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The island of Morovia is shaped like a broken heart. The humans live on one side, and the alkonosts – the bird-people – live on the other. But it wasn’t always this way…

Linnet wishes she could sing magic. But magic is forbidden and she has been banished with her father to the Mournful Swamp. She misses her old life, and dreams of reuniting with her friends.

When her father is captured for taking a precious jewel, Linnet must set out on a treacherous journey. Travelling through alligator pools and sinking sands with new friends, she learns how to be brave, and discovers something even more powerful than singing magic. Something that could save her father, and heal the broken heart of her island once more…

From the bestselling SOPHIE ANDERSON comes a magical, timely new adventure about bravery and new beginnings.
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“Delicious, exquisite.” Emma Carroll

“Sublime storytelling.”

Hilary McKay

“Epic fantasy adventure.”

Fiona Noble, The Bookseller

“Beautiful escapism.”

Sunday Express S Magazine

“A gem.”

Catherine Doyle

“Enchanting.”

The Daily Telegraph

“Heart-stirring storytelling.”

The Sunday Times

“Sparkles with forest magic and the power of fairytales.”

Cerrie Burnell

“Marvellously-drawn characters and a timeless style of prose.”

BookTrust
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To Rebecca Hill and Becky Walker, who sing magic into stories
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The Island of Morovia is shaped like a broken heart. The humans live on the calmer lee side of the island, and the alkonosts – the bird-people – live on the stormier rip side. But it wasn’t always this way.

Until three years ago, alkonosts and humans lived together, all over Morovia. My parents and I had a home in Spark – the lee-side town by the shifting, sparkling sea. We loved sitting on our balcony, gazing at the soft sands and salted waves. The view was ever-changing, because our island, Morovia, is one of the Three Floating Islands. Morovia, Eldovia and Buyan all drift across the world’s oceans, moving towards and away from each other, and the Fixed Land, in an endlessly varied dance.

Sometimes Eldovia would drift so close to us that we could spot seabirds wheeling around nests on the purple cliffs. Buyan always floated further away, hidden in the mist that clings to it, but occasionally the mist would thin and we’d get tantalizing glimpses of something golden, glistening. We loved searching for new sights and imagining what might lie on the other Floating Islands and the Fixed Land, but we never talked of leaving to find out, because we were happy on Morovia.

My mother sang every day on our balcony, her voice high and bright as the moon, and her wings would open, blue as the sea and yellow as sunshine… My family are alkonosts, which means we’re descended from the ancient bird-people of our island.

Most alkonosts look similar to humans, although we’re smaller and lighter, and have feathers, while humans have hair. Only a few of us have bird features as prominent as my mother’s – whose arms were so covered with long blue and yellow feathers that when she held them outstretched they became wings.

The biggest difference between alkonosts and humans though, and the one that has led to all the trouble on Morovia, is something that can’t be seen.

Nearly all alkonosts, by the time we’re ten years old, develop the ability to sing magic. There are many kinds of singing magic. I know alkonosts whose songs can make flowers bloom, flames burn brighter, or lightning strike the ground. And there are legends of ancient alkonosts who could change the shape of mountains and the course of rivers, and communicate with the island itself.

My father, Nightingale, can mesmerize people with his magic, and my mother could call butterflies with her songs. I remember them fluttering down to land on her feathers as she folded her wings around me, soft and warm as a summer’s day.

It was a summer’s day, three years ago, when the ship Joy sank. The sea was calm and the sky was clear. Joy was taking a short voyage around the island to celebrate a holiday we call the Day of Union, when a tidal wave came out of nowhere.

The two queens of Morovia – the alkonost queen and the human queen – went down with the ship, along with fifty royal courtiers, fifty guests, an orchestra of fifty musicians and one singer: my mother, Halcyon.

As well as sinking the ship, the tidal wave flooded the low-rip side of the island – which is the flatter, lower lying part of the island’s rip side. And when the waters receded, a swamp sat stewing, dark and damp and dreary, where pretty dunes and charming woods had stood before. The landscape of the island, and our lives, changed for ever.

Some humans must always have been suspicious of singing magic, because whispers began immediately after the tragedy, saying the tidal wave was so powerful that it must have been caused by magic. Many of the whispers grew into angry shouts. But with both Queens of Morovia gone, and the only heir – Crown Heir Vasha – too young to rule, nobody knew what to do.

