keep stride without calling attention to it, chatting breezily about anything and everything.

“Did you see the bread by Randall’s stall this morning?” Neven asked, gesturing dramatically with one gloved hand. “You could club a man to death with it. Even the rats turned their noses up.”

Ciro offered a wry smile, grateful. Neven’s voice was a thread of normalcy anchoring him to the moment, freeing him from his newfound fears.

“And the criers,” Neven went on, voice rising slightly over a cart rumbling past. “Shouting about purity again. Like we haven’t heard the same four phrases looped like a drunk hymn. We know. And did you hear? Southwatch’s border was partially flooded again—the third time this month. I swear, it’s more swamp than district now. Though, of course, the tide will pull it back by nightfall.”

Some kindnesses, Ciro thought, needed no thanks. No explanation. They simply were. His friend was talking just to distract him from his pain.

The workshop of Master Kellen, Printer and Scribe, sat tucked past the eastern vein of Crest Gate—once the proud King’s Road when monarchy still ruled centuries prior. It was a grand lane in comparison to the rest due to its former processions. Now it was fractured and bustling, choked with stalls and shouting vendors hawking everything from stitched tunics to hand-carved charms invoking the blessings of the Holy Spirits.

Eventually, the workshop loomed into view, the squat, ink-filled building nestled between a tannery and a jeweller’s shop, and Ciro felt some of the morning’s weight lift off his back. Familiarity did have a way of soothing him. It was something close to a sanctuary. He had been there many times before. He knew what to expect. It was secure.

The day would be long, the work tedious, the ink smudged, and the pay short. But for a few hours at least, he could lose himself in something solid. Something that didn’t demand answers he wasn’t ready to find or give. Just the words that hardly changed day to day. The news was not much of a breakthrough.

As Neven reached for the workshop door, still whistling under his breath, Ciro hesitated just a second, glancing over his shoulder at the spires reaching into the sky like skeletal fingers. They looked like they might snap under the weight of their solemnity.

What did the Stratari expect to find, if they were truly coming there?

What did he expect to do if they were?

He shoved the thoughts aside as best he could and followed Neven inside, the door slamming shut against the cold. They stepped gratefully, shaking the moisture from their cloak and coat before hanging them on wooden hooks.

Inside, Master Kellen was already hunched over the main press, sleeves rolled to his elbows, his thick grey beard darkened by sweat and ink. His aged hands worked the levers with steady precision, the great wooden machine groaning and thudding with every pull.

Stacks of fresh paper lined the walls, still saturated from the press. The floor was already littered with discarded proofs and shavings of woodblock. The scent of oil, metal, ink, and human effort was so clear it was palpable.

“Late,” Kellen muttered without looking up.

“We’re not,” Neven said briskly, tossing his gloves onto a small table by the door. “You’re just too eager to print more doom and gloom.”

Kellen grunted, which, in Ciro’s experience, meant they were forgiven. Either that or he couldn’t be bothered to uphold any frustration.

They set to work without further command. Ciro moved to the typeset, the box of lead letters waiting for him, their tiny metal bodies cool and sharp under his fingertips. Neven took up the carving knife and a new slab of soft wood, beginning the slow, careful work of crafting an image to use as a stamp, to accompany the day’s headline.

Ciro caught sight of the broadside that Kellen had already pinned to the wall—bold black ink stark against creamy paper:

HERETIC SIGHTED? FEAR OF STRATARI SPREADS.

His throat tightened.

No…Was it him? The same person? The feathers…

His hands faltered on the frame for a moment before he forced them to steady.

One line at a time.

The man in the crowd—that white flash beneath a cloak, the unmistakable curve of something not-quite-human —returned to him in vivid shards. A shape that didn’t belong. A presence that turned the air acute and charged.

Had it truly been feathers?

Or just a unique cloth?

Yarn of some sort?

A trick of the mist and my mind, weaving monsters from fog and anxiety? I’m one to overthink…to assume the worst… But if it’s being printed…

And then there was what he had overheard at the Stag and Crow.

Is it possible that tonight a boat will be arriving? Transporting

Stratari to a safehouse near Taragale…

It’s madness…

It was probably a lie.

Probably bad, drunken humour.

Probably nothing.

Probably.

Ciro’s fingers tightened around the lead letters until they bit into the skin of his palms.

He should tell Neven.

He should trust him.

They had been through everything together: loss, the bitter winters in Ilenth, the brief summers, the fighting over scraps and learning letters and poems by the flickering hearth under Lady’s stern eyes.

Neven, who had pulled him from the mud the night his brace had broken clean through. Neven, who had once punched a boy twice his size for calling Ciro a worthless cripple. Neven, who was his brother through a bond of years upon years.

But he thought, too, of Neven’s unrest.

Of the jagged, brittle animosity that had made a home behind his friend’s eyes ever since Lira’s death.

Neven’s hatred had direction. Purpose. He knew exactly what he wanted to gain and destroy. Ciro’s grief had only really ever twisted inward, into self-blame. He had always wondered how it was possible to fault the human crowd or the Stratari fully. It was easier to hate himself for the confusion within. For the lack of conviction.

He glanced sideways at his best friend.

Neven was whistling a jaunty, mindless tune as he carved, utterly at ease. On the fresh slab of wood, a brutal image took form—the radiant sun breaking the back of a winged figure. An image that would go to most market stalls and every nearby shrine by nightfall.

Ciro swallowed and turned back to the typeset.

He slid the next line into place:

THE SPIRITS ABOVE DEMAND VIGILANCE. REPORT ALL SUSPICIOUS SIGHTINGS TO THE NEAREST SHRINE-GUARD.

He let the metal click home with a soft snap.

The Shrine-Guards patrolled every district of Sunspire, their tabards bright against the drab streets. Ciro tried to picture
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