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Diving into these pages you will not only be a reader, but discover yourself as a co-conspirator of the Realms, cheering for our heroes, crying for their losses and encouraging them through their struggles.

 (And trust me, you will.) 

Thank you, dear readers, supporters, and my very first fans: your encouraging words have brought this vision to life, especially the authors and friends I found in FanGrrl Romance Recs Authors Corner, you know who you are.

Thank you to my editors at CookieLynn Publishing, Jessica and Suzi. Their challenging critiques and endless emails of encouragement made my first editing experience tough, but educational, and in the end, this story is so so SO much better than it was when I first wrote it. 



And, lastly, to my true flame, mé dáru ardé: 

Every change of heart, new plan of life, or crazy scheme I hatch, you are there.  Thank you, a yah ageré, from the depths of my soul.
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If you love this book feel free to write notes, draw pictures, squiggle lines, arrows, emojis and anything else that makes you happy inside the pages. 

If you love this book SO much you just have to share it with someone, please pass it on (and maybe write a note in it for the future reader!) 

I'd love to see your doodles, highlights, notes and hear your stories. You can scan the QR code or click HERE
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I can't wait to know you more and hear how Ava, Thorben, Tobias and the crew snuck into your heart! 




 ~Maió yah aríla vylá efusar, obúmes.





~May your soul fly freely, friends.







~Myrenne
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A note to my readers about the content you will find in this book. 

Your mental health is valuable, don't let anyone tell you otherwise. In respect to that, here is a short list of what you will find in this book:


	alcohol consumption

	explicit sex scenes

	graphic torture scene (from one mage to another, both adults)

	child being held and a spell cast on her against her will (don't worry, she gets saved)

	group sex scene where someone accidentally gets hurt

	parallels with dissociative identity disorder
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soul/spirit/essence 
The very core of a person; the soul houses one’s personality, emotions, memories, and magic; transferable to any object or another body
druid/druis
A male or female mage, respectively, who has druidic magic and can see into the liminal level, to find lost souls and guide them to Empyrean
druidic magic
The magic a druid or druis has that allows them to see the liminal level and those inside it, namely souls
phylactery 
A small box worn on the arm of a druid or druis. This is where they store items that have been bonded with souls (essentiae)
utility belt 
Can be worn by anyone needing it, but druids and druises carry items on hand for collecting souls inside
liminal level/plane
A level of existence between the real world and the afterlife; only souls exist in the liminal plane (well, mostly)


Empyrean
The blessed afterlife; where noble and righteous souls are destined 
Tartarean 
The cursed afterlife; where evil and corrupt souls are taken
Day of the Five
A holiday in which all realms celebrate the five mages who each bonded with a single realm to save their world from utter destruction. 

The Ancient Language of Ili
Ili, the native tongue of the Realms, echoes through the fractured islands, and is now a shadow of what it once was. While some must know it to weave spells and incantations, the everyday tongue has morphed into something else. 
The cataclysm that shattered their world and birthed five new realms caused the Ili language to wane, losing its place as the seat of their culture. Now, the language has dwindled to a handful of words and universal phrases, weaving itself into the tapestry of everyday speech.
Throughout the story, ancient Ili words are depicted by italics. 

Adorimé (ah-door-eh-MAY)
Direct translation is “my daughter” often endearing and respectful
Decorimé (day-core-eh-MAY)
Direct translation is “my father” often endearing and respectful
Elehí (eh-lay-HEE)
A woman, usually older, a term of respect, as in “my lady”
Essentia(e) (es-SEN-shee-yah) plural: (es-SEN-shee-ay)
An object(s) that a druid or druis has used to bind a soul until they can guide them to Empyrean (NOTE: souls bound for Tartarean are called by the prince who rules the icy afterlife and are not bonded but are left for him in the liminal plane)
Esprí alúta (es-PREE ah-LUTE-ah)
A morning greeting, direct translation is “joyous morning” or “good morning”
Laurimé (lawr-eh-MAY)
Direct translation is “my mother” often endearing and respectful
Mé le dar (MAY lay dar)
Direct translation is “my little one”; a term of endearment
Mé talé (MAY ta-LAY)
A term of endearment, direct translation is “my treasure”
Mé veláh (MAY vay-LAH)
A term of endearment, love, or sweet nickname as in “my dear”
Neyá (nay- YAH)
Commonly “no”
Seáh (say-AH)
"Yes” or agreement, commonly used with llaéh as a warm welcome greeting
Seáh llaéh (say-AH la-AY)
A common, welcoming greeting; when the entire phrase isn’t used, it is typically a cautious greeting
Venúste (ven-OOS-tay)
Adjective to describe someone as handsome, good-looking, sexy as hell, desirable
Vjáme (vuh-HAAM-may)
Exclamation, equal to “holy shit,” full of more feeling than saying a plain ol' “shit”
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Chapter one

