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          HOVER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JANTSIA

      

      

      Mrs Naz’s Teahouse was one of the only places in Densolid where Jantsia didn’t stick out like a sore eye. As a gathering place for immigrants and outcasts, it was a space where her olive skin and dark, frizzy hair didn’t mark her out as different. As foreign.

      The air hummed with foreign accents, and an icy breeze carried the rich smell of Parsian herbs downwind. Behind the steamed-up windows of the restaurant, customers lounged on satin cushions and intricate Parsian carpets, sheltered from the glacial weather. Annoyingly, Jantsia had arrived too late in the day to snag a table inside.

      Jantsia took a large sip of hot, jammy zhoozh as she scrolled through learning materials on her Tile. The cold of the metal chair pierced her facsfur-lined tracksuit, entering her bones.

      Where on Shariza was Kain? He should’ve been here by now.

      The revision texts on her Tile blurred as her eyes lost focus. Fladden forsake her, studying for hours in the biting cold had left her completely exhausted; she wasn’t concentrating at all. Better to take a break than scroll mindlessly.

      Swiping left on her Tile, she opened up the Densolid City Times news site and glanced at the headlines.

      A local outbreak of shadowbird flu, the annual Imperial Inspectors’ Gala scheduled for the end of the lunar cycle, and a speculative report into the whereabouts of Topper Luxo, the most-wanted mercenary in the whole of Albin. Aside from that, there was little else going on, at least not in this backwater city.

      A ‘breaking news’ notification popped up.

      One she couldn’t ignore.

      
        
        LOVE THAT KILLS: A TALE OF FRATERNISATION AND CROSS-PROCREATION

        An exclusive scoop from The Albin Independent

      

      

      Her gorge rose, stomach writhing in knots. And her hands shook so violently she almost let go of her Tile. As she manoeuvred her arm to stop it slipping from her grip, her elbow knocked into the mug of zhoozh, tipping half of it onto the floor. Steam rose from the dark blue paving stones where the drink had spilt.

      ‘Fladden be merciful,’ she whispered, unable to look away from the purple liquid and the web of ice growing around its edges.

      The ice cracked away as the spilt zhoozh rose back into the air, forming a bubble that hovered over her mug. The eponymous Mrs Naz appeared in front of her, deep-set eyes glowing bright turquoise. In a flash, the zhoozh poured back into the cup and a handful of grit dropped onto the table.

      ‘You still cannot manage a simple oculary kinesis and filtration?’ Mrs Naz said, her accented voice rich with elongated vowels and soft consonants.

      Jantsia grimaced. ‘Not yet, Nazanin khunam.’ She hoped the Parsian term of respect would soften Mrs Naz’s reaction. ‘Although, I hope to have my awakening soon.’

      The creases around Mrs Naz’s eyes deepened. Jantsia’s basic use of her language hadn’t softened a thing.

      ‘It is pronounced khanoom, take better care with our language. And with your future. You must awaken, Jantsia jaan,’ Mrs Naz said. ‘Otherwise, you will not pass your oculary practice exam. You should study more, final exams must be soon.’

      As if Jantsia needed reminding, the threat of exams remained ever present in her thoughts, and these days she studied almost as much as she breathed.

      Biting back a retort, she smiled sweetly. ‘Good advice. I’ll do my best.’

      With a final stern look, Mrs Naz rushed off to seat more customers.

      As she returned her attention to the article, Jantsia’s heart started to thump loudly in her chest, obscuring the bustle around her. The home screen featured a lengthy exposé denouncing a couple who’d broken the segregation law: the rule that mandated against romantic relations between oculary orders.

      Her head jerked up, mouth dry.

      Was she safe?

      Was this a sign?

      She scanned her surroundings. Mrs Naz darted between bustling tables, carrying steaming mugs of zhoozh, plates of sweet shirini, and heaped bowls of safra rice. Heavily clothed migrant families argued over the last slices of juicy kookoo.

      She let out a breath. No shadowbirds. No Inspectors. She was safe … for now.

      ‘Have you ever been on a hoverbike, boss?’

      ‘Oh, my eyes,’ Jantsia exclaimed, searching for the source of the cheeky voice that could only belong to her best friend, Kain Trovit.

      Floating above her table, Kain sat proudly astride a monstrous white hoverbike plastered with graffiti of scantily clad women. Warmth spread up Jantsia’s neck to tickle her cheeks. Everything would be fine now Kain was here.

      She was about to grin and tell him how great it was to see him, when she caught herself. Better to play it cool…

      She pouted. ‘What are you playing at? Sneaking up on me like that after leaving me high and dry for hours?’