Then Captain Ilya appeared. He was the leader of a small group of royal guards called bogatyrs, whose role was to keep the royal families and the island safe. Captain Ilya spoke loudly and with authority. He said he had proof that singing magic had caused the tidal wave, and that it must be controlled for the safety of us all. The humans who were already wary of magic agreed with him, and Captain Ilya spoke so persuasively that soon many others agreed with him too.

Things on the island changed fast. Captain Ilya increased the number of bogatyrs every day, until they seemed to be everywhere. Alkonosts were banned from singing. Then banned from public spaces. Then we were pushed further and further into the swamp.

For the last three years, Nightingale and I have lived here. We named it the Mournful Swamp because the air is filled with songs of sorrow – for my mother, and for our island. The swamp echoes our songs with its whole being. Willows weep over muddy waters. Sluggish streams murmur with melancholy. Crickets chirp cheerlessly and mosquitoes drone dismally. Even my toad friend, Lumpy, croaks the sound of a breaking heart.

My other friend, Whiskers the swamp-rat, smiles, although that’s only because a giant mud crab pinched her lip when she was a pup, scarring one side of her mouth into an upwards curve. She often sighs and scratches her chin with an air of despair, and her brown fur smells funky enough to bring tears to a skunk’s eyes.

But in these years that I’ve lived in the swamp, I’ve learned that sorrow doesn’t always have to be sad. When the glow-worms glow through the gloomy nights and the bluegill fish burp the blues, Nightingale plays his grief on a tin guitar and something in my soul ignites like swamp-gas popping into flame.

My father says that feeling is nostalgia – a yearning for the happiness of the past. And I guess it’s impossible to be truly sad when I’m thinking of a happy time – when my mother was still with us, and we lived surrounded by our alkonost and human friends. I think it’s more than that though, too. The swamp is our home now and it’s beautiful in its own way; a shifting world of sucking muds and dappled waters that provides us with all the food and shelter we need.

Thousands of alkonosts live here, although we rarely see each other. In the early days after Joy sank, we lived together in a community. But then Captain Ilya offered rewards to anyone who reported the use of singing magic and a few alkonosts began spying for him in exchange for small luxuries. So now we’re scattered like twigs from a nest flung by the wind, and suspicion thorns the space between us. But there is hope here too.

There is a Unity Movement that fights for change. I know that one day soon I will help it succeed, because my name, Linnet, is a kind of a prophecy, given to me through an ancient tradition of using singing magic to glimpse a child’s future.

Linnets are small but loud songbirds, whose numbers bloomed on Morovia when alkonosts and humans worked together to create the lee-side farms. My name tells me that my magic will be more powerful than any rules to stop me singing, and that I will somehow use it to bring people together.

It’s been three years since my tenth birthday – when my magic should have arrived and yet didn’t. But I know when it does come, I will sing a storm that will change the landscape of our lives once more.

My song will send Captain Ilya far away from this island, and unite alkonosts and humans for good. We’ll get our old homes and something of our old lives back, and see our friends again. Then my father will smile, like he did years ago, when we lived by the shifting, sparkling sea.
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I’m knee-deep in mud, wiggling my toes in the warm gloop, searching for snails and tubers for tonight’s dinner. Nightingale is perched almost directly above me, on a thick branch of the red maple tree that overhangs the dirt road.

It’s a late afternoon in early spring, but it’s hotter than a midsummer day. The sun’s rays are thrumming down, baking my neck and making my head feathers lift in futile hope of finding a breeze. The air is thick and heavy. If only the temperature would dip slightly, I feel sure a rainstorm would come. We need rain to bring the swamp edges back to life.

Nightingale and I come here, to the lee-side edge of the swamp, at least once a moon. I forage for food with Whiskers and Lumpy, while Nightingale watches the road from the branch above us, waiting for a cart loaded with treasures to come past.

The last time we were here there was a grassy hummock to sit on, and a narrow creek filled with clear, flowing waters. I fished three fat trout from it using a bone hook on a milkweed line, while a gentle rain made everything glisten.

But for the last moon there has been a heatwave, and now the hummock is bare earth, cracked and dry. The reeds around me are brittle and yellowed, and the creek contains only a shallow, stagnant, mud-filled pool.

I blow upwards, trying to cool the sweat-damp skin on my forehead, then I push my right foot cautiously forwards, deeper into the mud. So far, I’ve found twelve large snails and eight arrowhead tubers – fat, round, edible roots – which is enough for a couple of good meals. But if I can find a few more tubers, I’ll be able to make flour from them tomorrow, by pulping them in water and then drying them in the sun’s heat.