The body plummeted through the labyrinth of steel, its descent a chilling symphony of clangs and scrapes against unforgiving metal. With a final, dull thud, it landed in a cloud of dust at the feet of a druis, hundreds of levels below. 
Avalína Llahenór had collected souls from bodies like this before—too many in her thirty years. She dropped to her knees, her heart drumming against her ribs, the dust motes dancing in the dim light. The body lay crumpled in a heap, twitching and contorted, the limbs twisted in unnatural angles. 
“Merg,” Ava said, gesturing to her friend as she shoved her ebony waves to one shoulder. “Come here.”
Mergen’s booted footsteps crunched on the gravel. “Souls, Ava, what happened?” 
“She must have fallen through the levels.” She shook her head, her lips twisting into a grimace. Hurtling through the labyrinth of steel and iron was a horrifying prospect and a guaranteed one-way ticket to oblivion.
Ava pressed her lips together and rolled up the sleeves on her loose white shirt. She brushed the fair hair away from the person’s face. A woman stared back—alert, blue eyes, terrified and furious.
Ava's fingers moved with practiced efficiency—years of this work had taught her exactly where to search, how to move quickly without disturbing the dying. She found the woman's utility belt tucked under her shirt and ripped open a pouch. Small metal bars tumbled out, brightly clinking against one another. 
Most souls bonded best with an item they were already comfortable with. It was more personal to the soul and made it more willing to accept the bond. 
She snagged a bar as warmth spread over her knee—blood, always blood. She'd stopped wearing light colors long ago.
Three Coins from a Dead Man's Pocket
WritingFormatting
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Body
"Don't leave me," Ava whispered, though the woman's eyes were already glazing. "Almost ready."
Ava's hand trembled—just for a second—before she steadied it. A hundred bodies, and she still had to force her fingers not to shake. 
“Better hurry.” Mergen reached for her utility belt. “You don’t want her soul to jet off.” 
Ava nodded absently. If the woman's soul wandered off before she could bond it, she'd spend hours searching the liminal plane—hours she didn't have, not with Rune getting worse. Ava scooted across the gravel, bending low so the woman could see her. 
“I’m here,” she said. The woman tried to speak, but her jaw was broken, her words incoherent. Tears rolled down her cheek and she let out a small moan. Mergen bent on the other side to take the woman’s hand.
“It’s alright. I know you are not finished here,” Ava whispered. “But you can’t do anything with the body you are in. Let me help.”   
Ava began to sing, and the woman’s eyes slowly fluttered closed. 
“Follow my voice and the lilt of my song,
There is a new world for you to belong,
You will find hope and the beauty of light,
Come to me, for a safe haven this night.”
The woman’s soul released, taking flight in an exquisite swirl of lavender and silver. The air instantly filled with the heady aroma of spring hydrangeas and cloves. The woman’s spirit folded over on herself and hovered above her body, unsure of what was happening. Ava, her voice barely a whisper, hummed a wordless melody to ease her worries.
The vibrant soul curled toward the bar in Ava’s hand and settled herself against the cold, sterile metal. The rod became slightly heavier, the last bit of her spirit nestling inside. Ava stood and sighed, relieved she had been able to bond it. Being lost could be a true death sentence for a wandering soul. 
Ava stood, the essentia heavy in her palm—heavier than it should be. A decade of collecting souls, and they still surprised her with their desperate weight, their furious reluctance at being torn from bodies that had failed them. She'd thought the work would become easier. It hadn't. 
“How far do you think she fell?” Mergen said quietly, her gaze lifted toward the dim lights filtering from above.
“I’m not sure.” Ava studied the woman's body again—the angle of the fall, the pattern of injuries. The woman's hands were shredded, like she'd been gripping something. Or trying to. 
"High enough," Ava finally murmured. She unclasped her phylactery and slipped the rod inside with four other essentiae. Five souls so far this week. Twelve the week before. The city was crumbling faster than she could catch the falling.
Ava reached into a pocket on the side of her black cargo pants and snagged a thumb sized beacon. She wound the key on the back. The light blinked steadily—red against gray, urgent against lifeless. Ava clipped it to the lapel of the woman’s gray work suit. The gleaners would come, burn what remained, while somewhere someone was waiting for this woman to come home.
“Let’s get going.” Mergen said. 
Nodding, Ava and Mergen continued to the temple, their footsteps crunching on the gravel as they traveled through the oppressive pathways of the swale at the very bottom of Seráya City. It was dark and dirty, the debris from above constantly raining through the cracks. The rail system, only a few levels above, had once been the highest point. Over time, the lowest levels had been built over, the tracks now uneven and in need of repair. Buildings upon buildings were erected over and atop themselves, creating a jigsaw of houses and business complexes that pressed down on the city’s lowest inhabitants. 
They reached the temple, its broken beauty a light in the darkness of the swale. The temple was over a thousand years old and had once been a building of awe, with tall stone towers and stained-glass windows letting in colored light when the sun shone. Now it was beautifully ruined—pock-marked stone that wore its thousand years like jewelry, humbly buried beneath the city's layers.
Mergen and Ava entered, the screeching door hinges announcing their arrival. The aged stone floor had been freshly swept, the candlelit sconces illuminating Mother Zoya’s petite frame in the doorway beyond. 
“Avalína, Mergen.” Zoya smiled, her almond shaped eyes wrinkling delicately at the corners. Ava had always wondered how old the priestess was but never dared to ask. She had known Zoya her entire life and Zoya and Ava’s aunt, Rune, had both loved, raised, and educated her, each in their own way.
“It’s good to see you.” Zoya approached, her shoes silent on the ancient stones. Her shiny, black hair swung rhythmically in a braid behind her, the rest piled atop her head. 
“Seáh llaéh, Mother.” Ava and Mergen said in tandem, both bowing their heads. Ava heard Zoya kiss Mergen’s forehead as she whispered a blessing. Mergen murmured her thanks, bowed and left. 
Ava watched Zoya’s toes, just visible in her range of view. She waited, expecting Zoya’s blessing, but it didn’t come. Ava peeked out from beneath her dark lashes. 
Zoya's lips moved with silent words, her eyes closed—praying, always praying something different over Ava than she gave the others. A longer prayer. A more desperate one. Ava had stopped asking why years ago. Some questions had answers that came in their own time, or never came at all.
She drew in a breath and Ava quickly lowered her gaze.
Zoya’s hands, cool and fragrant with the scent of jasmine, settled gently on either side of Ava’s head. A sigh escaped Ava as the tension in her body melted away, peace filling her as she surrendered to Zoya’s comforting touch. “My daughter, it’s been a while since you visited. Where have you been?”
“Aunt Rune’s been sicker than usual.” The words tumbled out. She hadn’t planned on dumping her worries on Zoya and unexpected tears welled in her eyes. “Her episodes have been occurring more frequently, sometimes for days at a time.  I can’t leave the cottage when she’s like that.” 
Last week, Rune had been working in their expansive garden, pulling weeds and planting flowers. Then she'd stopped mid-row, dirt-covered hands frozen, and turned to Ava with eyes that didn't recognize her.
"Run!" Rune had screamed. "Get as far away as you can—they're coming to murder us!"
Three days. Three days of Rune barricading doors, checking windows, sleeping with a knife under her pillow. Three days of Ava talking her aunt down from terror, going without sleep herself, pretending she wasn't terrified that this time, Rune wouldn't come back.