      ‘All right, all right. No need to get snarky.’ The hoverbike roared as he reengaged the engine and lowered it to the ground. He turned to face her, a coy half-smile playing across his lips. ‘I wouldn’t exactly call this an inconspicuous mode of transport. Didn’t you hear me coming?’

      Jantsia’s eyes darted between her Tile and Kain’s expectant expression. She didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t heard a thing.

      ‘I… I…’ she stuttered.

      Kain frowned, hopping off the bike and taking a seat. Messy locks of ice-white hair flopped over his snow-pale face, falling across electric blue eyes in a way that always seemed to make her smile.

      ‘What are you reading about, anyway?’ He leaned towards her, squinting at her Tile.

      The last thing she needed was to rouse his suspicions. She had to pull herself together – and fast.

      Kain snatched the device from her shaking hands, face screwing up in distaste as he scrolled. ‘The Sepia and Veridian couple that gave birth to a dual-oc baby… This is what’s got you so worked up?’

      ‘What do you think happened?’ Jantsia asked, so quietly the words were almost lost to the wind.

      ‘To the parents? Executed, I guess.’ He paused and scrolled some more. ‘Yeah, that’s what it says here.’

      ‘And the child?’

      ‘Poor kid didn’t stand a chance.’ Kain handed her back the Tile. ‘Dual-ocs are born sick, aren’t they? Never make it past two or three years old. Can you imagine what the parents must’ve been smoking to think cross-procreation was a good idea? It’s pretty selfish, if you ask me. I don’t think I’d even be attracted to anyone who wasn’t Azure.’

      His words hit her like a shot of Fireglug to the eye.

      Masking the hurt, she scrolled to the end of the article. It wouldn’t be fair to blame Kain for his harsh words. He wasn’t to know, and if she had her way he never would.

      Grief clenched her heart as she finished reading. The Inspectors had killed the child. Well, that wasn’t exactly the wording the journalists had chosen. They’d terminated the aberration. A maelstrom of emotions whirled in her gut, and she struggled not to let them reach her face.

      ‘Stop reading that calabash and take a look over here at Densolid’s new illegal couple,’ Kain announced, leaning back to stroke the bike suggestively.

      Jantsia folded the Tile and placed it inside her fluffy facsfur jacket. Pushing against the silent scream rattling inside her, she flattened the emotion into a sarcastic smile. ‘Exactly what I need, a saviour to fly me away on ten-thousand tokens’ worth of shiny, sexist, stolen machinery.’

      Kain grinned, running a hand through his silky white hair. Dressed in dark, close-fitting thermal pants, a navy waistcoat and matching jacket, his unique style and impish smile made him stand out from the other boys her age.

      Tiny snowflakes danced through the air, settling on his long white eyelashes. He was so out of her league that sometimes it hurt to look at him. To be so close and know they could never be more than friends…

      ‘Well, have you or not?’ he asked, flicking a stray lock of hair from his eyes.

      Shariza wept, she’d completely zoned out. What had they been talking about again? She racked her brain and came up short. ‘Have I what?’

      Kain raised a silver-blond eyebrow. ‘Been on a hoverbike, stupid.’

      She clicked her tongue in annoyance, she might have lost focus, but she was far from stupid. ‘It’s obviously stolen.’

      ‘Borrowed!’

      ‘Your brother has a hoverbike. If you were going to borrow one, it’d be his.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘So, this one is obviously stolen.’

      ‘It’s not,’ Kain groaned. ‘If you must know, Daezen took his bike to The Pipes to pick up some stuff for Ma, else I would’ve borrowed his.’

      ‘Who does the bike belong to, then?’ Jantsia demanded.

      ‘Unseeing eyes, unhurt heart,’ Kain replied with a shrug.

      She shuddered. A phrase she repeated to herself far too often.

      He stood up and patted the bike.

      ‘This … is a bad idea,’ she said, already imagining the warmth of Kain’s body as she snuggled up behind him and flew around the city.

      ‘Oh, come on, Jantsy. Live a little.’ He extended a hand.

      Her mouth was already forming a resounding no when she found herself taking his hand.

      Her parents’ voices echoed through her mind.

      Reckless.

      Dangerous.

      Stay invisible. Stay alive.

      Her grip loosened. Still time to retreat. To head back home like a good little Azure servant…

      Kain’s fingers tightened around hers and he forced her arm up, punching the air. ‘Yes! Us against the world.’

      She smiled involuntarily. As she caught his eye, he winked, sending gooey light bubbling through her stomach. Doing her best not to blush, she threw a few tokens on the table, more than enough to pay for the zhoozh, and let Kain help her onto the bike. With a nimble hop and a skip, he jumped in front of her and pressed an array of strange buttons. The engine buzzed beneath them.

      While riding a stolen hoverbike wasn’t exactly the best way to avoid being noticed by the Inspectors, she needed a distraction. After all, it could be her name in the headlines tomorrow. And what was the point in staying alive if she wasn’t allowed to live?

