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Prologue

 


Bliss blinked in surprise as she appeared in
the mortal realm. She had been meaning to step into a forgotten
site on Bifrost, a private place where no mortal had a living
memory of. What she had not expected was to find herself in, from
her best guess, a dormitory room on the mobile island of Academy.
Particularly one where she was not alone.

The man in the room in which she had appeared sat at his
desk with his back to her, the blackened window he faced reflecting
tired eyes with dark circles under them, but he tapped his pen
against the polished wood of a square box ajar on the desk next to
the book with an impatience that showed no signs of soon retiring.
The book appeared to be a diary of sorts; leatherbound, yellowed
pages, hurried words spread on the page. Bliss tried to read them
but they vanished quite suddenly, the ink sinking into the
pages. She frowned at the thing,
wondering after such a marvel, at what she had been brought to. The
man stopped tapping the pen abruptly, falling to stillness, the
candlelight bouncing off the mottled window throwing deep shadows
into the lines of the man’s face. After a few breaths, his
stillness had become inhuman, raising a nervous quiver in Bliss’
stomach. She nearly leapt back from him when he spoke.

“If a threat exists…” the
man said softly. His voice was a cold, tired thing. The voice of a
man years beyond the youthful being sitting before her. There was
far more to this man than Bliss has presumed. She narrowed her
gaze, awakening the powers of her mantle and reaching out toward
him. She gasped as her senses touched him, feeling his thoughts as
they churned over a decision. But this was more than simple
pondering. Something primal worked inside him, like a predator
pacing a hunt.

Who was this man? He held no significance to her that she
knew of. He had offered no prayer in her name, so far as she could
glean. And yet she had been pulled to this room, to the island of
Academy. A haven of knowledge and mystery in the world. A place for
people who sought the answers to the world itself. Hundreds of
rooms just like this one, some empty and others full, but all the
same pale stone walls, sturdy desks and single beds, and thick
windows that looked out into the world. Nothing special,
nothing remarkable, so why
here? Why this man? She dug deeper into his thoughts, yearning for
answers, but found it… difficult. As though there was a barrier
around his mind. Pushing harder, she latched onto his rapid train
of thoughts and froze. What she found there, what she now kept the
man from realizing, struck her with her own paralysis of
indecision.

This is no mere mortal, Bliss
thought. No, this man is
something more…

“You are meddling,” hissed
a voice in her ear. Bliss yipped. Neither of the sudden sounds in
the room alerted the man at the desk, as she and the one
materializing beside her were veiled by their mantles, seen only if
they wished to be seen. Scowling, Bliss crossed her arms and drew
herself up, looking down her nose at Burden.

“I do not meddle, Burden”
she stated, maintaining her hold on the man’s thoughts.

Her counterpart said nothing. Burden appeared exhausted,
but he had been so for all the lifetimes she had known him. The one
who’d worn the mantle before him had looked more or less the same:
hair the colour of library dust with robes to match, spectacles
threatening to slide off his long, slender nose. Shallow breaths
oozed between cracked lips as he took in the man at the desk. Bliss
felt her influence jostled,
Burden extending his own senses. A furrowing of his bushy brows was all it took for him to
withdraw. Burden turned his full attention to her. His deep brown
eyes were bleary, as though the man had not slept in a century.
Which, she considered, he very well may not have.

“He knows what he must
do,” Burden said, voice dry as a cold hearth. “The path will
manifest for him, regardless of whether you continue to block it.”
He paused, sighing when Bliss remained silent. A gentle hand
settled on her shoulder. “You must realize that you cannot deter
him forever. The moment you slip, he will find his way.”

“And Academy will suffer,”
Bliss countered. “Burden… The significance this place holds. For
both of us.”

“There are other such
places.” Burden breathed deep, letting out a long sigh as he turned
back to the man at the desk. “There have been, and always will be,
such places. You cannot intervene here indefinitely, Bliss. Sooner
or later this creature’s instincts will force you out, regain
control. It is his nature, now.”

“But together we
might—”

“No,” Burden said,
predicting what she would say. Bliss frowned at the old fool,
remembering why she had avoided him for decades. “This creature is
beyond our interference. You must be able to feel it; regardless of
how firmly you grip his mind, he will always slip out of your
grasp. Such is the way of these... beings. They are too altered to
endure our prolonged meddling.”

“I know you are right,”
Bliss sighed, hating to admit it. “But I was pulled here for a
reason. Were you not?”

“I felt you close to the
mortal realm,” the old man said, frowning and casting a weary eye
about the dim room. “If you were pulled here, that is… curious, but
likely irrelevant. The buffets of fate push and pull even ones such
as we. Happenstance, or a need for divine intervention. It is not
for us to know.”

“How did you sense me so
readily?”

“I was already on the
island.” Burden’s scan of the room ended with the man. “Release
him, Bliss. It is time.”

The man at the desk groaned wearily, cutting
off Bliss’ reply. He leaned forward, slamming the book shut. Elbows
on the desk, he dropped his head into his hands and rubbed his eyes
in frustration, then gazed out the dark window. His fair face
reflected ghoulish in the glass.

“What to do…,” the man whispered. “If I pursue this course,
I risk revealing myself. Years of work sundered… But doing nothing
isn’t an option… The filth can’t run
amok...” The man sighed.

“Indecisive,” Burden said. “That is interesting.
I thought these creatures to be sure of themselves in all things.
Nonetheless.” He squeezed her shoulder and Bliss felt like jerking
from his grip. “Let him go, Bliss.”

“Damn you,” Bliss
whispered, ripping her influence out of the man’s mind.

She was gone before Burden could retort.

***

Burden watched the younger man. His eyes
sharpened to a predatory leer, uncertainty leaving him. Resolved,
he nodded to his own reflection. Burden nodded as well, unseen by
the man.

All is as it should be, he thought, or at
least as it is to be. Meddling with mortals – human or otherwise – never fared
well. He was right to have deterred Bliss.

Burden paused, a whisper of another demigod influence
flitting about the small room, one he had not noticed in Bliss’
presence. A touch of
fate… He touched the man with
his senses once more.

The man at the desk was rallying, gathering
courage in his convictions. He slammed the old book, dispelling the
tension that had held the room in the moments before. He threw back
the lid on the box, placing the book into the red lining within,
where it fit snugly next to a neat row of small vials that
contained an oily silver liquid. He shut it, producing a small key
and locking the box before opening the desk drawer and placing it
inside.

As the man moved, flickering light fell on a
sketch pad that had been hidden beneath the book. A drawing of a
young woman looked back at him, one of true beauty with a coy smile
and wanting eyes. It was expertly drawn, so lifelike that it seemed
to want to wink at him.

Curious, Burden
thought, stepping back and away from the man as he straightened to
clear the sketch pad away as well. He took a passing glance at the
drawing of the woman, gave it a brief smile, and tucked it in the
drawer as well. Now was not the moment to think about the lovely
lady, Burden knew. There were plans to make, things to set in
motion. He could not, would not, be careless in this.