My toe hits something and I lean down and push my hand gently into the mud, alert for the movement of anything that might bite or sting. My fingers close around another tuber and I smile as I pull it out and carry it over to Lumpy. He’s proudly guarding our little mound of food, which is tucked between two exposed roots of the maple tree. He croaks in approval as I place the tuber with the others, then uses his sword-leg to push a slowly escaping snail back onto the mound.

When I found Lumpy and Whiskers, two years ago, they were being attacked by a giant mud crab. Lumpy, who is about as big as my fist, was trying to defend Whiskers, who was only a palm-sized swamp-rat pup back then. Neither of them stood a chance against the crab, who was wider than my arm is long. I scared the crab away by waving and banging a couple of sticks together, but both Whiskers and Lumpy had already been injured.

Lumpy had lost his front right limb in the attack. I kept him safe and caught beetles and crickets for him while he healed, and watched in amazement as a long, thin rod of cartilage with a spiked tip grew in place of his missing limb. This is what I call his sword-leg, and with it Lumpy can crawl as well as any toad, and he catches his own crickets now too. But he chooses to stay with me, even though he could leave any time he likes.

Lumpy glances up at me and winks one of his protruding, round eyes, then waves his sword-leg at the snail he pushed back, as if warning it not to attempt escape again. I give Lumpy a nod of thanks, then lean down to scratch Whiskers’s head.

Usually, Whiskers would be foraging with me, but she’s collapsed, belly to the ground, dozing in the heat. Whiskers is fully grown now, and as big as a large, fat cat. Her webbed back feet are splayed out behind her and her white snout is resting on her brown front paws. White whiskers droop either side of her snout like a long moustache and her eyes are half-closed against the dazzle of sunlight, making her look calmer than I know she is.

Whiskers has always had a nervous disposition, perhaps because of the crab attack when she was a pup. Like Lumpy, Whiskers is independent and free to leave, but she never wanders far from my side. And Lumpy and Whiskers never wander far from each other, either. They have a special bond and their own way of communicating. Lumpy taps Whiskers with his sword-leg and Whiskers grunts back at him. I have my own way of communicating with them both too, and I usually know what they’re feeling from their posture and gestures.

Whiskers grunts without looking up and I know she’s longing to go back to our home-tree, in the cooler central swamp. We’ve been here by the red maple for at least an hour, but not a single cart has come past. Nightingale, unmoving on the branch above us, is still staring intently at the road though, showing no sign of giving up.
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“Shouldn’t be long now, Whiskers,” I whisper hopefully, scratching her head again before I walk back to the muddy pool. As soon as I step into it, something unseen in the mud grabs my little toe and pinches so hard I clench my teeth to stop from crying out.

I pull my foot up and frown at the mud crab dangling from my toe. It releases its grip and scuttles away. It’s only a small one, about as wide as my outstretched hand, but still Whiskers squeals and scrambles backwards into a hollow beneath the maple’s roots, her eyes rolling in panic.

“It’s all right.” I try to soothe Whiskers, while wiggling my pinched toe in an effort to make the ache go away.

Nightingale makes a cooing sound from the branch above, like a pigeon, then holds out his left hand, palm down, which is his signal to be quiet and hide. I creep closer to Whiskers, putting my finger to my lips to ask her to be silent, then duck down amongst the roots and reeds.

I’m well camouflaged in the swamp. In the years we’ve lived here, it seems like the swamp has crept over me. My head feathers, which are short and fluffy, used to be red and white, but during my last few moults – which is when old feathers shed and new ones grow – my feathers have become the mud-brown and algae-green of the swamp. And my skin, which used to be uniformly pinkish-white, is now freckled in shades of brown and green, like the dappled waters of a birch-shaded pool. Alkonost skin often changes colour during moults, like our feathers, to satisfy the need to blend in or stand out.

Sometimes I feel like the swamp has seeped into my body too. I sense its tidal surges deep inside. It’s hard to explain, but it’s as if I can breathe easier when the tide rolls in and the water level rises, and I feel tension building in me when the tide rolls some of the swamp water away. Maybe that’s why I feel on edge here, on the drier, far reaches of the swamp. Or maybe I feel on edge because of what Nightingale and I do here, when a cart loaded with treasures comes past.

I hold my breath when I hear the clip-clop of shod hooves, along with the churning of wooden wheels on dry dirt. Nightingale’s hand is still held out, palm down. Stay down. I lift my head just slightly to study the approaching horse and cart.