      A slight dropping sensation tickled her stomach as they took off.

      ‘Hold on properly, boss,’ Kain instructed, adjusting her hands so they clamped firmly around his waist.

      Sparks tingled at her fingertips as she pressed up against him, breathing in his scent of elderflower and sage.

      Then they zoomed into the sky.
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          FLY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JANTSIA

      

      

      Rising high above the streets, the bike broke through a cloud of twisting fumes. Factories and production centres surrounded the city, exuding rainbow-coloured smoke that curled upwards, clouding the horizon.

      For a brief second of stillness, life seemed to pause.

      Wings beat behind them as a flock of black-feathered birds flew past in perfect formation, eyes marbled dark, like the eyes of an Obsidian.

      Shadowbirds were eerie creatures, almost exactly like the wild birds they’d learnt about at the academy, but with fundamental differences. Their movements were smooth, feathers uniform, and instead of fleeing from humans – they monitored them.

      The stillness drew longer, and a set of little black eyes locked on to Jantsia. A shadowbird separated momentarily from the flock, swooping over to perch on her shoulder. Talons gripped her coat. Feathers tickled her cheek.

      They’d found her.

      Don’t scream.

      They were watching.

      Don’t react.

      They were always watching.

      Stay invisible. Stay alive.

      The bird returned to the flock, but a sense of sickly unease remained in her stomach.

      What had she been thinking when she’d agreed to ride the bike with Kain? She wasn’t like other people. She couldn’t take risks.

      ‘Kain, we need to land. The shadowbirds are⁠—’

      And they were off.

      Leaving the still moment behind, they rocketed back into the turning world. Kain pushed the hoverbike onwards, executing several nauseating loops with reckless abandon. Jantsia squeezed his waist, burying her face in his coat. It smelt like him. Like safety.

      Just as she started to enjoy their closeness, they turned upside down again and her stomach flipped. Rushing air deafened her ears and the pulsing knots in her gut made her worry the zhoozh might make another appearance.

      Shariza wept, if she vomited on Kain she’d die from embarrassment.

      After having a stiff word with herself, the bile in her throat retreated, and she attempted to appreciate the panorama as if she were a distant observer, not a teenage girl a slip away from death.

      The shadowbirds hadn’t seen anything that would incriminate her. They were just two seventeen-year-old Azures having fun. She concentrated on this thought, slowing her breaths, holding on to Kain’s slim frame with all her strength.

      At a distance, the segregation of the city was visibly pronounced. A mess of metal-roofed huts and gloomy, terraced housing sat at the centre of Densolid Minor, a slum-like maze with two clearly marked areas: the Azure section and the Veridian section. Water-wielders and root-renders.

      They dropped lower, flying over a relatively well-to-do Azure zone. Neat, navy bricks caught the fading sunlight, reflecting into Jantsia’s eyes. As they crossed into the slums, carefully coloured tiles became tarmac and mud, sloppily splashed with thick luminescent green paint.

      ‘Keep in Azure airspace, son,’ an emerald-eyed, uniformed soldier shouted, gesturing menacingly with a buzz-baton. It wasn’t like he could actually hurt them, Ver-sec and Az-sec didn’t have real weapons. Still, the short, sharp electric shock of a buzz-baton wouldn’t be pleasant.

      ‘Let’s get back to Azure streets,’ she said, pulse racing. She couldn’t afford to get into trouble. She had to cut this ride short.

      Kain didn’t respond, so she pinched his right side and leaned forward until her lips almost touched his ear.

      ‘Let’s get back to Azure streets,’ she repeated, trying not to let her voice shake. Though she knew there was nothing romantic between them, it didn’t stop moments like this sending electricity through her bones.

      He scowled, not seeming to notice she’d almost kissed his ear. ‘Fladden forbid we forget to stay on our own ocking side. Screw that mud-munching Ver-sec soldier. We’re getting out of Veridian Minor anyway.’

      Jantsia understood why the rules bothered Kain, she just wished he’d think through the consequences of his actions. The danger of his words. Surviving had to be the priority, and the way to do that was by staying below the radar. Besides, Azures had a key part to play in Sharizan society, even if they were at the bottom of the oculary pile. There was a place carved out for everyone in the Empire.

      Well, for almost everyone.

      Speeding forward, they left Densolid Minor and skirted the edge of Densolid Major. Freshly cleaned tiles of onyx sparkled on the ground, and skyrises wreathed with twisting black metal edges shot into the air. From this distance, Jantsia could hardly see the demarcation of the streets. It was all Obsidian. But she didn’t have to see the markings to know they were there, everyone knew they were there. The thin paths drawn out in shining turquoise, emerald-green, and dark amber, spread across the streets like a network of barely visible veins.