On the fourth day, Rune had woken completely normal, smiling over breakfast as if nothing had happened. 
Ava was exhausted in the way that went bone-deep, soul-deep. Each episode was longer than the last. And when Rune came back, she seemed fainter, like a wilted flower left too long in the sun.
Zoya lifted her head, her dark eyes meeting Ava’s. They skipped across her face, and Ava wondered what Zoya was thinking. 
“I know it is exhausting for you.” Zoya let her hands drop to Ava’s shoulders, and she squeezed them gently. “What will you do?” 
“I’m not sure.” Ava rubbed a hand over her face. “She refuses to accept a cadaver.” Rune was her only living relative. She didn’t remember a father or a mother. Just Rune. And Zoya. 
Rune had taught her games in their yard, recipes for phytomedicines, and the ancient language of Ili. They designed their garden themselves, creating a beautiful landscape filled with herbs, topiaries, archways covered in vines, and a small pond with a calming waterfall. When a mirror accidentally broke in the house, Rune gathered the pieces and showed her how to string them together to create a cascade of reflectors that made the entire garden glitter.
And then there were the souls. 
While Rune taught her herbs and medicines, Zoya taught her about souls. Souls from all over were naturally drawn to Ava and their serene garden. They would flit through the flowers and Zoya would visit, teaching her about the afterlife, a soul’s journey, and the ultimate peace it sought. Zoya had shown her how to speak to the souls and how to collect them for the souls' next phase of life. 
When Rune began having episodes, Ava and Zoya had spent countless hours bent over ancient texts, consulting with druids across the Realms, writing letters to temples in distant cities. Every book said the same thing: soul deterioration was irreversible. Every expert offered sympathetic condolences but never cures.
Rune was slipping away like water through cupped hands—slowly, then all at once. And Ava—thirty years old, trained by the best, able to see and speak to souls in ways even other druises couldn't—was powerless to stop it. If Ava couldn’t find a way to keep Rune’s soul from deteriorating, her spirit would completely evanesce, and Ava would never truly be with her aunt again, not in this life and not in the heavenly afterlife of Empyrean. 
“Your aunt is strong, and your souls have always been intertwined,” Zoya said, bringing her out of her thoughts. “You’ll know how to help her when the time is right.”
Ava nodded wearily. “Seáh ter dáru,” she sighed. The phrase had been one of the first things Rune had taught her in ancient Ili. It meant, ‘Let it be true.’
“Seáh ter dáru.” Zoya’s lips lingered against Ava’s forehead, a small sigh escaping before she pulled away. Ava prayed Zoya was right. Rune had always been a pillar of strength, her unwavering spirit a source of comfort to those around her. The moments of her lucidness fading and her eyes losing her bright spark scared Ava. 
Ava wandered through an archway and into the Passing Room. The sweet citrus tang of orange mingled with the warm spicy aroma of ginger wrapped around her like worn leather—familiar, broken in. Ten years since she'd been a fumbling disciple here, burning her fingers on the embers, crying over her first soul release. She'd been twenty and thought she understood death.
But, over time, she had begun to understand that souls are the truest form of a person, regardless of where they were or what they had bonded with. Souls were life, not a physical body. With the right guidance, souls could be retained for years. They could choose to accept a new body or be set free to their afterlife. 
Choosing an alcove, she set her black aviatrix boots to the side, brushed off her pants and removed the leather glove from her left hand. Her knees pressed into the soft padding of the mat as she knelt before the elements. She clicked open her phylactery and withdrew her essentiae: a small cog, a piece of fabric, a box made of paper with a delicate butterfly drawn on top, a notebook, and the metal rod. Each piece was calm and content, except for the metal rod. It thrummed anxiously in her hand. 
“I know,” Ava whispered. “We’ll get you home.” Ava breathed deeply and closed her eyes, reaching out with her spirit. If Ava had tumbled through the latticework of beams, she would be upset too. Sighing, Ava dropped the rod back into the little black box. This soul had too much to tell and wasn’t ready to move on. She would need to see if there was a cadaver available. 
Ava turned her attention to the circular table in front of her. It held an offering basket in which she placed her essentiae, an urn of water, and a small iron bowl filled with embers kept warm by the servants. 
Humming, Ava filled the clay bowl with water and set it on the embers. Her eyes drifted shut and she focused on her essentiae. Singing to the souls was Ava’s way of sending them to the afterlife in a peaceful manner. Some used spellwork, but for her, a gentle song worked perfectly. 
Glowing ribbons of sea green, sapphire blue, bright pink and liquid silver lifted from the items and swirled in the air. The bright pink soul, its essence a delicate blend of vanilla and blooming roses tickled her neck as it weaved its way through her ebony hair. 
Ava brought her palms together, touching her thumbs to her forehead. She bowed at the waist, offering respect and honor to the Five and to the souls before her.
“Maió yah aríla vylá efusar.” She whispered. The phrase meant ‘May your soul fly freely’ in ancient Ili and it felt like coming home every time she said it.
The bowl of water shimmered, and Ava glimpsed Empyrean through the ripples—sparkling meadows for miles, a dark sea of the deepest blue and trees dripping with golden leaves. She had asked Mergen once what she thought of it. Mergen had raised an eyebrow and questioned if she had been inhaling too much smoke from a parlous house. After that, Ava hadn’t mentioned it again, but simply took pleasure in seeing her souls freed to such a beautiful, inspiring place. 
As each soul disappeared into the water, the liquid took on their delicate hues. The last soul, an emerald ribbon streaked with silver, caressed her cheek before sliding away, leaving Ava with the comforting smell of fresh pine. 
As the portal shimmered closed, a wave of bittersweet contentment swept through her. She had been an important step in the souls’ journeys, and it validated her purpose. Snapping her phylactery closed, she stood and went to see if she could find a cadaver for the soul in the metal bar. 
The cadaver benches. Ava walked past them with the same assessing eye she brought to the airship junkyards—what's new, what fits, what will work. Ten years ago, this would have horrified her. Now it was just another task.
On the first bench lay an old woman, her hair in braids flowing over the side of the stone. Her deep copper skin reflected the light and Ava wondered what had happened to her. A strange sense of unease flitted through Ava, and she decided this cadaver wasn’t quite right for the angry little soul, so she kept looking.
The second body was a gray-haired man, his face wrinkled and whiskered. Traditional white linen covered him, his face at peace. Definitely not this one either.
“I’ll have to try again a different day,” she whispered to the soul. The soul gave her a buzzy reply. 
Ava gathered her things and met Mergen coming in from the main temple room.
“Are you going to Toby’s today, Ava?” 
Ava fastened her phylactery, not meeting Mergen's eyes. "Seáh."
Two years of working on her airship at Toby's shop, keeping her face neutral when he smiled, her voice steady when he said her name. She was thirty years old and very, very good at wanting things she couldn't have.
"Want a ride?" Mergen raised her eyebrows. “I’ve been wanting to try a sky trick I saw one of the aerobatic show planes doing the other day.”
Ava's exhaustion lifted—just slightly—at the promise of wind and speed and forgetting, even for a moment, everything she couldn't fix.
“Count me in.” 
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Chapter two