He slid the drawer shut as Burden stepped
out of the mortal realm.
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Onset of Autumn

Academy, in the northern seas off the coast
of Bifrost

Year 1615 by Starfallen Celestial Charts
(SCC)

 


Strike’s
engine roared, the faithful aero
pushing through the gathering storm. It occurred to Avery that a
craft forged of lightweight metal and relying on steam to move
might not be an ideal mode of transport during a storm, but he
dismissed the thought. So long as he could keep the engines
hot, Strike
would remain airborne. He knew it in
his core. The alternative was returning to the hangar and that just
wouldn’t do. There was history to be made tonight and Avery’s name
would be the one in the books.

‘Avery Adder:
the first man to see the aurora from
the sky.’

If he didn’t die doing so.

The thunderhead swoll on his left flank. Clouds roiling,
forming endless waves that tumbled and broke, pits in the clouds
making hostile faces, mouths agape and screaming caution into the
wind. Lightning pulsed in those great maws before the winds shifted
with crashing booms that momentarily drowned out Avery’s faithful
aero. The thunder rang his ears, but still Strike pushed
onward. Together they jolted on the fierce northern winds but the
aircraft held as resolute as Avery himself, his grip firm on the
stick. He was closing fast, rabid excitement surging in his veins.
He was doing something great, pushing a boundary, and it felt
incredible.

Academy will never forget me, he thought. For
years to come, professors and academics would tell of this. Maybe
he would even return to the school in his golden years and recount
the tale for the next generations of students. He could hear the
applause, see them swooning for him, and would be endlessly
pestered by scholars writing disertations. Anyone he crossed would
want to hear the first-hand account of his venture through the
lights in the sky. Perhaps
they’ll even erect a statue of me…

Make something of yourself, spoke his father’s voice in his mind, an old
memory. You don’t want to
reach the afterlife and become one of those lost souls who died
without leaving a mark on the world, son…And Avery intended to leave his mark. He laughed
aloud but it was short lived as dings and alarms whistled
through Strike’s cabin. He
frowned, pulling himself out of the fantasy to check his gauges and
adjust the dials. His gaze flickered to the signal lamp on the
dash, still flashing a rapid warning.

A quarter hour prior to deciding he needed to see the
aurora up close and personal, the first flashing call to return to
Academy had come through. Avery’s wingmen ducked out of formation
before he’d even had a chance to signal the belay on the Academy’s
orders. Brak and Octavian had been the first to fall away. He’d
twisted to watch their retreat, followed in short order by a
reverse of the three aeros they’d been trailing. His crestfallen
feeling had been only momentary, deciding to ignore the order.
This had been their first
flight practice in some time, the inclement weather of the northern
seas keeping the aeros grounded. So naturally, when the first
flickers of colour had come through the sinister clouds, it had
been a quick decision to press on. Though he had to admit, the
thunderhead had appeared smaller when the callback had been
issued.

Avery took a moment, freeing a cramped hand from the stick
to silence the rest of the alarms going off around him. In moments,
all that remained was the signal lamp, flashing too rapidly for him
to decipher the message, even if he had wanted to. He frowned at
the small red light, pulling his attention back to the clouds. It
remained in his peripheral vision, and he reminded himself to find
a way to turn the thing off next time he was on the ground.
If they let me back in an aero after
this, he thought. He dismissed the thought with a
sharp exhale. Of course they would. The Academy had grounded him
before but never for long. They knew as well as he did that you
don’t keep your best sailors out of the regatta. He grinned,
dampening any apprehension, and pushed Strike’s
throttle open a smidge further.

Below and behind, Avery could only imagine the panic. Not
only amongst his fellow aviators, but also professors, mechanics,
and possibly a few interested students would have caught wind of
what he was doing. The crowd, no doubt, stood around whoever it was
that was mashing the signal lamp linked to Strike. With a
smirk, he pictured the other aviators. Brak would be nothing more
than a Kandori shadow lurking in the corner of the hanger, pensive
as he watched the others panic to relay orders to Avery’s aero. He
would know nothing had gone wrong with the equipment as he was too
familiar with Avery’s antics. As Brak watched, tugging his icy blue
beard in worry, Joe would be keeping half an eye on the silent
Kandori, his jaw working furiously on a mouthful of tobacco. Avery
could almost see Georgia’s flagrant eye rolls disguising her thinly
veiled annoyance. That is, if she wasn’t staring doe-eyed at the
delicate Grace, who would be the calmest of them. Chances were that
Grace wished he was elsewhere or had left already, having no strong
feelings one way or another about Avery’s fate. Then there was the
one most likely jamming the signal: hulking Octavian who would’ve
shoved the signal operator out of the way, his bleeding heart
pumping like mad.

For the most part, they were a decent sort— except perhaps
Georgia, who was a little too hard-headed for Avery’s tastes. Part
of him wished that at least one had stayed with him out here. That
at least one daring enough to share in the glory of adventure. Not
a large part of him, mind. This was, after all was said and
done, his moment. Damn them and their cowardice! Avery
took a deep breath, splitting a wide grin as he pushed
Strike’s throttle open full. The aero bucked, steam hissing as it
flooded the engines with power.

Strike hit the
thunderhead and the stick wobbled in Avery’s fists. Rain cascaded
down the cockpit’s windows and Avery grunted as his left wing
pitched, the wind threatening to send him into a spiral. His heart
hammered in rapid time alongside the engine; the world swallowed in
the pitch black around him. He grunted, throwing all his strength
into the controls. The winds bumped and jostled him, the aero
pitching forward, and Strike leveled. Avery
chuckled nervously, feeling like he was tempting his good fortunes
to do so, but as Strike kept on
straight and true it turned to uproarious laughter. His gauges
leapt, each running wild with the lightning static tickling the
aero, but the craft held steady. After a few moments, the rain
thinned and he saw sparks flying between the crevasses of the
clouds. The bright crackles forced him to squint and he risked
one-handing the stick to reach for his goggles and shove them on.
His line of sight regained, Avery toggled the stick to pitch with
the wind and avoid a surge of lightning. Thunder rang in his ears
and he pushed forward.

Elation guided Avery’s every adjustment as
Strike wove through the storm. The aurora was the goal but
the journey was almost enough of a story! He tilted the aero’s nose
down, gathering speed while keeping the throttle open full.
Strike hurdled faster than it ever had before, the hull’s
rivets groaning from the pressure. Avery howled with joy, pulling
up. The engines screamed in protest and he leveled off
again.

This is what the gods themselves must feel
like, Avery thought, every
hair on his body standing erect.

“You hear me, gods?” Avery called, “Witness
me! My name is Avery Adder and I am with you! Welcome me to your
domai—”

Strike jarred
violently, the left wing was shoved down in a blinding flash of
lightning.