      Jantsia’s fear faded away as she sat up tall, relishing the rush of the breeze on her face and the snowflakes melting on her nose. She tracked the trajectory of several egg-shaped mahogany pods as they transported citizens to the factories at the city’s edge. The Sepia district was just about visible from this height, a functional grid of utilitarian terracotta houses.

      They rose higher.

      A sudden jolt dragged her back to her body, and she made the near-fatal mistake of looking down. A new, dizzying perspective assailed her with vertigo. They were so high she could barely make out the tops of the skyrises. The city beneath them transformed into a shimmering blob of darkness surrounded by endless arctic tundra.

      ‘Oh, my ocking eyes! CALABASH!’ she shouted.

      Kain slowed the descent so they could hear one another. ‘I was trying out different flight modes. We’re fine, no worries, boss. Did you look down?’

      ‘Yup.’

      ‘Gonna vom?’ he taunted.

      ‘Mmm,’ she squeaked.

      Gradually, they descended further and looped the main city, turning back before reaching Densolid Meridian. A shining forcefield protected the southern Obsidian neighbourhood, giving it the feel of a mirage. Only select vehicles were capable of breaching the bubble, and a stolen Azure hoverbike wasn’t one of them.

      ‘I still can’t believe you live there,’ Kain shouted over the wind, directing them back to Densolid Minor.

      Jantsia couldn't believe it, either. Nothing in her life made sense, let alone her living situation – and Kain didn’t know the half of it.

      They whizzed over ramshackle streets and half-finished buildings, back in the slums of Azure Minor. Crowded around a dank-smelling heated fountain, a bunch of Azure kids sprayed one another with water. A young girl’s eyes flashed bright blue, sending tiny droplets of water towards what looked to be her younger brother. The boy squealed and jumped into the fountain, creating a splashback that sprayed Jantsia’s hair.

      ‘Watery little brat,’ she exclaimed.

      Kain beamed. ‘I think I’ve heard you curse more times in the past half hour than I have in the whole time I’ve known you.’

      ‘I blame the hoverbike.’ She pressed closer to Kain, letting the warmth of his body soothe her irritation. The light snow had dissipated, leaving behind clear crisp air.

      ‘As long as you don’t blame the driver, that’s fine with me.’

      She’d never blame him. Never. He was a ray of truth in her life of lies.

      They picked up speed, zipping down alleyways and over carts, crossing back into Veridian Minor. The smell of freshly laid manure rose from a small allotment where locals tended to their crops. Even though Kain made fun of Veridians, Jantsia found their oculary abilities mesmerising. An old Veridian man, knees covered in dirt, smiled broadly at her. With a rhythmic tap of his fist on his chest, the earth spat out a large root vegetable. His eyes shone emerald.

      They rocketed upwards, and this time Kain seemed determined to see how high they could go. The initial thrill of the ride hardened into an ice-cold marble of fear. They were too high. Far too high.

      ‘Kain, what the ock are you doing?’ Jantsia cried.

      ‘Hold tight, nearly there, just want to get the perfect view. Think of it as a belated birthday present. You’ll see.’

      The air bit down with frozen teeth. The higher they went, the harder it was to breathe. Glacial wind tickled the back of Jantsia’s throat and the hoverbike shook, emitting a warning chirrup.

      ‘I can't breathe. This can’t be safe. Let’s go back down. Now!’

      Her teeth chattered. Panic flared in her chest. The bike jolted violently to the left, knocking her off balance. She tried to grab hold of Kain, but he was leaning forward, frantically pressing buttons.

      ‘Do something! I’m slipping!’ Jantsia yelled, hands flailing for purchase on the edge of the seat. There was nowhere to hold, the stupid thing was all gloss and spurs. They continued rotating sideways.

      Jantsia screamed as she fell from the side of the hoverbike, managing to grab the footrest at the last moment. After all the worrying, all the carefully constructed lies, she was going to die because of an ocking stolen hoverbike?

      Fingers slick with sweat, and upper-body strength nigh on non-existent, she wouldn’t last another jolt. The engine whirred. Nausea spiked through her limbs. She closed her eyes and waited for the bike to buck one last time.

      It didn’t.

      ‘Phew.’ Kain exhaled. ‘You know, I really thought I’d lost control then. You all right back there?’ Peering over his shoulder, his already pale face whitened, draining of all colour.

      Jantsia Brittle was about to fall to her death.

      ‘Just hold on. It’s going to be okay,’ Kain shouted.

      He sounded so sure of himself she almost believed him.

      A terrifying thought flashed to the front of her mind. If she died now her mother would deem Kain responsible. And he wouldn’t stand a chance against her mother.