It’s travelling from the direction of Spark, which is about an hour’s walk away on the low-lee-side coast. Two humans sit proudly on the shiny, well-oiled cart, and a smile grows on my face because they’re the richest of pigeons – which is what Nightingale calls the royal courtiers who live in Pero Palace Complex.

The courtiers are men; tall and broad, and dressed in the luxurious blue silks and gold jewellery that only the most powerful members of the royal court wear. Their cart is loaded with parcels, bags and boxes. It’s easy to work out they’ve spent the day shopping at the market in Spark and are now heading back to their homes in the palace complex, which is almost a day’s walk from here, on the high-lee side of the island – which is the mountainous part of the lee side.

Nightingale begins to sing and I stare up at him in wonder. He’s beautiful, my father. His voice is sweeter than any sound on Earth, finer and more delicate than music from any instrument or any alkonost or human throat. Sweeter even than birdsong.

The feathers on his head are reddish-brown, like the rich mud of a cranberry bog, and are so long they trail past his shoulders. When we lived in Spark, my father’s feathers had a bright iridescence that is now almost gone – but that’s just as well, because here he needs to sit in the shadows, unseen. His russet skin has become rough and lined from living outdoors, and his eyes are huge dark pools that ebb and flow with all the sorrow and pain of being an alkonost, banished to the swamp. His beauty tells his story.

Nightingale’s song flows out like the maple scent steaming off the tree he’s hunched in. He’s curved over like a vulture, his clawed feet gripping the branch tight. I’ve never seen another alkonost with feet like my father’s.

When we lived in Spark, I remember people – alkonosts and humans – admiring both my father’s feet and my mother’s wings. Bird features used to be considered a precious gift from our ancestors. But these days all of us with feathers hide, from humans and from each other, because anyone might be a spy for Captain Ilya.

Bogatyrs often patrol the swamp, and any alkonost even suspected of singing magic is captured and taken to The Keep – which is a heavily fortified, densely guarded enclosure with towering stone walls. It sprang up in the Magicless Mountains not long after Captain Ilya took charge of Morovia, and anyone sent there is never seen again.

So when Nightingale and I cross paths with a bogatyr or anyone else in the swamp, we’ve perfected the art of slipping away unseen, dipping in and out of the muddy waters, or climbing silently through the trees. Occasionally, if the bogatyrs aren’t wearing their magic-proof iron helmets, Nightingale might use his singing magic to conceal us, like he’s doing now.

Nightingale’s magic is to mesmerize and hypnotize with his songs. It only affects those who he looks directly at, which is why it’s not affecting me right now. Before Joy sank, Nightingale worked in the hospital in Spark, soothing patients who were in pain, or calming those who were upset. I know Nightingale misses his old job and the opportunity to use his magic for something other than what we’re about to do.

His slow, sweet song has entranced both the horse and the courtiers. Their eyes glaze over and they come to a stop right beneath the maple tree. Nightingale, still singing, turns his hand so it is palm up. Time to move. Time to be a thief.
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I hold up a hand to signal Whiskers and Lumpy to stay where they are, then I slip out of my hiding spot amongst the roots and reeds and creep silently up to the dirt road. The courtiers on their cart don’t see or hear me, so deeply lost are they in Nightingale’s song.

I’m not particularly small or light – I’m almost as big as a human my age – but I’ve learned to be stealthy in the swamp, to move smoothly like the waters. I glide round to the back of the cart and let my gaze roam over all the parcels and boxes.

Nightingale has taught me to be selective about what I steal. I’m looking for a few small valuable items that will be easy to carry to Echo, the leader of the Unity Movement that seeks to make all our lives better.

Echo will exchange the treasures I steal for important things that are hard to find in the swamp – medicines, tools, blankets – then she’ll give them to the alkonosts who need them most.

The treasures I steal also fund secret missions. I don’t understand them fully – because they’re secret – but I know they aim to remove Captain Ilya from power and build unity between alkonosts and humans, so that we can work towards living happier lives together.

In the last three years, these missions have achieved nothing. But perhaps the next one will be successful. And if not, when I get my singing magic, I will lead a mission that will change everything. The prophecy of my name makes me sure of this: my magic will be powerful and far-reaching, like the song of a linnet, and it will bring alkonosts and humans together. But until my magic comes, all I can do to support the movement is steal treasures at the swamp edge.