Alarms sounded through the ringing in Avery’s ears as he
tried to shake his vision clear. He became aware of
Strike’s struggling engine, a whining clunk sending a shudder
through the craft. Blinking away the white flash, he turned the
dials and eased off the throttle in a fervor to remain airborne,
and saw that the left wing was smoking where it had been hit.
Something hissed then snapped, the windows filling with steam, and
Avery cried out as it scalded him. The steam turned rapidly to
water, the water to ice. Avery sucked in a few breaths, coughed,
his throat burned from the steam and then nearly closing shut at
the shock of the sudden cold. He forced himself to remain calm,
flicking switches and twiddling dials on Strike’s
console. If he could vent the steam lines, he might be able to warm
the cockpit up enough to melt the ice. He swiveled the knob,
cranking up the boiler’s heat. He ran a finger over his goggles as
they fogged, eyes on the gauge and fighting to ding the sputtering
aero level, he watched the pressure climb. Exuberance kept his fear
at bay as Strike’s engine
groaned, her metal hull creaking as the internals heated against
the frozen air.

“Almost,” Avery said, the cockpit now completely encased in
ice. Avery’s heart missed a beat. Behind that thick layer of frost,
red and orange light began to flicker. Fire! His mind
shouted the word repeatedly. He craned in his seat, searching for
the source. It took him moments to realize it wasn’t flames. It
was the
aurora. He was missing
it!

With a yell of frustration he kept turning the knob, the
oranges and reds outside shifting into brilliant golds. The needle
on the pressure gauge climbed out of a safe range, heading for the
red. Avery tapped the valve, waiting for first contact with that
thin red line. Sweat poured down his brow, freezing around the rims
of his goggles. Strike’s engine
screeched as the pressure redlined. Avery vented the
valve.

With a final pop from the engine, the world
fell silent.

Avery stiffened, listening to the air rush around the dead
craft. Come on,
Strike, he thought, patting the aero’s dash.
Come on, baby. He took a deep breath, fingering the ignition
switch. Holding that breath, he pressed down. He leapt in his seat
as pipes hissed, whining as though Strike was in pain
before something burst with a bang.

“Shit! Shit! Shit!” The
aero dipped and Avery held tight on the stick, gliding as best he
could in the storm. The magnificent colours faded, leaving only
inky black behind the ice, with the occasional ripple from the
lightning.

Blind, he pushed the throttle back to idle speed, hammering
the ignition repeatedly. The engine remained still and silent. He
pulled the choke, turned the steam dials, praying to anyone that
would listen that the boiler’s pilot light hadn’t gone out. Or,
gods forbid, that he hadn’t fried the damned craft completely. He
flicked the ignition switch again. A hiss filled the pipes. He
pressed it again, a manic gasp escaping him as the propeller spun
weakly. One more push sent Strike’s engine
rattling into life again. Avery forced the throttle open, pulled
back, and the aero shot skyward.

Ever higher they soared, Avery singing the craft’s praise.
Light refracted off the ice anew, now a brilliant jade. He tried to
level off and Strike
shuddered. “No, no, no!” Avery
hissed. He toggled his throttle and the engine died
again.

“Shit!” Avery cast about,
twiddling and twirling while holding the aero steady with what
speed he’d gained. He set the stick for a gentle arcing spiral,
buying himself time to think.

‘In the case of a
disabled craft,’ the voice of
Orville Savery, their flight instructor, said in his mind,
‘If you cannot re-engage the
engine, open the air diffuser and wait the count of five before
making another attempt. If that fails, pull the red lever on the
left-hand side of the chair to eject.’

Avery grunted as the craft pitched unexpectedly, his heart
beating in his burnt throat as he pulled it level again. He reached
for the air diffuser and switched the dial on. Steam hissed at the
edges of the pit and the cooling pipes groaned. He counted five
heartbeats and pressed the ignition switch again. Some sputtering
and clanking but Strike’s engine
remained reluctantly dead. Avery cursed, flicking the diffuser
twice more but to the same end.

So much for my moment, Avery thought,
throwing himself back in his seat as the aero continued its gentle
downward slope. He sighed, glancing at the signal lamp on his
console. The red light had ceased pulsing, he wasn’t sure when. His
icy prison turned the same shade of red as the signal lamp as
though mocking him. He groaned.

‘Red lever on the left-hand side…’ the voice
repeated in his head as if of its own accord. He reached down to
feel the lever there at his side, closing a hand on it and looking
up at the red dome encasing him. He started to shiver as the idea
formed; from excitement or the seeping cold, he had no idea. He
locked the stick in place and reached for the signal
lamp.

Dot dot dot,
he thought, pressing the signal
lamp. He held the button down for three longer bursts, finishing
his message with three short dots again. He paused, repeating the
code and hoping the message reached Academy. His heart beat a
steady rhythm as he gazed fondly around Strike’s cockpit
for what he hoped would not be the final time. He secured his
goggles, grasping the ejection lever.

“Sorry,” he said to the
silent aero. “Soft landings to you.” He pulled the
lever.

The dome encasing him flew off in a shower
of steam and shattered ice. Before he could register the scene, his
seat bucked and he was launched into the air so fast it left him
cloying for breath. A chute deployed, lurching him forward. The
straps knocked what little air was left in his lungs out. He was
losing momentum, sucking air in desperately, but nothing could have
prepared him for the sight before him.

Like a gateway to the heavens, the clouds parted, the storm
dying off on each side as rapidly as it had drummed up. Ribbons of
solid light reached through the dying thunderhead. Sunrise red
danced into sparkles of buttery yellow, melting on the black sky
into a midnight blue that rippled into a regal violet. Every colour
he could imagine, every shade he could consider, all woven together
in an indescribable gradient. Tendrils of the aurora tickled the
receding clouds, questing through the air as Avery
looked on. He reached out to
them, felt the energy tingle on his skin. A sudden want came over
him. No, not a want. A desperate need. He wanted to
embrace the aurora, to feel it in his very core. Tendrils of light
crawled closer and Avery grunted, calling wordlessly to them. Feet
from him, then mere inches, until finally the tips of his reaching
fingers brushed the lights.

Agony exploded through him, ripping into every fibre of his
being and closing a tight fist around his chest. His heart seized,
hardening with the feeling of being compressed. His mouth watered,
metallic and salty heat gushing over his lips and down his front.
His skin burned and froze all at once; muscles tautened, released,
tautened, released, his body beyond his control. It was as though
the hand of a god threatened to crush him out of existence. His
eyes crawled back into his head as though they yearned
for the darkness within his own
skull. He threw his head back in hysteria, in euphoria. He could
almost hear the aurora wailing with him, splashing bright colour
into the darkest corners of his mind; menacing hues and hopeless
shades thrashing about with brilliant bursts and putrid
strokes.

And then there was only black.

***

Breya shivered, ankle deep in the snow.
Being so close to winter, she had wondered why the headmaster had
chosen to pilot the school so far north, and waiting in the snow
was doing nothing to improve her opinion of the idea. The wind was
low and bitter, though easily ignored as she pondered various
diagnostic theories regarding the Adder case as they waited. It was
a task that might’ve been easier if not for the blithering idiot
behind her.