      Jantsia’s chest heaved. She wanted to live. To be part of something. She couldn’t die now, she just couldn’t.

      ‘I’ve got a plan; you hanging in there?’ Kain yelled.

      ‘Just about,’ she panted. Her arms screamed in agony, fingers turning white from the effort of maintaining the grip. ‘Kain?’

      ‘Yes, boss.’

      ‘I don’t want us both to die,’ she sobbed.

      Pain flickered across his delicate features. ‘Us?’

      She couldn’t do it. Even now, moments from death, she couldn’t reveal her secret. At least this way, she would die with their friendship intact. Kain would be none the wiser.

      Unseeing eyes, unhurt heart.

      The bike lowered and she risked a glance downwards. They were only a few hundred feet above the roof of the Red Ruins; a patchwork building of clay bricks, corrugated iron, and ancient minarets. If she held on for another few minutes, they’d be close enough to the roof that the fall wouldn’t kill her. She’d make it.

      Jantsia’s undeveloped muscles tore.

      Her heart hammered a mantra against her chest.

      Stay invisible. Stay alive.

      Stay invisible. Stay alive.

      Stay invisible. Stay alive.

      Her fingers slipped.

      She lost her grip.

      A final howl tore through her throat.

      Closing her eyes and hoping the end would be quick, she let her body go limp and plummeted towards the hard, icy ground.
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          FALL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DAEZEN

      

      

      As Daezen Trovit mounted his hoverbike, he was surprised to see a girl falling from the sky. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t ready.

      Pushing the bike to top speed, he zoomed through the air so fast his eyes stung. A warm body smacked against him, sending a spider web of pain through his legs. Without faltering, he scooped the limp form into one arm while lowering the bike to minimise the force of impact.

      The girl’s chest rose and fell.

      She was breathing.

      She was alive.

      A brutal gust of exhaust fumes burnt his lips and shook his bike off course as someone on a large white hoverbike nearly crashed into them. Daezen scowled. Thank Fladden the idiot had pulled up at the last minute. He couldn’t make out the face of the rider in all the smoke, but he saw the bike veer off to the roof of the Red Ruins.

      ‘Watch where you’re flying, twack-face,’ Daezen called, tightening his grip on the girl. That was when he realised his packsack had been knocked loose. The bag had fallen from the bike and landed in a dirty, stinking puddle next to a market stall, where an eagle-eyed vendor picked it up and pocketed it.

      Daezen bared his teeth at the silver-haired Veridian merchant, ready to turn the bike around and crash straight into his stall of faulty, brass contraptions and bogus potions. His finger hovered over the accelerator, the girl coughed and wheezed. Ocking avalanches, he didn’t know how badly injured she was, what if charging down the merchant did her more harm?

      The thief doffed his cap then disappeared into the dark maze of The Pipes, where it’d be impossible to track him down.

      Daezen winced, his hesitation had cost him exactly 340 tokens. His mind whirred through calculations, assessing the sorry state of the family's finances. That packsack contained expensive herbal meds and his latest withdrawal of Duty credits. Without it, he couldn’t afford to buy more food for the quart-cycle, let alone pay off the latest installment of the family debt. Ma would have to go without. They all would.

      ‘Daeze, is that you?’ Kain shouted, his impish face appearing between two minarets on the top of the Red Ruins. His face was whiter than the tips of the Ice Cap mountains. ‘Did you get her? Is she all right?’

      Of course, his reckless little brother knew the girl who’d fallen from the sky. Most likely he had something to do with her failed skydive.

      ‘Oh, my eyes,’ the girl wheezed.

      As she tried to sit up, a mess of wild dark curls brushed against Daezen’s face along with the soft aroma of spiced chai. She wasn’t an Albiner, that was for sure. Maybe an immigrant from Laminos, or Parsia.

      ‘Stay down,’ he said. ‘You took a pretty bad fall.’

      ‘Jantsia,’ Kain called. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Kain,’ she croaked, ignoring Daezen’s advice. She spun to look him in the eye, her deep olive complexion reddening.

      ‘Daezen?’ she exclaimed. ‘What are you doing here? I—’ She choked on a cloud of acrid opine smoke that floated up from The Pipes.

      The familiar taste of chemical regret stung Daezen’s mouth as he manoeuvred the bike up and over the Red Ruins, docking at the side farthest from Kain. Then he turned his attention back to Jantsia Brittle, his younger brother’s best friend.

      Bright eyes, expensive facsfur coat, silver-tipped snowboots, and curls sticking out at all angles with a force and vigour that smacked of excellent health and nutrition. Great, so he’d sacrificed his packsack to save a pampered little princess. He fixed his jaw, dark rage threatening to crack his mask of indifference.