My gaze lands on a palm-sized parcel stamped with the mark of the jeweller, Turquoise. Perfect! I reach over and take it. It’s heavy for something so small and my smile widens as I wonder what valuables might lie inside it.

I leave everything else. Nightingale says if we only take a little, and only from the richest courtiers, they might not even miss it. And if they do, they’ll often think they mislaid it, or at worst got pickpocketed in the market. It’s important they don’t think they got robbed on this road, because that would lead to more patrols by bogatyrs, which would make stealing more difficult for us, and everything more difficult for the Unity Movement.

I should retreat to the roots of the maple tree now, but I can’t resist circling round the cart to the courtiers. They’re wearing the soft smiles of Nightingale’s enchantment and one of them has a ring with a shining jewel on it, as big as a dewberry.

Though I know Nightingale will disapprove, I slip the ring off the courtier’s finger. Then, almost without thinking, I dip my hand into the shoulder bag the other courtier is carrying and lift out a small coin purse. These courtiers have so much, I’m sure they won’t miss a few more things, and we need as much help as we can get. The coins in this purse and the jewel on this ring will help alkonosts in the swamp survive our banishment, and maybe even fund a mission that finally allows us to return to our homes.

Memories of my life in Spark flow through my mind. Sitting with my parents on our balcony. The green curtains, delicate as dragonfly wings, swaying in the slightest breeze. The sweet fragrance of sea-kale flowers drifting from the shingles further along the shore. And my mother, singing.

Everything about my mother was as bright as sunshine. My pulse races when I think of her, as if I’m on my own secret mission in my mind. I can’t let Nightingale see when I’m remembering her, because it might push him further into his grief. So I take out my memories in private and polish them like cherished jewels.

I remember all of us visiting our closest family friends – Fleur, Clay and Silver – and my mother and Fleur laughing together so much that they made the room shake. And I remember my parents sitting together on Spark beach, their arms cradling each other’s backs, while I played kickball with Dunnock, Brambling and my other friends from school, or built sandcastles with my once-best-friend, Hero. I smile at these memories, and at the thought that the treasures I’m stealing now might help Nightingale and me reclaim some of that happiness.

Satisfied with my thefts, I creep back down into the reeds where Whiskers and Lumpy are waiting for me, their expressions anxious. Nightingale changes his song to a livelier tune. The eyes of the horse and the courtiers remain glazed, but the horse trots on towards the palace complex. Neither the horse nor the courtiers will come out of their trance until they’re further away, and they won’t remember any of this.

Nightingale swings down from the branch and walks towards me with his jerky, birdlike movements. Nightingale has always been tall and thin, but he used to seem more solid somehow. After Joy sank, he curved like marram grass in the wind, aged a thousand years in a day and lost his perpetual smile. He’s frowning now – a frown of worry. I know it’s because I took the ring and the coin purse, but I also know Nightingale won’t say anything here. He’ll wait until we’re near the relative safety of home-tree.

Nightingale signals that we should leave with a tilt of his head, then moves swiftly into the shade beneath the maple. I go to its exposed roots, where Whiskers and Lumpy have sat up attentively. I pick up my bag, which I wove from nettle fibres last year, and place the coin purse and the parcel I stole inside it. I’m about to put the ring away too, but it’s so pretty I decide to slide it onto my thumb instead, so I can admire it as we walk.

Lumpy watches me pack away the snails and tubers, croaks in approval, then crawls up onto Whiskers. He always rides on Whiskers’s head, sat between her small round ears, when we walk longer distances through the swamp.

I follow Nightingale, with Whiskers trotting at my heels and Lumpy keeping an eye on the path ahead. I keep glancing at the ring I stole. It’s gold, with one large, multi-faceted jewel. The jewel is clear, but bright streaks of colours flit across its surface like tiny rainbows.

“Is this a diamond?” I whisper. My heart flutters at the thought. I’ve never stolen anything as valuable as a diamond before.

Nightingale turns and looks down at the ring. One of his dark feather-eyebrows arches as he slides it from my thumb and examines it. “I think it is, Linnet. A colourful one, highly prized.” His feather-eyebrow falls again. “This will be missed. I’ve told you before about stealing from courtiers’ hands. They’ll suspect singing magic. Bogatyr patrols will increase and more of us will be sent to The Keep. The Unity Movement has lost so many already. What if the bogatyrs take Echo? Or me?”

Cold fear grips me at the thought of Nightingale being captured. “I wouldn’t let them,” I say firmly.