Mergen and Ava made their way to the stepping lift. Mergen wrenched the steel accordion door open, and they entered. 
“How’s your airship coming along?” Mergen asked. 
The button clicked under her thumb. She grabbed the railing as the box lurched upward, jarring them both. It clacked as it moved, stopping every three levels to slide backward or forward. The ride was rough, but they weren’t nearly as unstable as the city’s elevators which hung by long cables that were rarely serviced. The stair-like railing that supported the lift kept it from being a death sentence, but it took twice as long to reach the top.
“It still needs a ton of work. But, if I get it running soon, I can travel to the other realms to find a cure for Rune.” She had begun refurbishing her zeppelin as a hobby, feeding her fervent, wishful dream of traveling to the volcanic Black Sands Realm, the bright Lyte Realm, or even the colorful barren deserts in the Realm of Winds. But when Rune’s episodes began happening more frequently, her adventurous plans quickly turned into a desperate need.
“How’s Rune doing?” Mergen asked.
Mud caked the lift floor. She scraped her boot against it. “She’s getting worse.”
Mergen gave Ava’s arm a quick squeeze. “Aw, Ava, I’m sorry. Have you received a reply from the council?”
"Not yet."
Weeks since she'd petitioned the council for travel permits. The Purdah Regulations Office controlled all realm crossings—had for a thousand years, since the Magisterium bound the realms together to keep them from floating into the void. Getting approval could take months. The Black Sands Realm had healing waters. The Realm of Winds had earth medicines her realm didn't. If they'd just approve her, she could search them all.
But bureaucracy moved slower than Rune was fading.
“Why doesn’t she take a cadaver? I’m sure Zoya would find her one,” Mergen said.
Ava shrugged, the familiar and tiresome argument with Rune instantly springing to mind. “She thinks it won’t help, but only make things worse, which I don’t understand.”
“What did she say when you told her you are looking for a cure?” 
“I haven’t.” The admission made her chest tighten. Perhaps it was selfish, but she didn’t want to live without Rune. And if Rune continued to refuse a cadaver, then Ava had to find a way to fix the body she was in. 
“What? Why?”  
“If I tell her, she will make me stop trying to find one.” 
“Well, let’s hope the council will grant you permission then.” 
“I should hear from them soon. I do have some new parts I need to install and Toby is going to help me. The minute I get my approval, I’ll be ready to go.” 
Mergen bumped shoulders with her.  “Girl, you know Toby would do anything for you.” 
“Toby is like a brother to me, so stop that.” She studied her black boots, disappointment creeping into her chest. 
They'd been fifteen when his family moved to the city and they’d been everything to each other—first kiss, first love, first fumbling intimacy in the garden shed. She'd thought it would last forever. It lasted three months after the move.
Fourteen years of barely thinking about him. Then, two years ago her airship needed parts she couldn’t find anywhere else. She’d walked in and he’d smiled at her—easy, friendly, sure. Like those three teenage months had never happened.
So she'd smiled back the same way. And she'd been doing it ever since.
Just then, the lift jerked to a halt. The door heaved open, and Flip stood outside— a tall, lanky boy with a dirty cap and even dirtier grin.
"Hello, lovelies."
Mergen's scowl could've snuffed out a flame. "The lift's going up."
"Perfect." Flip wedged himself inside before Mergen could stop him, bringing with him the reek of parlous house smoke and unwashed skin. Ava's eyes watered. She stepped back, pulling Mergen with her.
"A few more levels," Ava murmured to Mergen, who looked ready to shove Flip through the grating.
The lift lurched upward in tense silence, Flip watching them from beneath his cap brim, that oily smile never wavering.
Finally, the lift staggered to a stop. Mergen shot Flip a hostile glance and flung open the door. She stomped out mumbling to herself about people who spent time stuffing their rods in doxy boxes. 
Before Ava could escape the lift, Flip placed a firm hand on her arm. “Ava, wait.”
His oily smile was gone, his blue eyes steely under his cap. His stench was overwhelming and Ava held her breath. “Your aunt is one of those people who makes herbal medicines and such, seáh?” 
She crossed her arms, unsure where this was going. “She’s an inyanga if that’s what you want to know.” 
Flip scanned the pier quickly and lowered his voice. “I need a medicine that helps with night terrors and delirious fits. Something with a calming and a…bringing to consciousness effect.”
Ava studied his face. He seemed hopeful, desperate even. Who needed it? A lover from the parlous houses? Himself? She almost asked, then decided she didn't want to know.
"Also, I heard about your aunt's sickness," Flip said quietly. Ava's gut twisted. "Temple disciples talk, you know." He smirked. "Knowledge can be valuable to the right person."
Ava's hand moved to her glove—not pulling the tab, just resting there. A reminder. "Are you threatening me, Flip?"
He lifted his hands, the smirk fading. "Souls, no. I'm offering a trade. Listening is a valuable skill—you might want to try it." 
Ava glared at him. 
“Now, what I haven’t heard is if her magic is still functioning.”
“She still has her magic.” The words came out harsher than intended. 
“Good. If you can get me a healing tonic, I could get something for you.” He absentmindedly tapped on his phylactery, lifting his eyebrows at her. 
A rough laugh escaped her. “I doubt you have anything—" 
“I could arrange a meeting,” Flip interrupted. “Someone who can travel through the Realms. Someone who might be able to find her a cure.” 
She had researched all her aunt’s books and notes, finding nothing helpful. And fixing her ship was taking longer than expected since she could only work on it when she wasn’t taking care of Rune or collecting souls. She was beyond frustrated and was running out of options.
“Who?”  
Flip leaned against the wall of the lift and examined his dirty fingernails. “The parlous houses always have interesting visitors. There’s a knave belonging to a smuggling ship that frequently drops in. I heard where they are docked. You could speak with the captain and see if he would take your request.” 
It was close to impossible to get through the barriers unless you were granted a permit. Or you were sneaky enough to avoid them altogether, like the knaves.
“Aren’t the knaves…thieves?” 
Flip grinned. “Sometimes.” 
“I would be asking a bunch of criminals to find a cure for my aunt. Would they even do that?” 
“For the right price.” Flip shoved himself off the wall. “Listen, if that is too dangerous for you, then I’ll find someone else to get me a tonic. Plenty of healers around.”
Flip let the last thought hang in the air between them. He was right, there were other healers, but none as good as Rune, even in her current state. And if he was asking for Rune’s tonic, he wanted the best. 
But could she trust criminals? They might take her tonic and disappear. Or worse—use it for something terrible. But if they could help...
“If I get you the medicine, you’ll give me the docking coordinates for the knave’s ship?” 
Flip nodded, his eyes steely. 
“Ava.” Mergen’s footsteps jangled on the iron grating as she returned, her distrustful gaze flickering to Flip. “Everything okay here?”
Flip lifted his eyebrows, waiting for an answer. Ava disliked Flip and the company he kept. But the druid code demanded honesty with their temple kin and she had to trust in that. 
“I’ll get it,” Ava replied. “But you better hold up your end of the bargain.”
Flip saluted them with two fingers to his brow, his slippery smile back in place. “See you lovelies later.” He rammed the door shut, fingers waggling through the grate as the lift descended. 
“He must have some kind of special powers because I don’t know a single soul that would want to be closer to him than necessary,” Mergen muttered, watching the lift descend. “What did he want anyway?”
“He claimed he knew someone who could get a cure for Rune.” If the knaves could help, Rune could be cured in weeks. The council could take months. Flip's offer was dangerous—but waiting might be worse. 
Mergen raised an eyebrow. “You believe him?”
“What else can I do, Merg?” Her hands flew up. “I’m sky high in dead ends.”
Mergen hmphed. “Just be careful. I don’t trust him.” 
The mainland spread below them—Seráya City's airstreams filled with zeppelins, their sails harnessing the wind. Piers of different heights dotted the horizon, small planes zipping in and out. 
Surrounding the city were forests, mountains, and helium mines in the distance. The sun’s melon, yellow, and pink rays cast the metropolis in a constant sunset glow, morning being only slightly brighter than evening. 
The views from the pier were usually breathtaking—city lights, zeppelins, the constant sunset glow. But today she couldn’t focus on any of it. Not with thoughts of Rune and the possibility of a cure. 
“There’s my baby,” Mergen cooed as they approached a small blue turbo prop. Usually, Mergen flew over the main island of their realm, collecting souls from crashes. She unlocked the cockpit and slid it open, revealing a pilot seat with a passenger seat behind it. She grabbed two aviatrix helmets, handing one to Ava.
“What's this trick you saw the pilots doing?”
“They had wing walkers on both sides of the plane.” Mergen put her aviatrix helmet on, cramming her brown curls under it. “They did a nose rise, spinning into the clouds before falling—literally, no engine running—out of the sky before they fyred it back up. It was flipping fantastic.” Mergen grinned, her face lighting up at the prospect of a new challenge. 
Her heart kicked at the thought of free falling. “I hope you aren't going to ask me to wing walk.” She shoved her hair beneath her helmet. “And you’ll get your engine running in time, right? I don’t want to have to get a cadaver just yet.” 
“Seáh.” Mergen waved away her comment. “I have a friend who spellcasted my plane, making it safer than anything they have in the airshows. We’ll be fine.” 
Mergen flopped into the front seat and pulled a lever. The engine sputtered and steam spilled from beneath the wings. The propeller above the cockpit began to spin and the plane lifted away from the dock.  
“Ready?” Mergen yelled over the noise. 
Ava was eager to feel weightless and have the wind crash into her face. She banged on the back of Mergen’s seat, hollering, “Let’s go!”  
Mergen threw a lever and the plane burst upward, jetting into the clouds. For five minutes, she could forget Rune's declining mind, the council's silence, and the knaves she was about to trust with her aunt's life.
***
“You are beyond crazy, you know that?” Ava laughed and climbed out of the back of the airplane. Her hair was damp with sweat, and she let it loose to float in the high breeze above the city’s iron gridwork. “I’m pretty sure my heart stopped.” 
“You know you love it.” Mergen teased.
“I suppose I do.”  
“Hey, did you see the commodore’s ship?” 
“Neyá.” Ava tugged a scarf from her back pocket and tied it around her head.  
“Well, I saw it. And you know who I saw on deck?” Mergen huffed and shoved her helmet into the plane. “Commodore Van Alst.”  
"Van Alst." Ava wiped her sweaty face. She hadn't seen the commodore in person since she was a child—a distant figure at his ascension ceremony. Rune never spoke about him, but her silence on the subject said more than words.
“He also had the Magisterium on deck with him,” Mergen continued. “All of them.” 
“That’s unusual. Maybe he invited them for the Day of the Five?” Ava didn’t know much about how the Magisterium operated, and she couldn’t remember a time they had convened in the Realm of Souls. 
“Give Toby a kiss on the cheek for me, eh?” Mergen winked at her as she climbed back into the plane.  She flipped a switch and the engine roared to life. Mergen gave her a quick salute and piloted out of the docking station into the sky traffic.
Give Toby a kiss.
Two years of working on her ship, and her heart still kicked at the thought of seeing him. She'd gotten so good at hiding it, sometimes she almost believed her own performance.
There had been a time during their teenage years that she and Toby had been more than friends. They shared dreams, kisses, and the awkwardness of being each other’s first time love. 
But when Toby’s family moved to the city, their relationship faded. Years later, Ava decided she wanted to refurbish an airship—it might be the only way she could search the Realms for a cure for her aunt. When Ava needed a specific part for the engine, Toby's shop was the obvious choice—he was the best tinker she knew. Two years ago, she'd walked in prepared to keep things professional, and he'd greeted her with the same easy smile he'd always had. Friendly. Brotherly. Safe.
She'd been doing this ever since: showing up when she could work on her zeppelin, keeping her face neutral, and pretending her heart didn't kick when he said her name. 
Ava headed toward the shop, footfalls clanging against iron grates, and practiced her smile. The one that said just friends.   
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Chapter three