“Blessed be the glory of the Omnipotent above!” Octavian
called, as though preaching to a massive congregation instead of
their small group. “Praise be to his Saints, but is their
magnificence not rivaled by this very sight? How can such a thing
exist? Silent and humble, it bears our awe with an indifference
that might mock us; as though to say that we could never be as
such. For we are merely flecks of inconsequential dust to this…
this… this phenomenon! It is bold. Threatening. Yet so very
enchanting. A feeling of
warmth spreads like the temptation of a new lover, through my chest
and into my aching, yearning soul. And yet I cannot look away. Nay!
Will not look away! Such a grand welcome to this heretical, godless
land. Can they not see? Can they not hear? This is surely the
Omnipotent Himself! I would gaze upon the glory of this
masterpiece, painted upon the sky by His good hand to touch the
hearts of we mere mortals. How could it be dismissed as anything
less? I will pray this night; not just for my own soul, nor for the
damnable proud soul of Avery Adder, but for every soul in Bifrost.
I pray that they see this gift from the one true God and repent
their sinful ways! You hear me, friends? Repent! Repent and be
baptized!”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Octavian!” Georgia
said, halting the dewy-eyed brute. He turned on her aghast,
blinking as though in disbelief of the interruption. “It’s bloody
freezing out here and your religious ranting is giving me an
unpleasant chill. Give it a rest, would you?” She hugged herself,
shifting in the light snow.

“Forgive me,” Octavian
said stiffly, “for appreciating the beauty in the Omnipotent’s
world. We are not all so jaded as to dismiss it lightly, Georgia
Blackwood.”

“Appreciate the beauty
then. Appreciate whatever you want for all I care. I just don’t
need to hear you describe your sudden arousal at every flower or
sunset. Button it, man.” Octavian frowned at Georgia but didn’t
press the issue. It felt like old banter between them and Breya
sighed, turning away from the aviators lest they start trying to
drag her into their bickering. What she had done to deserve a day
full of aggravated pilots she would never know. Curse of being the
top medica student, she supposed.

It had been a long evening after an even
longer day since they’d recovered Avery Adder from the sea. Breya
had spent most of it at his bedside, attending the man in what was
proving to be a stubborn set of symptoms. How was it possible that
the man had both signs of hypothermia and a boiling fever? It was
frustrating, to say the least. But not so frustrating as standing
with her feet cold in the snow, waiting with the blasted imbeciles
that had plagued her work all day.

Aviators,
Breya thought with derision.
Academy’s golden boys and
girls. The man-made mobile
island upon which they all stood wasn’t enough of a marvel. No,
people had to take to the sky in those death trap
aeros, an experience lusted after by the vast majority of
students. As though they have
never seen such a thing,
Breya mused. Airships were common enough, the fact that they had
compressed them into vehicles that looked like big metal birds did
nothing to impress her. They could all jump into the sea after
Adder’s sunken craft, for all she cared.

“Not long now, dear,” said
Professor Cambia, Head of Organics. In many people's opinion,
Cambia was the most skilled physician in the world. Breya wondered
if she was speaking more to calm her own nerves than to ease anyone
elses.

Professor Cambia had been the one to summon her early in
the day, pulling her from a lecture on connective tissue in the
human leg and out into the earlier storm. The harsh woman was
stiffer than Breya had ever seen her, which was no easy feat given
her stressful position. The shifting aurora stretched out above
them, ribbons of the fabled lights over the small nation of
Bifrost, casting deep shadows in her sunken cheeks and the wrinkles
around her pursed lips. She stood arrow straight, bundled in a
thick cloak but still
shivering in the northern air. Cambia stared straight ahead at what
they were waiting for in the first place. A dirigible was
approaching over the sea channel between the Bifrost shore and the
mile out where Academy had anchored, as close as the mobile island
could come without its hull dragging in the shallows. Cambia
bristled suddenly, her delicate hands appearing from beneath the
folds of cloth to throw her hood up.

“Not long at all,” the
professor said again.

Word had been sent to the Bifrostian city of Asbru, its
easternmost port. The incoming dirigible was bringing a specialist
to assist in the Adder case. Normally any person studying medica
would not have yielded so easily to outside assistance – Academy
was supplied and trained for almost every conceivable emergency
after all – and it was unheard of for Cambia herself to request
assistance, but Adder’s case was too unique to ignore the insights
of the Bifrostian physicians. Breya cast her eyes up at the
rippling colours above,
sweeping over them with little more than a frown. Octavian may have
rambled on about their beauty, but Breya could only wonder after
the effects they had on the body.

Adder had arrived at the main medica building with symptoms
of a thrashing fever, suspected hallucinations, and a heart rate so
rapid that it had taken a double dose of valerian root to keep it
from bursting in his chest. There had been issues with each of the
diagnoses. His thrashing coupled with inflammation had seemed like
nothing more than a fever at first, but the man’s skin had been
unnervingly cool to the touch. They had found him screaming in the
water and he had not relented until sedated, which
had taken three times the
standard dose for someone his size, but even then his clouded eyes
darted about to look at everything and nothing in a way that made
Professor Cambia believe he was hallucinating. Dozens of tests
later and finally they had sent word to Asbru. Whatever was
happening to Avery Adder was above their skillset.

Georgia Blackwood’s teeth chattered,
reminding Breya that she and the professor were, unfortunately, not
alone. “B–Bloody freezing up here. It’s damn near the mid-autumn,
shouldn’t we be s–sailing the school s–south? You know, where the
whole place isn’t likely to freeze into position?”

“If you had dressed
accordingly, Georgia Blackwood, you would see the beauty in the
simple purity that is the north,” Professor Cambia snapped,
obviously anything but comfortable herself. Breya could not help
but silently agree with the sentiment.

Georgia Blackwood was attractive in an obvious way; high
cheeks, full lips, and a pair of eyes that could cut a man down
with no words needed besides, but didn’t have enough sense in her
pretty little head to dress for inclement weather. She wore a
leather coat that only reached her hips, a tight pair of breeches,
and sturdy leather boots. Breya figured her to be the sort of woman
who cared too much about her appearance. No hat to mess up the perfectly poised auburn
curls, Breya thought.
No scarf to hide the hours of
primping she’s done to her face. And how could she show off her
painted nails if she’d worn gloves?

Breya glanced back in time to catch the nasty leer Georgia
was giving the professor. The aviator turned it on Breya, grey eyes
challenging her as she shoved her hands into shallow pockets and
held the coat shut over the low-cut blouse beneath, her bosom
pimpled with gooseflesh. She bounced on the spot as though hoping
to jostle warmth into her extremities, but it would be no good. Her
lips had a blue tinge coming through the sheer. Her rouged cheeks,
having dried out from wind burn, were turning a dangerous
shade. Breya thought to suggest she
retreat inside but decided against it. There was an old saying that
people from Starfall were immune to the weather, being bred from
too many backgrounds for it to be of consequence. Foolishness, like
most old sayings. If the stubborn brat wanted to freeze it would
have no weight on Breya’s conscience.

The rest of them had donned appropriate
clothing: thick woven cloaks – Octavian’s lined with dyed ermine
fur – with hoods and wide sleeves for burrowing their hands in.
Even so, the cold was settling bone deep. Breya would not mind
being out of it soon.