      He wouldn’t let his emotions reach his face. The one thing that kept him and his family alive was his ruthless discipline. One moment of weakness, and the shadowbirds would swarm to pick the flesh from his bones before he’d taken his last breath. This girl might be Kain’s friend, but she had powerful people on her side. People who could take away everything he’d worked for on a whim.

      Daezen dismounted, and Jantsia’s hands trembled as he took hold of them to help her down, too. He treated her to a half-smile. ‘Don’t worry, princess. I didn’t save you just to mug you.’

      She chewed on her lip, still avoiding his gaze, then pulled her hands from his and tried to scramble off the bike. One of her legs caught on the seat and she fell headfirst towards the floor. He lunged, catching her and placed her down gently. She flinched at his touch.

      ‘Oh, thank Fladden, you’re okay,’ Kain gushed, hurrying over to embrace Jantsia. Her whole demeanour changed as he wrapped his arms around her; her face softened and her shoulders relaxed.

      Daezen moved closer to the crumbling edge of the roof. From here, he had a shadowbirds’-eye view of The Pipes, the black market he’d scoured all day in search of expensive herbal meds.

      The streets below were the market’s arteries, haphazardly crossing one another and illuminated by flickering neon signs. Large, navy-and-camouflage-coloured canopies sheltered the market stalls where nomadic merchants sold their wares. From psychoactives, like flash and opine, to necklaces adorned with weld-wolf fangs – anything and everything could be found in The Pipes. For a price, that is. A price that he couldn’t pay.

      Daezen spun on his feet, ready to demand answers from the troublesome duo, when the glint of shiny metal spurs caught his eye. At the sight of the white hoverbike painted in colourful graffiti, a sickening certainty settled in his gut. Well, ock him sideways, Kain had officially surpassed Daezen’s expectations of his stupidity. Without a doubt, this was the most idiotic decision his little brother had ever made – and that was saying something.

      Daezen paced, cold white anger shooting through his veins. He’d been too preoccupied with the lost tokens to rationalise anything. Kain didn’t own a hoverbike, so it made absolutely no sense that he’d be riding one. Unless he’d stolen it.

      And who in their right mind would steal the hoverbike of a wanted assassin? Kain must have pinched his key to the shared neighbourhood lockup where Topper occasionally stashed his bike. His little twack of a brother had risked his life to impress a girl – and almost ended up killing her.

      Daezen’s breaths came hot, fast, and laced with venom. He wanted to kick the icy gravel beneath his feet. To pick up a stray tile and hurl it into the air. But the way he felt didn’t matter. He had to stay firmly in control. That was how he helped his family.

      That was how he stayed alive.

      Daezen was the only one around capable of looking out for Ma and Kain. So he didn’t have the luxury of making sticky, teenage mistakes like these two.

      He let out a deep breath, focusing on the situation at hand. Evaluating the players on the board. He toyed with the idea of heading back to The Pipes to pickpocket a few shoppers, but a handful of tokens here and there would hardly touch the edges of his family’s need, let alone pay off the debt they owed to the Health Centre. Besides, he wouldn’t steal from his own. That was a line he’d never cross.

      Kain’s voice pulled him back to the present. He was apologising to Jantsia with all the elegance of a mudmole. ‘I’m so sorry, boss. I just wanted to show you the tops of the Ice Cap mountains. I don’t know why the bike did that, I’d already done a test run and it was fine. I never would’ve done it if I’d thought something might happen to you. I … I… I don’t know what to say.’

      Tired of listening to Kain ramble on, Daezen cut in, ‘How about “Thanks, brother” – that sounds about right to me.’

      He felt in his pockets. No tokens there, either. May Fladden strike them down, these kids were going to be the death of him. No meds for Ma. No tokens for food. No credits to pay off this cycle’s instalment of their debt.

      The wind picked up, howling and shaking mosaic tiles loose from the dilapidated rooftop.

      ‘I’m okay, really,’ Jantsia said, extricating herself from Kain’s grip. She took a few steps, then addressed Daezen without looking him in the eye, ‘Thank you for saving me.’

      Kain’s eyes grew round, bottom lip quivering. Seeing him like this made it hard to believe he was seventeen years old. Only a year and a bit younger than Daezen. What he’d give to be Kain’s age again. The age where his biggest worries were exams and which girl to ask to the Savin family’s end-of-year party.

      Daezen winked at Jantsia. ‘I would say anytime, but I hope my brother doesn’t make a habit of risking your life,’

      ‘Look,’ Kain said, ‘Jantsia has nothing to do with this, I didn’t tell her that it was Topper’s bike or⁠—’

      ‘I can’t imagine you did,’ Daezen interrupted. ‘I doubt Jantsia would be stupid enough to take Topper Luxo’s newest toy for a ride. After all, he’s the most-wanted mercenary in the whole country.’