The shop sat on one of the highest levels in the city, where the wind sang through the gridwork. "Wynstann Assemblies" gleamed above the polished iron door in hammered metal letters. 
Ava pushed it open. A light whirring filled the air as gears spun in a hidden cupboard. On a high shelf, a delicate hammer lifted above a rotating metal disc and bounced from tube to tube in a lilting melody. The sound loosened something in her chest, the way it always did. Her shoulders relaxed and she breathed in the scent of oils, grease and polished wood.
Before she could call, the door behind the counter swung open. Toby appeared, magnifying goggles pushed up over his regular glasses, his attention locked on an igniter switch. His teeth caught his lower lip. Grease darkened his knuckles.
Ava had seen this a hundred times—the focused intensity, the unconscious lip bite. It used to make her stomach flip. Now it was just...Toby. Her lifelong friend.
She touched his arm to get his attention. "Hey, Toby." 
“Oh. Seáh llaéh, Ava.” He pushed the magnifier up into his messy brown hair and blinked. “Sorry I didn’t see you. I’m trying to get this igniter unstuck.” 
“It would be easier to tell Old Man Newton to pay for a new one.” Dáhlia walked into the room and threw a towel on the counter, her long chestnut curls swaying. “He is so scuffing cheap.” 
Aamina, Dáhlia’s little girl, trailed directly behind her. Her large blue eyes surveyed the room. When she spied Ava, Aamina grinned and skipped over. 
“Seáh llaéh, Aamina. Have you been helping your mom with her studies?” Ava nudged away Aamina’s dark bouncy curls to whisper in her ear. “You know she needs all the help she can get, seáh?”
“Ha ha,” Dáhlia scoffed. “Mama’s good at what she does, right, Aami?” 
Aamina looked between her mother and Ava, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. In the end she waved her hand in a “so-so” motion and ran through the door that led to their adjoining apartments.  
“Traitor!” Dáhlia yelled after her, and Ava laughed. “I only melted the door a little,” Dáhlia explained, waving her hand to the victim door behind her. “And now she thinks I’m a terrible mage. She keeps telling me one day I’ll melt the floor and we will all fall into the swale.” 
Ava's gaze followed where Aamina had disappeared. “Anything yet?”  Five years of gurgles and coos and brilliant, expressive eyes—but never words.
"Neyá," Dáhlia sighed. "Not a word. I keep thinking today might be the day." Her hands moved in quick signs—the language they'd been learning together. "But she talks plenty with these.”
“Do you have a minute before you work on your ship?” Toby asked. He put his glasses on, and one side of his mouth quirked into a smile. “I want to show you something.”
“Sure.” Ava followed him to a room behind the parts shop. Sunshine streamed through the wide windows. It glinted off cogs, metal bits, and tools while the smell of grease and wood filled the messy, idea inspiring space. 
“Come look.” Toby gestured with a dirty hand to a large machine sitting on his worktable. His tall frame leaned over it, his hair hanging in his eyes. 
“What is it?” Ava circled the machine, taking in the impossible angles, the pressure system that shouldn't work but somehow did. She admired Toby’s imagination for new and wonderous things. 
He grinned. “It’s a soul locating device. It’s something I’ve been working on for a while and I wanted your thoughts before I handed it over. Watch this.” Toby wound a crank, and the scent of vanilla and cinnamon wrapped around her—Toby's particular combination of oils and flux. She stepped back, putting the invention between them. 
“This machine is designed to make finding lost souls easier for the temple. Especially for the average person who doesn’t have any skills for the craft at all,” he explained. “Dáhlia helped to create the workings on the inside—which is kind of how the door got melted. There is a pressure system in the back, here.” 
He snagged her hand and tugged her around to the other side. His hands landed briefly on her waist, positioning her for the best view, then released just as quickly. The touch was practical, efficient—the way he'd guide anyone. 
“Here we go.” He paused, making sure everything was in its proper place, and pulled a lever. Dark liquid in a glass jar began to slowly empty into a large clear container. The disc below it turned, heating a coil of glass tubing. Gas rose to the top of the canister and slowly, the pistons above it pumped, the gauge on the front spinning wildly. 
“This is where it gets interesting!” Toby said over the noise. The pistons chugged rhythmically, setting the wheel into a frenzy. He motioned for her to return to the front of the device, and she scampered back. The needle on the gauge wobbled, trying to decide where to point. 
Toby frowned. He moved to the back, his slim fingers adjusting. After a moment, he returned and clapped his hands.
“Ah! It’s pointing this way.” Toby looked up. His finger was aimed directly at Ava. “I don’t understand. It should be pointing in a direction where a soul would be found, not directly at a person.” His shoulders sagged. He flipped the switch harder than necessary. “Maybe the calibration isn’t accurate.” 
Ava stared at the machine, thinking. “I have an essentia in my phylactery. Is it sensing that?” 
Toby snapped his fingers. “That’s probably it. I calibrated it to only detect souls not bonded to a body.” 
“Toby, how long have you been working on this?” 
Toby shrugged. “Almost a year. I’ve wanted to show you before now, but the person who commissioned the device asked me to not discuss it with anyone until it was finished. Technically…I finished it last night.” He grinned. 
Toby always did what he wanted, even while following the rules. Clever tinkerer. “Ah, technicalities.” 
“Seáh,” he sighed, and they both laughed. 
“Alright,” Ava said. “Talk me through it. How did you make it?” 
“Dáhlia and I were approached by someone wanting to devise a machine that could detect lost souls,” he explained. “I told him you don’t simply make something like that. We would need lots of time and resources, not to mention a scientific method for locating a soul on a totally different plane of existence. But the challenge was intriguing, so I told him we would try. And while I was thinking through the process of soul detecting, I thought of you.” 
“Why?” 
“You sense souls differently, seáh?” he asked.
Ava nodded. “My magic is like any other druidic magic. But I can…connect with souls on a deeper level. I hear their thoughts and understand their feelings.” She wasn’t sure why no one else felt souls like she did, but her gift was special, and she was thankful for it. It meant she could find a lost soul when no one else could, sense when a soul was upset, and understand when it wasn’t ready to move on from this life. 
“Exactly. Other druidic mages find them by using their magic alone and not an extra sense of knowing like you do. This device mimics basic druidic magic, using its unique frequencies that locate souls. Souls are sentient beings and therefore, they have a chemical makeup. I mean, everything is made of something.”