“Beauty, yes,” Octavian
said, laying a hand on his barrel chest as though his heart was
breaking. “I see what you mean, of course, Professor. The very
nature of thi—”

“Oh, don’t s–start that again!” Georgia met Octavian’s sharp
look head on, her attempts at intimidation undermined by her
uncontrollable shivering. Octavian stood more than a foot taller
than Blackwood, who was of a height with Breya herself, and was a
presence even in the open space the four of them occupied.
Strapping and immovable, so absolutely solid that it was hard to
contemplate any threat he might feel from the woman at his side.
Piles of muscle adorned his frame, muscles that all of Academy had
seen as Octavian was in the
habit of wandering shirtless in the sunny summer months; so often
that even now his skin retained its golden brown tan, his curled
locks bleached a merry blond. His almond eyes reflected the aurora
dancing in the sky, his chiseled face a beautiful pout that was
almost too
exquisite.

“There is meaning and heart in words,
Georgia,” Octavian replied. “There is power in them, power to grow
our souls. To bask with deference of the Omnipotent’s world is
humbling. I suggest you try it.”

“I do b–bask,” Georgia
said. “I just do so quietly.”

“Every moment is a gift,”
Octavian replied, lifting his face to the sky and closing his eyes.
“It should be described, immortalized, and left in our memories
lest it leave us forever. Our lives are fleeting and they should
not be wasted on cynicism and sarcasm. Embrace the life the
Omnipotent has graced you with!” The clock tower began to chime as
he finished, so perfectly timed that Breya wondered if Octavian had
planned it so.

“If I have to hear anymore
ab–bout the d–damned Omnipotent tonight I might jump right into the
f–f–frozen s–sea,” Georgia muttered.

“Do not blaspheme!” Octavian warned her.

“I’ll do it,” Georgia threatened. “Earn
myself a bed in the m–medica building just to get away from you and
your never-ending s–s–sermon.”

“Georgia,” Octavian said,
clearly stung. “You don’t mean that.”

“Try m–me.” Georgia
shivered anew, cursing under her breath. “Why we have to be out
here for Adder’s s–sake is b–beyond me. It’s freezing.”

“Well, if you had dressed
for the weather instead of the street corner,” Breya said quietly.
Octavian rumbled with laughter behind her and Breya chanced a look.
Georgia was glaring at her but Breya simply shrugged.

“Excuse me for not wanting
to l–look like a lumpy s–sack of flour. But I suppose if my ass
w–was that huge I would favour b–bulky cloaks as well.” Breya
frowned, turning away as her cheeks reddened. “B–bugger this whole
escort business,” Georgia continued. “I’m off to the pub to g–get
me a hot cider.” Without another word she spun on her heel and
trudged off through the snow. By the time the clock had reached its
tenth chime she was out of sight.

“Good riddance to bad company,” Professor
Cambia muttered, smirking at Breya. “And warm welcomes to good.
Sharpen up, students. Our Bifrostian friends are arriving.” Cambia
strode forward. The dirigible, quiet and swift, had snuck up on
them. Breya jogged up to fall into stride.

As they neared, Breya could hear the winding down of the
aircraft’s engines, rumbling softly beneath the weathered wood hull
of the repurposed antique ship. Crewmen hustled about, making sure
the craft’s landing gear was properly expelled through the
portholes. Their voices filled the jostling steam that vented into
the frozen air and the aircraft lunged to the ground, stopping in a
weary hiss let off by the landing gear. Breya could better see
those rushing about the deck as they prepared to disembark,
including a small group that
was standing idle near the gangplank being lowered. The lights in
the sky caught the skin of the Bifrostian people easily, all of
them alight on their ludicrously bared arms and faces. But Breya
frowned suddenly at those descending from the ship, skimming the
many crewmen on the deck as well. Their skins were all mismatched,
wrong against the emissions of the lights in the sky.

Are they...
Breya thought slowly,
unbelieving. Are they
glowing?

On closer inspection, she saw her suspicions were true. The
small contingent of approaching Bifrostians emitted a glow, some of
which was bright enough that she had to squint. Professor Cambia
moved forward to greet them and Breya followed a step behind,
awestruck. Each had a similar build; husky bordering on hefty, but
none appeared to be cumbered by their weight. On the contrary, each
moved with fluid grace. Two men flanked a woman, fanned out to
obscure a fourth smaller figure behind them. The smaller
figure was the only one
dressed for the weather, buried under a thick cloak, but the others
were clad in snowy white robes that swept loosely over their girths
and shone from within with their radiance, their arms and heads
bared despite the cold. The woman leading them was a deep amber
that left Breya reminiscent of a bed of coals; she was the tallest
of the three and Breya nearly gasped as she noticed her eyes. Pools
of shifting light swirled in place of whites and irises. Her hair
was a glorious crop of shining sapphire cut just past her chin. The
men flanking her were both squat and shades of green; the one on
her left a pale sage while the one on her right was a brighter hue
closer to pine. Both had the same swirling eyes beneath bristling
haircuts both, their dandelion yellow hair and similar blockish
features making Breya consider that the pair may be related.
Fascinated, Breya could only gape as the delegation halted and the
woman shook hands with Cambia.

“Welcome. Florence Cambia.”

“Sonya Herne,” the Bifrostian woman replied. She spoke the
Trades tongue with just a hint of a rich accent. Her voice was
enough to send a shiver through Breya, like a soft wind that was
picking up speed. Her heart thumped and she found herself unable to
look away from the Bifrostian woman. The delicate curves of her
full lips, the sunset blush of her cheeks, the radiant pools in her
eyes observant and soaking in everything they touched. Sonya
glanced toward and Breya’s knees went weak from the passing
attention. She smiled, her
teeth impossibly white, and waved a hand about her
lazily.

“The brothers Sumi. Oslo
and Xandar,” Sonya Herne continued, gesturing left and right
respectively. The brothers each shifted, muscles making themselves
known beneath the robes and layers of fat. Square-headed with wide
faces, each sported crooked eyes and a flat nose, seeming a curious
pair to be accompanying a scholar. They grunted their greetings,
their accents much thicker than Sonya Herne’s, who cut them short.
“Thank you for hosting us. It has been many years since I have been
on Academy.”

“A pleasure. Thank you for
consenting,” Cambia responded. “It is a peculiar case we
ha—”

“Does Gottfried Tezla
reside as headmaster still?”

“He is,” Cambia said
stiffly, but visibly annoyed at the bruque interruption. “But as I
was saying, the case we have—”

“Avery Adder, the foolish young man who succeeded in
touching the aurora. Twenty-eight years old. A son of the Barrier
Coalition. Stands at five feet and ten inches. Weighs approximately
eleven and one-half stone. No prior medica history, aside from a
seasonal adverse reaction to an unidentified agent in the western
Skadi lands.” Sonya Herne completed the recitation, smiling plainly
at the stunned professor. “I suspect ragweed. The allergen, I mean.
The nasty pollen of that plant is ever-present in the
world but it grows in
abundance in western Skadi. Now, what else has your report stated?
The patient is presenting with feverish symptoms yet no fever.
Suspected hallucinations and a rapid pulse. I believe that is all
that was included in the dossier sent to us. Have I missed
anything?”