      Jantsia gasped.

      ‘Oh, come on,’ Kain groaned, ‘I know Topper’s big time now, but he’s still your mut, your friend. It’s not like he’d’ve cared.’

      Once upon time, Topper Luxo had been one of Daezen’s best friends. They’d gone to the same academy and gotten into all sorts of trouble together. But when Daezen was forced to leave before graduation, they’d grown apart. At some point along the road, Topper had decided violence was the best way to gain status as an Azure, and the chasm between them became an abyss.

      A shadowbird flew over their heads, diving down to perch on a lamppost illuminating the glazed eyes of the opine addicts sprawled on the dirty floor. Daezen’s jaw ticked. They shouldn’t spend too much time out here in the open. Any clear association between them and Topper could peak the Inspectors’ interests.

      ‘I’m flattered you think I can control what Topper Luxo does. But the next time you get the bright idea to steal from someone like him, why don’t you try using your brain?’

      ‘Borrow…’ Kain mumbled.

      Daezen kept his voice low, allowing a slither of anger to wind through his words. ‘What the ock did you just say to me? Do you understand what we’ve lost because of your recklessness? Did it even cross your mind that there might be more important things going on than your stupid teenage crush?’

      ‘I said I … I’m sorry, Daeze. You’re right, I’ll try to do better next time. I promise.’ Kain puffed up his chest. Earnest to a fault, his brother. The world needed people like Kain. Young men who dared to dream. He didn’t want the spark of mischief to leave his eyes, but would it kill the kid to think before acting, once in a while?

      Daezen needed to make him understand the consequences of his actions. He couldn’t bear this weight alone. ‘That packsack contained Ma’s meds and our allowance of tokens for the rest of the quart-cycle. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t make you leave the academy so you can start earning your way for a change.’

      ‘That’s not fair,’ Jantsia murmured, her head in her hands.

      Daezen’s rage coiled like a serpent. ‘What was that, princess? Not fair? What would you know about fair, huh? Kain isn’t like you. And if he has to miss a few quart-cycles of academy to get that straight in his thick skull, then that’s what’s going to happen.’

      Jantsia’s fingers shook and her legs trembled. Was she hurt? Cold? Or simply afraid of what he might do?

      ‘Leave him alone,’ she growled. Her eyes shot up, piercing straight through him with a defiance he hadn’t thought her capable of. ‘And listen to what I’m saying. It’s not fair because it wasn’t Kain’s fault. I accept full responsibility for what happened. I’ll do whatever I can to make it up to you.’

      His anger ebbed away, replaced by pleasant surprise. Daezen laughed, a genuine, full belly laugh. Jantsia hadn’t been shaking from cold or from fear, it had been anger. This was the first time he’d seen her like this – and he liked it.

      In his mind, he’d filed her away as Kain’s strange, quiet friend who’d attached herself to their family during their grieving period. A sort of morbid little mountmouse.

      He beamed. It was rare for people to surprise him. ‘And how exactly are you going to make it up to me, princess?’

      Jantsia narrowed her eyes. She looked like a different person with her chin pointed upwards and feet planted firmly on the ground. ‘I’m open to suggestions. Reasonable ones. Just leave Kain out of this.’

      By the ice, he hadn’t expected this. She must have picked up a thing or two from her patron. Very few Azures emanated as much status and power as Jantsia in this moment. He took in her easy, powerful stance. As if she thought the world and everyone in it owed her something.

      An idea sparked in his mind. There was something she could help him with. Something that had the potential to solve all their problems.

      Kain scrunched his nose, eyes darting between him and Jantsia as if he had no idea what was going on. His little brother had a lot to learn.

      ‘Kain,’ Daezen called. ‘Did you turn off the engine on Topper’s bike and slam the safety on? We don’t want anyone sneaking it from under our noses, do we?’

      Kain’s eyes widened before he dashed to the other side of the roof towards Topper’s bike.

      Daezen sauntered closer to Jantsia, imitating her posture. ‘I need you to get me into Meridian. There’s something I want to discuss with your father, and I’ve been having trouble getting hold of him. It has nothing to do with today, I promise.’

      ‘They won’t let you in,’ she said, ‘why don’t I give you Baba’s shortcode and you can arrange to meet somewhere else?’

      He took a single step closer, dropping his voice to a whisper. ‘This is how you help us, Jantsia. If you care about Kain at all, you’ll do it.’

      Jantsia faltered, dropping her gaze and tugging at her coat. ‘Okay.’

      He had to admit, it was a little disappointing to watch the fiery young woman morph back into an unassuming little mountmouse.

      Never mind, he’d get what he wanted and that was all that mattered.

      ‘What was that?’ Kain stormed between them. ‘What did you just say to her?’