Nightingale looks at me silently, his eyes troubled. I know he’s thinking that I couldn’t do anything to stop the bogatyrs, and he’s worried what would happen to me if I were left alone in the swamp. I silently wish, for the millionth time, that my singing magic would come. Then I wouldn’t feel so powerless and vulnerable.

Guilt for taking the ring falls over me, and I try to shrug it off. “If the ring is so valuable, think how much it could help the movement.”

Nightingale opens his mouth as if he’s about to say something, but then he passes the ring back to me, turns away and continues walking.

“Think how much it could help the Unity Movement,” I repeat, jogging to catch up with him. It frustrates me when Nightingale doesn’t share his thoughts. He doesn’t talk enough about anything, and that makes our troubles grow bigger, like a warning cry swelling in a frog’s throat.

When Nightingale doesn’t talk, it means I don’t get to talk either. So his silence silences me. If only he would open up, it would help both of us – especially with our grief.

Nightingale’s grief is so enormous that it engulfs my own, like the morning mist swallows the swamp. It sits heavy and is hard to see through – so when Nightingale is lost in his grief, he doesn’t see me or mine. He only stares into the past, alone, not realizing that I would visit the past with him if he let me.

I find those times difficult. I wish I had singing magic to sing away his pain, or sing him back to me. But all I can do is get on with the foraging and the cooking, tell stories to Whiskers and Lumpy, and wait for Nightingale to come back to the present.

I reach out and touch Nightingale’s arm. “Perhaps this ring will fund a mission that will get us home again, to Spark,” I whisper. “You could go back to work, and I could go back to school. We could see our friends again. And in the evenings, we could sit on our balcony, watching seabirds and searching for glimpses of the other Floating Islands.”

Nightingale turns to me. Salt tears glisten at the edge of his eyes and I panic, thinking I’ve made his grief swell. I shouldn’t have mentioned our balcony, where my mother used to sing. But Nightingale looks at me with attentiveness. Relief washes over me, because he’s still here – not lost in his memories.

“The Unity Movement isn’t going well, Linnet,” Nightingale says gently. “The last time I visited Echo, she said things are hopeless.”

I frown. I want to say that Nightingale should have told me this before – it’s been nearly a moon since he last visited Echo – but I swallow back the words. Nightingale doesn’t tell me what he and Echo talk about because he thinks it might put me in danger. I hold up the ring again instead. “Well then it’s good that we have this. Something so valuable is sure to help.”

Nightingale shakes his head. “You don’t understand, Linnet. Too many people who worked with the movement have been sent to The Keep – both alkonosts and our human allies. Now almost everyone is too scared to help. There is nothing we can do.”

“That’s not true.” I stuff the ring into my bag with trembling fingers. “There’s always something we can do.” I lift my chin and try to sound confident, despite the doubts wavering inside me. “We must keep fighting for unity.” My eyes widen as I realize something. “A part of you must think so too, or why else would we be here, stealing treasures?”

“We weren’t stealing for the Unity Movement today, Linnet. I have another idea.” Nightingale looks down at his long, clawed feet and furrows his brow. His expression makes me feel like I’m sinking into deep, sucking mud.

“What?” I ask nervously.

“I’m going to suggest something,” Nightingale says quietly, “and I don’t want you to respond straight away. I want you to think about it, all the way to home-tree, then we’ll talk after we’ve eaten.”

My brow furrows like Nightingale’s.

“I’m serious, Linnet.” Nightingale lifts his face. “I know what your first reaction will be, but I want you to give the idea some thought. Because considering how the movement has come to a halt, and how your magic hasn’t come—”

“Yet,” I interrupt. “How my magic hasn’t come yet.”

“…And how you deserve a proper childhood—” Nightingale continues.

“Just tell me!” I blurt out.

“We could exchange that ring for a boat, Linnet. A sailing boat with a cabin, like the ones the sea-fishers use. They gather on the mudflats at Fisher’s Flock, and I’m sure one of them would be happy with a trade like that.”

“We don’t need a sailing boat.” My frown deepens.

“We could leave Morovia and make a fresh start on one of the other Floating Islands. Buyan drifts far away, but Eldovia is often close enough to sail to.” Nightingale turns and walks away before I can respond.

He was right, my first reaction is to say no, for a thousand reasons. We know very little about Eldovia, and even less about Buyan. Few people have been to either, and those who have return with conflicting stories. Some say there are alkonosts on Eldovia who live in harmony with lizard-people. Others say that the lizard-people are dangerous, or that they don’t exist at all. And there are so many bizarre tales about Buyan that nobody knows what to believe.