“Yes,” the professor
managed after a moment. “I mean, no. Concisely put, Mistress Herne.
Adder is in my laboratory if you would follow me this way…” She
turned about and shot Breya an eye roll for the Bifrostian woman.
Breya fell into step behind Sonya Herne and Cambia, Octavian
falling in beside her as the remainder of the delegates
trailed.

“Do you think,” Octavian
said, leaning in close, “that Avery will end up looking like these
people if they can’t help him?”

“I suspect he’ll look much
like a corpse if these people can’t help him,” Breya replied.
“Hush. I’m trying to listen.”

“We have sedated the boy,”
Professor Cambia was saying as she led Sonya Herne onto campus
properly. The medica buildings were in the second ring on the
island and they had to cut through the rows of dormitories to reach
them. It was not so late that students had retired and Breya saw a
few faces, both on the streets and in windows, gawking at the
strange group as they passed by. “Valerian root and poppy extract,
but it—”

“Took three times the
regular dose, yes.”

“Yes,” Professor Cambia
said, her expression turning fouler by the moment.

“We may very well have to
wait until he has worked that concoction out of his system before
attempting to cure what ails him,” Sonya Herne said. “But do not
feel upset in your ignorance. If I did not know how to ease a man’s
suffering, I too would put him into a restive state until I could
find those who could. Your mistake can be rectified.”

“Indeed,” the professor
said through gritted teeth. “This way.” She led them through a
break in the buildings, exiting the outer ring and entering the
second.

The rest of the journey passed in relative
silence. Breya was unsure if Sonya Herne knew or cared that her
abrupt manner had upset Professor Cambia. The glowing woman perused
the dark structures, smiling as Octavian held the door for them to
enter into the unassuming three-story medica building. A familiar
smell of obsessive cleanliness, medicinal brews, and metallic
undertones washed over them. Breya sighed with relief; not only for
the familiarity but because it was graciously warm inside.

They passed a row of closed doors, making a
right at a stairway at the end of the corridor. Breya could hear
murmuring in a few of the labs they passed but no one stepped out
to meet them as they approached the thick pair of doors at the end.
Professor Cambia halted the party at the faded oak, rustling in her
cloak for a set of brass keys that she fitted into the lock. With a
click and a push, she swung the door open.

“My stars,” Sonya Herne
said, looking about the laboratory. Breya saw the professor smirk.
It was a reaction she enjoyed when people entered her private
chambers.

Alchemical lamps lit the room, brightening as the party
entered so that even the glowing Bifrostians took on a washed-out
sheen. Jars lined the walls with various fauna and flora suspended
in preserving solutions. Breya had studied a fraction of them; her
favourites being the human fetuses that the professor had procured
in various stages of unbirth. Shelves of books and polished tables
created a maze of sorts. The shelves sagged with reference texts
while the tables were occupied mostly by glassware and
burners; some empty while
others bubbled with solutions of the Cambia’s own devising. One was
smoking, threatening to boil over before Cambia simply drummed on
the glass as she passed. The jostle was enough to settle the
violent liquid. The professor led the way to the back where lay the
prone figure of Avery Adder.

The sheet covering him was soaked in sweat, clinging to the
peaks and valleys of his body. Before they had stripped off his
ruined flight suit, Breya hadn’t realized how very angular the man
was. His shoulders cut harsh corners, the cords of muscles
twitching. A few of his ribs were visible through the clinging
sheet, sticking through the skin as though he had not eaten in
weeks. The alchemical lamps beating down upon him gave his drawn
face a sickly glean, his dark skin glistening and his sandy hair
plastered to his head. His
eyes twitched beneath fluttering lids, darting about as though he
was having a night terror. He rolled his face toward them as they
arrived, exposing the jagged scar reaching down from his left ear
to below his chin.

“Ah, yes,” Sonya Herne
said, leaning in close and laying a hand on Avery Adder’s chest.
Cambia moved forward to warn against it but paused when she noticed
Adder become completely still. Sonya leaned in, sniffed him, then
moved up toward his head and whispered something into his ear in a
language Breya did not know. His eyes opened for a moment, rapt
with attention, then fell back to fluttering.

“Sonya,” a voice said
behind them. “Is there hope?” The headmaster stepped through the
maze of instruments.

Bent backed and ancient, Gottfried Tezla was still a
notable presence. He looked as he ever did when Breya saw him: his
white moustache dangling past a pocked chin, though his usual smile
lines were drooping with worry. He swept his bespectacled eyes over
the group, light playing off his bald head. As always, he had a
dusty cast to him, his old robes well worn and fading. He stepped
closer, wafting the smell of mothballs and library books past Breya
as he moved forward to greet the Bifrostians. Stopping for
a moment longer at the cloaked
smaller figure that was with them. He reached out a hand to the
shrouded person and Breya was surprised when an all too regular
hand reached out from the folds of the thick cloak to return the
grasp.

“Hope?” Sonya Herne said
upon the conclusion of their brief pleasantries. “There is always
hope, Gottfried. Will he live? It is plausible. Will he be
unaffected by his own misguided decisions? I doubt it.”

The headmaster sighed, nodding as though he
had been expecting such an answer. He stepped forward, peering at
the miraculously calmed Avery Adder. “He is a tempestuous student,
young Adder. Perhaps this will serve as a lesson in self-discipline
and impulsivity, if nothing else.”

“Let us hope,” Octavian
muttered at Breya’s side. The aviator shook his head
ruefully.

“I cannot speak to that,”
Sonya replied. “His humours are misaligned. Something we can only
hope to fix after the underlying problem is removed.” Breya
frowned, looking to Professor Cambia who was looking at Sonya Herne
as though she had taken leave of her senses.

“There are no such things as humours,” Professor
Cambia said. “That branch of medica has long since been defunct.”
Sonya turned with a smug smirk.

“And yet you summon me here because your modern methods could not cure the boy. Very well. If my
defunct methods are unacceptable and my insights unwanted, I
shall take my leave.”

“Now I don’t think we need
to be so hasty,” the headmaster interjected. “Terms and semantics
are no cause to throw away an opportunity for us all to learn.
Wouldn’t you agree, Florence?”

“I suppose,” Cambia said
flatly, adding stiffly to Sonya Herne, “I apologize if I have
offended.”

“Think nothing of it,”
Sonya said, waving the comment away. “Of course, we will have to
wait until the brew of valerian and poppy wears off. Milli, could
you provide us with an approximate estimate as to when he will come
out of comatose?”

Breya frowned, unsure who Sonya was
addressing, when the shrouded figure strode forward. She lowered
her hood.