Ava’s mind churned with the implications. Anyone could find souls with this? Even people without magic? Her temple had thirty druids and druises—would they need half that? Would they need any? 
“In theory, I suppose that would make sense,” Ava said slowly, unsure what this revolutionary device would mean for the temples—and those with druidic magic—across the Realms. “But souls are the core of who we are, not the body itself.” 
“Right.” Toby continued. He began to pace, his hands waving as he talked. “I explained we would need the chemical makeup for a soul to even begin this project. I thought after that request, he wouldn’t return. But a few days later, he brought me a formula.”  
“You have a formula for exactly what a soul is made of?” Her eyebrows rose. “That’s something I would have never thought about. I only know how it feels to me, in here,” she touched her chest. “It's fascinating you can take such an emotional thing and describe it as something so concrete.” 
“It wasn’t easy,” Toby took a rag and wiped the device. “The customer wants it delivered this week and he’s getting impatient. I don’t want to disappoint him.”
“I’m sure it will work exactly as you want it to,” Ava reassured him. “I think it will change the way we do things at the temple, though.” 
“Really?” 
“Seáh. It will help us rescue more souls and keep them from being lost. That’s a victory any day.” 
Toby nodded, his eyes glued to the machine. 
“What’s that?” Ava asked, pointing to a symbol pressed into the gauge’s console. 
Toby smiled proudly, his dimple showing. “That’s my official emblem for my shop. Aamina helped me design it. Do you like it?”
A large W with an A inside was carved into the metal for Wynstann Assemblies. An outline of a gear encircled the letters, while a few smaller gears were placed in several sections of the teeth. 
“I love it.” 
“I’m glad,” Toby said, his deep brown eyes crinkling at the corners behind his wire rimmed glasses as he smiled. “You want to work on your ship? I got the accelerometer you needed. It's in the cabin.” 
“You did? A yah ageremé, thank you.” Ava patted his arm and slipped past him. She paused at the melted door and turned back. “Oh, I forgot my glad rags. I need to see if I can borrow one of Dáhlia’s work suits. And Toby? Your invention really is impressive.” 
Toby nodded his thanks, his eyes and fingers already back on his invention. Ava went back out to the parts shop just as Dáhlia walked through the door from the attached apartment, her little shadow missing. 
“Dáhlia, can I borrow some glad rags? Mine were covered in grease and I had to soak them. I forgot them in the garden tub.”
“Sure.” Dáhlia waved at the door. “I have a few clean ones hanging up in the closet. Grab what you need. Be quiet, though, I just put Aamina down for a nap.”
“Thanks.” Ava padded quietly into the apartment. When the twins had purchased the flat, they redesigned it to have the shop and apartments side by side, each with its own entrance from the public walkway, but with an inner door connecting them.
Ava wandered into the common room, her feet tapping quietly on the shiny metal floor. The gathering room housed a woven rug, hues of lavender, peach, and lemon making the space feel fresh. A cozy couch, two bag chairs, and one made of netting hung from the ceiling. 
She picked up one of Aamina’s books and dropped in a basket. An entire wall of windows overlooked the city, the rise and fall of piers and levels of gridwork dark against the sun’s rays.
In Dáhlia’s room, she found the selection of glad rags and snagged one. She swapped clothes, buckling her belt around her waist and the phylactery on her arm. The work suit had been worn and washed many times and it was soft against Ava’s skin, the smell of clean laundry soap drifting off the fabric. Dáhlia was a bit taller than Ava so she bent to roll up the legs. 
She reentered the shop and climbed the iron stairs to the upper pier. Wind whipped her hair as she emerged. Several other ships were tethered along the walkway, waiting for repairs. An orange skybyke with red and gold flames caught her eye, parked in the first pier. The paint—and the large engine—screamed reckless. The kind of person who'd ride through airstreams on nothing but momentum and prayer.
Her airship, The Spirited Gent, was at the very end. The zeppelin’s balloon was currently deflated, the prow and stern held in place by cantilever beams, so it didn’t fall off the dock. 
She had purchased The Spirited Gent from Old Man Newton who ran the junk yards. The wood was rich sable brown, smooth beneath her palm. When she'd run her hands along the hull, the ship had almost seemed to preen. The worn leather covered wheel hinted at previous adventures, like a sly, sexy smile. Ava had immediately known he was meant for her.
The interior of the cabin had been a wreck and they’d had to gut the entire thing. His helm had been dusty, the knobs and levers begging to be touched. Ava had painstakingly taken him apart piece by piece and was now in the process of putting him back together, albeit slowly. 
Once his engine purred with steam, his wood polished and his crème-colored balloon inflated, The Spirited Gent would be the sauciest, most intimidating machine in the airstreams. 
Ava dumped her clothes on the captain’s chair, a puff of dust bursting from the cushion. She waved it away with a cough and noticed her new accelerometer on the control panel. 
She grabbed it and climbed below deck to work on the fore engine. Before she could ratchet it together, the ship swayed beneath her. 
“What the…?” Ava shimmied out from beneath the engine and peered over the railing to check the iron cantilever beams. They looked intact, thank the Five. What could have possibly caused her ship to rock so hard?
"Did you feel that?" Toby appeared at the gangplank. "Are you okay?"
“I’m fine. I was installing the accelerometer and thought the cantilevers were giving out. What happened?”
“I don’t know.” 
Another tumultuous quake shook the pier, and Ava grabbed hold of the railing to keep from falling. Iron screeched, the levels grinding and straining. Ava's gut clenched. The cantilevers groaned. If they gave way, her ship would shatter against the beams below—and she'd go with it.
The movement ground to a halt and a heavy, thick silence settled around them. Toby and Ava exchanged glances. A crisp crack suddenly split the air. Ava spun. Her eyes widened as a section of the island trembled and slowly tilted downward. It tore away from the main island, dropping huge trees, fields, and homes into the air below. The lake that had been blue and sparkling a moment ago was now emptying into nothingness. 
"Rune!" Ava's eyes strained toward the forest, but she couldn't see their cottage from here. How close had the split been to their home? She scrambled toward the gangplank. "I need to go. Now." 
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Chapter four