Anyway, Morovia is our home and always has been. All my memories of my mother are here. And all our friends are here – alkonosts hiding in the swamp like me and Nightingale, and humans separated from us on the lee side of the island. I want to see them all again. I want my old life back, not a new one somewhere else. Leaving Morovia would take away everything that I’ve dreamed of for these last years.

If the Unity Movement can’t unite our island, then I will when I get my magic. I’ve been working hard to make it come. I practise singing every day, using exercises my mother taught me to improve the power, control and range of my voice. I hum and chant, sing scales and songs, and even play with noises like buzzes and clicks, desperately trying to feel some magic in my throat or in the air around me. My magic will come soon. It must.

I follow Nightingale, my movements almost as jerky as his with anger. Whiskers glances up at me with a look of confused concern, and Lumpy lets out an indignant “Phoot” as Whiskers’s movement makes him wobble.

“It’s fine,” I murmur to myself as much as them. “Nightingale just made a thoughtless suggestion.” Looking at Whiskers and Lumpy, I realize they’re yet another reason we can’t leave. They’re part of our family now, and they need to live here in the swamp, not on a sailing boat or on an island we know nothing about.

When we get our old home back in Spark, at least I could visit Lumpy and Whiskers in the swamp, but if we leave Morovia I’ll never see them again. Or see any of my friends again. I’ll never walk home from school with Silver again, or play kickball with Dunnock and Brambling, or hear our elderly downstairs neighbour Lark talking softly to his pet angelfish.

That Nightingale would even suggest we abandon our island, our friends and our neighbours is unbelievable. We have to stay and fix our problems, not run away from them.

With every step I become more resolute. I can’t let Nightingale take us away. So I need to think of a way to convince him that we must stay, and I need to do it before we get to home-tree because that’s when we’re going to talk about this.

I can’t tell Nightingale I want to stay because of the memories of my mother here – that would only upset him. So I think of my other reasons for wanting to stay – my friends, my home, the places I love.

As often happens when I think of my past and my future, it’s thoughts of Hero that rise to the surface. I can’t believe this divide between us will last for ever. There must be another way forwards. I miss my once-best-friend so much, and I remember the day we met as clear as if it was yesterday…
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Six years ago, when I was seven years old, on a warm Songsday afternoon in early summer, my mother asked me to go to the market near our home in Spark to fetch some things. Because I was young, I rarely went anywhere on my own and excitement rushed through me at the thought of the freedom and responsibility I was being given.

My fingers worked too fast to buckle my sandals, so my mother crouched down to help. She calmly slid the leather straps through the wooden clips and the long blue and yellow feathers on her arms brushed against my knees as she gave me my instructions.

I was to go to the fruit stall on the ripward side of the market and wait until the seller began giving out the end-of-day bags. These were the large paper bags bursting with a mixture of fruits that needed eating up, so were sold cheap at the end of the day.

My mother gave me a copper coin and told me to keep it safe. Then she kissed my cheek and smiled as she opened the door for me.

I held the coin so tight that I could feel the pattern on it pressing into my palm. All coins on Morovia have the same pattern. On one side is a long feather, a symbol of the kindness of the ancient bird-people of the island. And on the other side is the symbol of unity: an alkonost with fluffy head feathers and a human with plaited hair, holding each other tight.

I stepped through the door and blinked my feather-eyelashes at the dazzling sunshine. Our home was on the first floor of a house that overlooked the beach. The exterior walls were painted bright sunrise orange, and the flat roof was full of potted leafy plants that blew in the wind, as if the house had hair. Our door opened to an outdoor staircase that tumbled onto the sand and, once my eyes had adjusted to the light, I raced down the steps and along the beach, my head feathers tingling in the sea breeze and a huge smile on my face.

I was out of breath by the time I reached the market, which was held in a square beside the far end of the beach. I slowed down and walked between stalls, my eyes widening to take in all the sights. I’d been here with my parents many times, but being on my own made everything feel fresh and new.

There were long, wooden tables stacked with boxes of fish and shellfish laid to rest on melting ice. Alkonost and human sea-fishers and shellfish-gatherers were sitting behind the tables, laughing loudly together. Colourful silks with ancient alkonost symbols streamed from display racks, and traditional human-made jewellery glistened against black velvet backdrops.