Milli could not have been older than twenty years and was
indeed a regular human, absent of the Bifrostian glow. A pair of
spectacles sat on a button nose, fogged in front of her
bottle-green eyes. Her mouth was a shallow quivering thing that
suited her nervous, darting gaze. She swam in the cloak she wore
but in a way that was almost endearing. Her hair was a shade of
cinnamon, though prematurely streaked with grey at the temples,
tied in a braid behind her head. Breya had difficulty guessing
where in the world this girl
may have come from: her skin was powder white, her features soft
but painfully plain. Milli’s shallow forehead furrowed as lay a
hand on Adder’s shoulder. She closed her eyes, her head tilting as
though she was deep in thought, then she yanked her hand back as
though his flesh had burned her. She turned to Sonya Herne and
uttered something in a language Breya did not recognize.

“Twelve hours,” Sonya
relayed to the rest of the group. “Perhaps less, but enough to
afford us a night of rest and contemplation.”

“Remarkable,” Headmaster
Tezla said, assessing Milli. “She’s the genuine article then?” The
young woman focussed on her feet at his attentions, shuffling from
side to side.

“Yes,” Sonya said
distractedly, her focus on Adder. “She is also not a fan of crowds.
Or men in general, though she has made strides in that. Nor does
she speak Trades. Though I trust you have someone around who speaks
stunted Bifrostian or passable Haematic.”

“I’m sure we’ll manage,” the headmaster replied. He said
something in a crude language that sounded difficult to wrap a
tongue around and the young girl looked up with surprise. The
headmaster offered a smile which she shyly returned. He spoke
again, gesturing back to where Breya and Octavian stood. Her reply
was brisk, shooting a nervous glance their way. “Breya, Octavian,”
the headmaster said, switching back to the Trades tongue. “Would
you be so good as to escort Milli to the dormitories? Breya, I
believe there is a spare room
adjacent to your own, yes? The keys should be inside along with all
the provisions our new student may need.

“Yes, Headmaster,” Breya
said, Octavian murmuring alongside her.

“On the morrow,” Tezla
continued, “I would like you to continue assisting Professor Cambia
with Avery Adder. Please collect Milli and escort her to the
operating theatre when you make your way there. I believe you know
the way.”

“Yes, Headmaster. But,”
Breya hesitated, pressing on only after an encouraging look. “I
have a lecture on connective tissue given by one of the scholarlies
tomorrow morning.”

“Regrettably, you must be
absent from the occasion,” the headmaster said. “I insist. Now,
Octavian. If you would spread the word to all those currently
enrolled in my own Advanced Theory of Phenomena classes that they
are to attend the procedure on the morrow as well. Very good?” He
paused, taking their perplexion for assent and waved them off. “You
are both dismissed.”

“You know,” Octavian said
as soon as they were out of the laboratory. The heavy doors shut
behind them and he looked down the sterile corridor. “I had
considered studying medica when I arrived but after witnessing all
that I am rather glad I didn’t.” He rubbed at his hard abdomen, his
lips twisting.

“Weak stomach?” Breya
grinned. She saw that Milli was passing darting looks between them,
her brows creased. Breya offered a smile and gestured that she
follow.

“I may well need a drink
after all that,” Octavian admitted, falling into a slow step behind
the two women. “Honestly, what was all that in the jars? Omnipotent
bless, you physicians have morbid curiosities.”

“Indeed,” Breya replied,
leading the way back into the night air. She paused at the foot of
the stoop, looking up at Octavian. “I think we can manage. My
dormitory is just through the first alley.” Octavian frowned,
unsure.

“But the headmaster said…”
Octavian began. “And you’re just two women… And it’s after dark and
all.” She rolled her eyes. Octavian was a Nazaryan, as Breya
herself was, and apparently his courtly training had not worn off
as easily as hers had.

“Noble sir,” Breya said,
adopting her most cordial tones. “I hereby relieve you of the
honorific duties of escorting two young women through the night,
ensuring on the name of my family that all shall be well.” He
hesitated, clearly still torn. Breya gave him a light push. “Go get
your drink, you oaf. When was the last time you heard of footpads
at Academy? We’re as safe as safe can be. We’ll see you in the
morning.” Octavian huffed, but moved off. Milli made to follow him
but Breya held her back.

“No,” Breya said, pointing
in the opposite direction. “We, umm… This way.” Milli nodded, then
looked back toward the retreating Octavian.

“He is…” she began in
heavily accented Trades, brow screwed up in concentration. “He is…
looking at very nice?”

“Saints help me,” Breya
muttered, grasping the girl’s hand and pulling her toward the
alley. “Come on.”

***

Emie set the steaming mug of cider in front
of Georgia, twisting the handle so it faced her. Georgia gripped it
fast.

“Thanks Em,” she said, , flicking a coin
onto her tray and breathing deep the steam rolling off the murky
amber liquid.

“Dunn mention it, love,” Emie replied with her lilting
Skadi accent, turning and swaying back to the bar. Emie was her
roommate so she always made sure Georgia’s cup was full. Especially
after days dealing with Avery Adder. And today had been
particularly annoying. Adder’s idiotic stunt was on the lips of
everyone she passed, the students all atwitter with worry, gossip,
fawning, or flippant condemnation. She had already told off half a
dozen people when asked about it. She exhaled sharply, sipping at
the steaming mug.

Emie was topping off the ale at another table, her pale red
hair in braids that fell over each shoulder and clashed with her
high-necked moss-green dress. She was like something out of a
folktale against the pub’s cedar walls and smouldering candelabras.
She smiled at some jest made by one of the men at the table, chubby
cheeks scrunching her kind eyes as she graciously bowed away. Ever
the charmer, Emie was. Georgia watched the Skadi work her wiles,
trying to figure how Emie could stand the eyes constantly
locked on her rolling ass as she
wove about the tables.

It was Georgia’s second mug of cider since she’d arrived at
Elbow Grease, Academy’s pub. She choked down another gulp of the
scalding liquid, clinging to the mug to warm her still numb
fingers. She wondered if those idiots were still waiting out in the
cold for the egghead Bifrostian physicians. Because apparently Adder is worth international
attention, she thought,
scoffing. Good riddance to all that. A day full of prissy medica
students had been too much to stomach and Georgia’s only small
regret was that she hadn’t gotten to see Adder.

And wouldn’t that be a sight, she thought,
smacking the sweet drink between her lips. All fevered and thrashing about. Finally showing
himself for what he is: an embarrassment to the aviators— No. To
the damned school. She
chuffed mirthlessly to herself.

Elbow Grease brought in all kinds but was quieter than
usual tonight. No music strummed from the stage in the corner, no
space had been cleared for dancing on the boot-scuffed floor, and
there were only a couple card games in progress with pots of
mismatched currency at the center of their tables. She knew many
were taking their time to see the aurora, while others were staying
out of the damned cold in their cozy dorm rooms. Didn’t matter to
her either way. Company would be welcome, but it had to be the
proper kind. She sipped her
drink, sweeping the tables. Two dozen some odd students were
scattered about in the large taproom, most occupying tables around
the braziers or the stonework hearth near the bar. A table of three
boys, who in truth were probably only a year or so younger than
Georgia was herself, caught her eye and blushed simultaneously.
They turned in on themselves, hissing conspiratorially in what she
was sure was a daring conquest to come over and talk to her. She
toyed with the idea, anything to brighten her mood but it was cut
short when a cold snap blew through the pub. Laughter followed it
in and Georgia’s heart leapt into her throat.