Ava and Toby raced down the walkway, metal clanging under their feet. She threw her things into a bag—phylactery, gloves, the half-eaten sandwich she'd forgotten about. Her throat was tight, her mouth dry as an old chapbook. 
“Dáhlia? Where are you?”
"We're here." Dáhlia appeared in the doorway with Aamina slack against her shoulder, half-asleep. "What was that?"
"I'm not sure." He crossed to them, his hand gentle on his niece's head. "Are you alright?"
"We're fine." Dáhlia shifted Aamina's weight. "The sound of the complex shifting was deafening."
Aamina sleepily spoke with her hands, and Dáhlia nodded. “Seáh, Aami, it was scary.” 
Ava flung open the door and shot out. Was the island falling apart? Had something happened to the soul that was bonded with it? 
“Ava, where are you going?” Toby asked.
“I have to get to Rune,” Ava called over her shoulder. 
“Wait. I’ll take you.” Toby kissed Aamina’s head and motioned for Ava to follow him back up to the pier. Ava's chest tightened watching him—the gentle way he touched his niece, the worry creasing his forehead. Toby would make someone a good father someday. 
“Be careful,” Dáhlia called after them as they ascended the stairs.  
Toby led the way to the dock. The orange skybyke sat there, gleaming and improbable.
His. That cocky, beautiful machine was his. 
He extended a helmet. "Put this on and let's go." He stretched a pair of goggles over his eyes. He swung a long leg over the seat and flipped the burner switch, igniting the fyre inside. The pistons roared to life. “Hop on! You’ll need to use the harness I designed.” 
That was an understatement. One slip off the hard leather seat and she would fall thousands of feet.
“This is insane,” Ava muttered. If she hadn’t been so concerned about Rune, the daring ride through the sky would have had her tingling in excitement.
She swung her leg over the seat. Her body pressed against his back—closer than comfortable, but necessary. He pointed to the harness straps. She lifted the them, trying to puzzle out the configuration. Toby hopped off the byke.
"Here, let me—" His hands hesitated near her waist before reaching for the buckles. His fingers worked quickly, professionally, across her middle and shoulders, his touch careful not to linger. 
"All set." He patted her knee like she was a secured package. Ava wanted to smack him but instead gave him a sarcastic thumbs up.
She barely grasped his waist before they soared out over the city. Her breath caught—not from fear exactly, but from the sudden freedom of it. They zigzagged through organized airstreams, ships blaring horns when he skimmed too close. 
For three heartbeats, she set her worry about Rune aside. Just felt the wind and speed and the solid warmth of his back against her chest.
The guilt crashed back. What kind of person forgot their dying aunt for the thrill of flight?
She peered over his shoulder, searching. Steam train tracks disappeared under the canopy. The forest spread endlessly green.
No cottage. No tiled roof. Nothing.
Her stomach dropped so fast she tasted copper. What if the house had gone over the edge? What if Rune—
"There!" The shout ripped from her throat as she spotted it. A tree was laying over the roof, partially hiding the small house. Relief flooded through her, and her her grip on his waist relaxed. 
Toby expertly tilted the byke into a turn, his slim fingers dancing over the switches with practiced ease. Wings deployed, it grumbled and descended, steam hissing as it kissed the wet grass. Ava hastily unbuckled herself, stumbled onto the ground, and vanished into the house.
“Auntie? Auntie, where are you?” Ava ran from room to room. The fallen tree had sent tiles and debris everywhere, crunching beneath Ava’s anxious footsteps. 
Hearing a mumble, she turned. “Auntie?” 
“Avalína?”  
“Auntie? I’m coming!” She rushed to the back of the house, toward Rune’s bedroom, and skidded to a stop. A tree blocked the bedroom door. Ava desperately pulled on the branches, hissing as the needles pricked her hands and arms. Desperate to get inside, she pulled out the tab on her laser glove and began to burn through the tree trunk. 
"Here, let me help." The handsaw appeared in his hands—the one she and Rune kept in the back shed.
He attacked the trunk in steady strokes while she cut through smaller limbs. The smell of burning pine filled the hallway.
"Talk to her." His voice was quiet between breaths. "Keep her mind busy."
Ava stared at him. The saw stilled.
"She's scared," he said simply. "Talk to her."
Oh. She retracted the wire on her glove. "Auntie? Can you hear me?" 
“Seáh.” Came her aunt’s quiet reply.
“What were you doing when the tree fell?” Ava heard a shuffle and could picture her aunt trying to move her hands while she talked. 
“I was cataloging our new crop...our new crop of acid flower and I came in here...” 
"Why did you go into your room?" Ava's eyes were fixed on the saw as he worked furiously, his wiry frame straining. 
“I came to get my catalog journal,” Rune said. Ava could hear her take a deep breath, as if explaining had taken a lot of effort. 
“Are you hurt?” Ava focused on the noises in Rune’s room, trying to decipher what her injuries could be. What if she had a broken leg or arm? 
“How much longer?” Ava asked Toby. She bounced on the balls of her feet and leaned over to see how far he had managed to cut through the trunk.
“Almost there,” Toby huffed. A loud crack echoed in the room and Toby pulled back. “Got it.” He set the saw down and they pulled one side forward enough for Ava to squeeze through. 
A large limb had knocked over Rune’s thin frame and was pressing her to the floor. Her aunt’s long silvery-white hair was tangled in the leaves. Rune’s eyes were shut, but she was breathing. 
“Auntie, I’m here.” Ava hurried over and grasped the bough, the rough bark scraping against her hands. The branch barely moved, determined to keep Rune captive. Ava pulled harder. Suddenly, the weight shifted, and she snuck a look sideways. Toby had come behind her, helping her to push. She threw him a grateful smile. 
“Can you hold it?” Ava asked him. 
Toby nodded, his lips pressed together in concentration. “For a few minutes at least.”
Ava let go and scampered beneath the tree. "Come on. Let's get you out of here." She gently tugged beneath her aunt's arms and Rune moaned. Ava quit tugging. She needed to see where Rune was injured before moving her. Blood seeped from a wound on the back of her aunt's head. Her hands shook.
"Is she alright?" Toby asked. 
“She’s injured. We need to get her out.” Ava pressed her lips together and laced her fingers over Rune’s chest. Digging in her heels, she pulled. Ava landed on her behind, her aunt’s delicate frame falling on top of her. “Got her!”
Toby released the branch and it fell back with a rustle of leaves. He wiped his face with the back of his hand, smearing soot along his cheek. 
“Seáh llaéh, Rune.” Toby grinned. “Let’s get you somewhere more comfortable.” 
Ava and Toby moved Rune to the common room, sitting her in a plush, lemon colored chair. 
“I’m going to get something for her head,” Ava whispered. “Can you stay for a minute?” 
He nodded and snagged a small stool, settling beside Rune.
In the kitchen, Ava chose several jars of dried herbs.  She ground each in a bowl, adding oil. Floral and spicy aromas filled the kitchen. She couldn’t do the spellwork her aunt could, but she could at least make the cream for healing. 
Toby was holding Rune's hand when Ava returned, murmuring something that made her aunt smile dreamily. He glanced up.
"She keeps calling me Sebastian."