I breathed deeply, inhaling the smells of sunflower seeds roasting the traditional alkonost way with pepper and lime, and delicacies made by humans, such as charred spicy flatbreads and hot sugared doughnuts that made my mouth water.

Although alkonosts and humans have their own traditional foods, lots of us like each other’s foods too. My favourite alkonost food is seed cakes sweetened with raisins, but I love the sweet breads made by humans too.

Vegetable sellers were holding up their end-of-day bags and shouting, “Mixed greens for a copper, mixed roots for a silver.” But when I got to the fruit stall, the lady with pink and blue feathers who worked there was still preparing her bags. So I stood and waited.

The market was busy and I waved to a few people I knew; friends of my parents, and a few of my friends from school. They were with their parents, which made me feel even more grown-up to be on my own.

Then I spotted another girl on her own, who was about my age. She stood tall and proud, had light brown skin and long, shiny black hair tied in a plait that trailed down her back. She was wearing a blue silk tunic, like the ones the courtiers always wore, and deerskin trousers, like the bogatyrs – the royal guards – wore. I watched the girl, curious. She had to be from Pero Palace Complex, but the children who lived there had their own school and rarely came to Spark.

After a few minutes, I decided this girl was the kindest person I’d ever seen. Her strong hands were quick to help anyone and everyone. I watched her carry a bag of tubers to a silver-haired lady’s handcart, pass a string of onions to an elderly man with bright orange feathers and return a dropped doll to a toddler who was moulting fluffy down. She noticed what people needed and was there to help before they’d even considered asking.

I was so focused on watching the girl, I didn’t hear the people shouting at me to get out of the way. A donkey pulling a cart was bolting through the market, knocking over stalls and braying loudly. Someone grabbed my shoulders and practically lifted me out of the donkey’s path, saving me from being trampled at the last moment.

The girl leaped towards the donkey and somehow managed to grab its reins and hold it steady, even when it bucked in panic. A man with dark green feathers, who must have been the donkey’s owner, rushed over and thanked the girl, then soothed the donkey with soft words before leading him away. But the market remained in chaos.

Fruits and vegetables, spilled from upturned stalls, were rolling all over the ground and people were trying to gather them up before they were ruined. I leaned down to help and noticed the emptiness of my hands. My coin. I must have dropped it. I stopped still, all the warmth draining from my body.

I ducked low and scanned the ground, desperately trying to spot it. My heart began racing as I realized how difficult it was going to be to find. I wanted to ask everyone to stop what they were doing and help me look for it, but they were all busy and I was too ashamed to say anything. My mother had given me this one job and I had messed it up.

I blinked back tears as I walked in circles, searching for the coin while making bargains with Fate in my head: If I find the coin, I’ll clean my room like my mother asked me to, or If I find the coin, I’ll work extra hard at school. But it didn’t work. I wondered if praying to a deity, like some of the humans did, might work better than bargaining with Fate. But I wasn’t sure how to do that anyway.

What if someone else has picked it up and taken it? I suddenly thought and I looked around at everyone nearby until my eyes landed on the girl. She was standing a few paces away, looking back at me with golden-brown eyes and a piercing gaze that made me feel like she could see right into my thoughts.

“You’ve lost something,” she said.

“My coin.” I nodded. “A copper coin. It was in my hand, but I must have dropped it.”

The girl began looking with me. We walked from the fruit stall down to the beach, then back again. The fruit seller was giving out her end-of-day bags now and they were selling fast.

“It’s gone,” I said, my heart sinking. I knew my mother wouldn’t be cross. She was never cross with me. But I was disappointed that I would have to return empty-handed.

“We’ll find it.” The girl smiled and nudged my shoulder, and I don’t know why but I believed her. So we walked from the stall to the beach again.

“I’ve found it!” The girl leaned down and rose back up with my coin in her hand.

“Thank you.” I beamed as I took it from her.

“Hero,” she said, and I must have looked confused because she explained. “My name is Hero.”
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“I’m Linnet. Quick, come with me.” I grabbed Hero’s hand and pulled her towards the fruit stall. “I need to buy one of those bags before they’re all sold.”

I was so relieved when the fruit seller passed me one of the end-of-day bags, I couldn’t stop smiling. “Let’s sit on the beach and you can choose any piece of fruit you like,” I said to Hero. “As thanks for helping me.”

We walked to the sand and sat side by side. Hero looked into the bag thoughtfully. “Would you like to share an orange?” she asked and I nodded. Hero took one, and as she peeled off the skin, she told me that she lived in Pero Palace Complex
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