Grace Urn, one of her fellow aviators, was
unraveling a scarf and ruffling his bristling black hair to
dislodge the settled snow. He unbuttoned his taut charcoal coat,
scanning the taproom with flat pale blue eyes. Georgia’s breath
quickened as they settled on her and he quirked a brow, smirking in
a way that made her legs quiver beneath the table. He said
something to his companions and the trio wove toward her.

“Georgia,” Grace said, pulling his coat off and revealing a
tailored shirt beneath that matched it exactly. His voice sent a
shiver through her. Confident bordering on haughty, as though he
knew that he was practically perfect. The way his cheeks pursed his
soft lips into a pout, the brooding manner the circles under his
eyes gave him, the delicate but obvious strength in his slender
hands… Everything about the man drove her wild. He hung his coat
from the chair back, swung a leg over the seat and settled
down without a sound. By contrast,
his companions came down like an avalanche.

Joe was anything but poised. The lowborn Nazaryan was a
great gourd of a man; grunting his greeting, thundering into a
chair that creaked under his girth, and making no effort to
disguise his leers as his piggy little eyes roved the room and
landed pointedly on Georgia’s chest. She wondered if she could
discreetly pull her coat back on but Joe looked away, thumbing a
roll of dried tobacco into his wide mouth. Muscles rolled under a
soft layer of fat as Joe settled back to chew and ogle, his double
chin waggling. He scratched
nervously at his oily patchwork beard, picking something out and
flicking it onto the floor. Georgia wondered, as she watched his
jaw moving in great circular chomps, how Grace could consider the
beastly man a friend. And more, how they had ended up saddled with
him as one of their fellow aviators.

“Georgia!” Ewan Elmtree, the third of their trio, squeaked
as he fell into his seat. His enthusiasm faltered, the small Skadi
flushing under her direct attention. Ewan had a thing for her, and
Georgia knew it. Not that she was remotely interested in him. He
was Grace’s roommate and came drinking with them more often than
not. Barely out of his teens, his eyes were still full of a boyish
wonderment that life had not stamped out yet. Even his wildly
curled hair, a shade of red just darker than Emie’s, had a
certain juvenility to it. If
not for a heavy brow that slid naturally into a vexed regard, she
might have thought of him to be a large child. Barely taller than
she, and at least a head shorter than Grace, he was always full of
energy. He scooted his chair closer to the table, settling his
elbows on the worn wood. He twitched his sharp nose, digging in the
cloak he had not removed before sitting, and smiled brightly as he
produced a jangling woven bindle tied with string.

“Ewan has informed us that
he can now tell the future by the rocks in his little sack there,”
Grace informed her, eyeing the bindle.

“Where’sa damned ale?!”
Joe shouted, momentarily quieting the taproom. Conversation resumed
as the man glared the lot down, spitting a brown gob onto the
floor.

“I didn’t say I could tell the future,” Ewan stated,
frowning at Grace. “I said I could get an inkling for it.”
He opened the bindle and it fell open, stones skittering over the
surface. Ewan snapped a hand out to catch one that threatened to
roll off the cloth.

The stones were a faded cream colour, all
different shapes and sizes. They had clearly been well handled,
their edges worn smooth, and each bore a small etching that was
filled with black ink. Georgia leaned over the table — Joe turning
as if on instinct to leer at the fresh view — and reached for one
close to her. Ewan snapped it out of her reach before she could
touch it. She settled back from the Skadi’s frown, turning her own
on Joe. He shrugged, spitting again as he turned away.

“It’s a traditionally
inscribed Skadi futhark passed down through my family,” Ewan
continued, picking through the stones and sorting them into
different piles on the little piece of cloth they’d been bundled
in.

“Futhark?” Georgia looked
at the stones quizzically.

“A runic alphabet,” Ewan
explained. He grouped the four largest stones together. “These are
for the gods and goddesses.” He grouped another eight together,
these midsized. “These are the demi—”

“Ale! Fer fuck sakes!”
Joe’s wide palm slammed down on the table, the stones jumping. Ewan
leapt, throwing his hands out to catch them with a scandalized
look.

“Keep it up, Joe,” Emie
said, weaving into view and slamming a tankard of ruby ale down in
front of him. He stared up at her, maw hanging open to allow for a
view of the brown wad in his stained teeth. “And this’ll be your
first n’ last of the night.” She placed a second tankard in front
of Grace, sparing a wink for Georgia and bobbing her eyebrows at
the beautiful man, then slid a final steaming mug of cider across
to Ewan.

“A’right Emie. Omnis
bless, give us some peace.” Joe closed his meaty paw around the
tankard and drank deeply. Emie turned away and Joe’s free hand
found her rump, squeezing and pulling her back around. “A plate o’
cheese too, Em.”

Emie’s backhanded slap rang through the pub, bringing
another shocked silence that was broken by Joe’s boarish guffaws.
He turned back into his tankard and Emie bustled away, face screwed
up in anger. Joe put the tankard to his lips and Georgia reached
over. With one swift motion she upended the mug, the ale cascading
over Joe’s face and dribbling down his front. Furious sputters came
through the downpour, accompanied by laughter from those around
them. Georgia settled back before Joe recovered, giving him
an innocent smile.

“Disrespect Emie like that
again, Joe. I dare you.”

He glowered at her, spitting the entire wad
of tobacco into the empty tankard and heaving himself up. Slowly,
he pouted his way over to the bar.

“You know, I doubt that
he’s too proud to hit a woman,” Grace said lightly. “And I’d hate
to have to get between you two, should it come to that.”

Georgia scoffed. “As if I couldn’t take
him.”

“And deny me the chance to
defend my lady’s honour?” Grace balked, clutching his chest
dramatically.

“Oh, your
lady, am I?” she teased, her heart
fluttering.

“If I thought I could tame
you.” He winked at her and she buried herself in her cider to keep
him from seeing her cheeks heat.

“I wouldn’t want to fight
Joe,” Ewan said absently, breaking the moment for both of
them.

“Then don’t,” Georgia
said.

“Tell us how you’re going
to tell the future with the rocks, Ewan.”

“They’re not rocks,” Ewan
stressed, frowning at Grace. “The inklings of the
future. Just inklings. Things might change on a whiff or whim. I’ve
only been working with them for a few months after all. I’m not
nearly as good as my papa. Or his papa. Or his papa’s papa.
Or—”

“We get it. You’re
rambling.” Grace took a sip from his tankard, swishing the liquid
through his cheeks before swallowing. “Tell you what. Let’s have a
go. Show us what you mean and never mind the details. No one was
listening to them anyway.” Georgia snorted and quickly gave the
Skadi man an apologetic smile.

“If you’re going to be
like that,” Ewan said, gathering the stones. Georgia reached across
and laid her hand over his.

“Humour me, Ewan.” She
smiled and watched his ire melt away, eyes taking on a dreamy cast
as he looked at her, then reddening all the way to his
hairline.
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