Ava winced. "She talks about him sometimes. I think he must have been someone special a long time ago. Sorry."
"Don't be." He looked back at Rune with surprising gentleness. "She's especially charming when she doesn't realize I'm the one talking to her."
His dimple showed with that half-smile. Ava busied herself with the salve bowl, refusing to examine why watching him hold her aunt's hand made her throat tight.
“Auntie? It’s Ava.” 
“Avalína, mé veláh, my dearest. I was telling Sebastian about you.” Rune’s blue eyes sparkled as she petted his outstretched arm. “She is such a wonderful girl, Sebastian.” 
Toby smiled fondly at Rune. "I know she is."
The words hung in the air, simple and certain. Ava's hands stilled on the bowl. Did he truly think she was wonderful, or was he simply pacifying her aunt? She couldn't look at him—afraid of what she might find if she did, or worse, what she might not find.
When he finally looked away, she pressed her palm against her chest, willing her traitorous heart to settle. It didn't mean anything. 
“Auntie? Will you help me? A friend of mine has hurt her head and I need you to spellcast this ointment please.” Ava pressed the bowl into her aunt’s hands. 
“Of course.” Rune’s eyes shut, her face relaxing. People and places were always slipping through her memory, but spellcasting and remedies were still there, for now. 
Rune murmured an incantation. The salve’s hue darkened as the chemical makeup changed. Toby watched in fascination. She wondered if it ever bothered him that Dáhlia was a mage, and he wasn't.
Ava grinned to herself. It had been months since he'd visited, and he would get a tongue lashing once Rune realized he was not her beloved Sebastian. 
“There you are, mé veláh.” Rune handed her the salve and spotted Toby. Her eyes narrowed, and Ava’s grin widened. 
“Tobias Wynstann. Where have you been?” Rune grabbed his ear. 
“Ow, ow, ow.” Toby batted her off and Ava unsuccessfully tried to smother a laugh. “What happened to me being a good boy?” 
“You? Well, I suppose you are better than you used to be.” Rune let go of Toby’s ear. “Why haven’t you visited us? It’s been ages since I’ve seen you.” 
“Sorry, Rune.” He shot Ava a dirty look and rubbed his ear. Ava shrugged, the smile stuck on her face. “We’ve been busy at the shop.” 
Rune huffed at him, settling in her chair. She eyed him as if she were trying to decide whether she should harass him more. Toby leaned back, out of ear pulling range. 
"Auntie, could you hold still, please? I need to put this salve on your head. You bumped it." Ava set a gentle hand on her shoulder. As much as she loved seeing Toby get harassed, Rune still needed to be patched up. 
"I did what? Surely not." Rune crossed her arms. “I am fit as a flywheel. I don’t need your—ow. What are you doing?”
Ava spread the salve over Rune’s head generously, the magic tingling on her fingertips. Slowly, the blood stopped oozing and the skin knitted itself together. She sighed in relief. 
“All done.” Ava set the bowl on a table. “Does that feel better?” 
“Now that you mention it, I suppose it does. How did that happen again? I don’t remember.”
Ava grabbed another stool and set it beside Rune, completing the small circle. 
"There was a tremor." Ava explained. "The city rocked from the force. We aren't sure what happened. We came here first to see if you were alright."
Rune quickly straightened in the chair. “What do you mean a tremor?”
“The island sort of…shook. I was working on my zeppelin at Toby’s,” Ava said quietly. “At first, I thought the cantilevers had given out. The quake rocked the ship and the entire complex of the city. I could see Oyamnís Lake and a piece of the island fell off the edge and just…disappeared.” 
Rune’s gaze went from Ava to Toby. “Oh no.” 
Ava stood abruptly. "Toby and I need to see what happened. We'll be right back. Will you be alright by yourself?" 
“Of course, I’ll be alright.” Rune waved her hand, already getting out of her seat. “I need to get some healing tonics ready. There will be injuries. I’ll grab my journal and get started.” Rune made her way back to her bedroom. 
Once outside, Ava’s shoulders slumped. “What am I going to do about the house?” 
"Let's figure out what happened out there first, then we can make a plan." His hand settled on her shoulder, warm and steady. 
“We could walk, you know.” She stepped away and gestured to the dirt road. His hand slipped from her shoulder, but the heat lingered. “It’s not far.” 
“I’m guessing the ground will be unstable after the landslide. I don’t want to risk falling into a sinkhole.” He swung back onto the skybyke. “Besides, flying will be faster and give us a better view.”
Ava sighed. Apparently, having her front pressing against his back didn’t seem to bother him. Fine. She could make it not bother her either. 
“Right.” Ava grumbled, shoving her helmet back on. She swung her leg over the seat and flipped the harness onto her shoulders. 
“Can you manage the buckles?” Toby asked over his shoulder. 
“Seáh.” She shoved the buckles into their housings, determined to keep herself away from his dexterous fingers. 
“What the hell is this tree doing in my house?” Rune yelled, and Ava paused mid buckle. She probably should have told her aunt about the tree. Toby chuckled, the vibration purring against her. Before Ava could tell him to wait, he roared the byke to life and they lifted into the clouds.
What had once been a pristine, holy lake reflecting the sky was now a desert—beautifully terrible in its devastation. Cracked mud like shattered glass. Marine life dying slowly in shallow puddles that reflected nothing but their own slow end. The forest's new edge was raw and honest, ancient trees clinging by roots that had held for centuries and might not hold another hour.
Something pulled at her spirit—that familiar tugging sensation that meant souls were near. She turned her focus to the liminal plane and nearly gasped.
Hundreds. Maybe thousands. A color-filled haze of spirits drifting aimlessly through the biosphere, lost and searching. They were everywhere, bright and confused, trying to find their way back to bodies that no longer existed.
The weight of them pressed against her chest. All those souls—now drifting without a cadaver.
She wouldn't be able to collect that many by herself. Not even close. 
Rune met them outside. Instead of scolding Ava for not telling her about the tree, she enveloped her in a tight hug. Her floral scent wafted on the breeze and Ava relaxed.
“Avalína, what did you see?” Rune leaned back, worry in her eyes. Ava recounted the damage, including the multitudes of souls she sensed drifting through the liminal plane. She wouldn’t be able to collect that many by herself.
Rune nodded. “We have work to do. Let’s get the supplies.” She disappeared into the house. 
The skybyke hissed as Toby released the air pressure. Ava jogged over, slid her helmet off, and handed it to him. “Here. I’m going to stay home. Tell Dáhlia I’ll return her clothes later.” 
Toby stored the helmet in a saddlebag. “I’ll check in later and see about fixing the house.”
"Would you mind sending a message to the temple? I think I'm going to need help." The admission tasted bitter. She always needed help lately, didn't she? Another crisis, another plea for assistance she could barely manage alone.
Toby nodded, pulling his goggles into place. "I'll drive to the mail service station and have them transport a tube."
"A yah ageremé, thank you." The words came out smaller than she intended. "For everything. The ride, the rescue, the—" She gestured vaguely at the ruined house, at Rune
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