      ‘It’s fine,’ Jantsia smiled sweetly. ‘He’s got some business with Baba, that’s all. Guess you’ll finally see it for yourself, now.’

      ‘See what?’ Kain asked, still frowning.

      ‘What it’s like inside Meridian, of course.’

      ‘You’re going to sneak us in?’ Kain asked, rocking on the balls of his feet. ‘No way. You’re actually going to sneak us in?’

      She shook her head, curls flying loose in the wind. ‘Nothing as exciting as that. It sounds like there’s been a bit of miscommunication about Daezen’s application to join the waitlist for the Ice Warriors. I can get us past the guard and then Baba can smooth things over from there.’

      Wow. This girl had the unassuming act down to a T. Daezen couldn’t believe he’d never seen through it before. As impressed as he was, it was unnerving to watch his brother’s closest friend spin silver lies out of thin air. He made a mental note to warn Kain to be careful around her later.

      ‘Right,’ Daezen said, ‘Let’s go, then.’

      ‘What about Topper’s bike? We can’t just leave it here,’ Kain said.

      ‘Nobody in The Pipes is stupid enough to touch Topper’s bike, except my own brother, apparently,’ Daezen shot back, mounting his hoverbike.

      Kain and Jantsia followed his lead, squishing onto the bike in awkward silence. He handled the machine steadily in spite of the extra weight, pushing it up into the air and towards Meridian.

      At the edge of his vision, he thought he spied the black raven-feathered wing of a shadowbird, but when he turned to get a better look, there was nothing there.
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      With steady hands, Daezen steered the bike towards Meridian, approaching at ground level and landing near the entrance checkpoint. His bottom lip curled down in disdain at the shimmering forcefield encasing the decadent neighbourhood.

      So perfect.

      So sheltered.

      The wealthiest Obsidians lived in this bubble of safety and opulence, while Azures like him licked the dirt off their shoes and were expected to be thankful for it.

      A hulking Sepia security guard decked out in a brass-buttoned brown uniform walked out of the checkpoint hut, mouth tightening as he appraised them. ‘Permission ID?’

      Jantsia wriggled, unsuccessfully trying to get off the bike. Kain hopped off to help her to the ground. Ever the gentleman, his brother.

      Daezen kept his face neutral, eyes firmly on the Sepia. Sep-sec were infamous for their love of violence and destruction, making them excellent security guards. Most lighter colours wouldn’t dare approach this man. His dark brown eyes could open a sinkhole beneath them in a flash of amber.

      Daezen rolled his neck. Well, he wasn’t most people.

      The guard scanned the code on Jantsia’s Tile and ran a retina scan on her eyes. The positive beep set Daezen’s pulse racing. So far, so good. The engine of the hoverbike hummed beneath him. This was going to work. He’d get inside Meridian and finally have a chance to confront Benyamin Brittle face-to-face.

      His finger hovered above the accelerator switch.

      ‘Not so fast, Azure.’ The Sepia placed his bulk between them and the entrance gate, a large archway of black metal that glowed eerily in the fading light. ‘Permission is for this Azure girl only. No vehicle and no guests.’

      Daezen’s hands itched to press down on the switch, ram the Sepia aside, and speed through the gate. He was so close. So close to getting answers. He couldn’t let this hulk of a man get in his way.

      The Sepia guard’s eyes flashed amber in warning. ‘I don’t want any funny business, Azure.’ The ground trembled.

      Kain grabbed Daezen’s jacket, pulling him off the bike.

      He struggled, shoving his brother away. ‘Get your hands off me.’

      Kain murmured, ‘Leave it to Jantsia, mut. She knows how things work around here.’

      Daezen shook his head, temper cooling rapidly. He’d lost focus. It was rare for Kain to be the voice of reason in any situation. He had to put a lid on his emotions and calm the ock down.

      As if to prove Kain’s point, Jantsia crept closer to the guard, hands raised and head bowed. ‘No funny business whatsoever, Mister Sepia. My patron has requested that I be accompanied by an escort during the night. However, if it is of great bother to you, I can make the journey alone. Just promise that if something happens to me, walking alone at night through Obsidian streets, you will tell her that I tried to bring an escort.’

      The Sepia’s small mahogany eyes flicked back and forth. ‘And your patron is?’

      Daezen grinned. She’d surprised him, again. Who would’ve thought the little Azure princess would come up with such a good idea?

      ‘My patron is … the Musika, Zuleikha Riviera Rostamani.’ Jantsia bowed her head even lower in respect.

      The guard’s reaction was priceless. His narrow, beady eyes opened as wide as they could, and his mouth sucked in like a butthole.

      Yeah, that was more or less the reaction Daezen had expected. Not many people would risk the wrath of Zuleikha Riviera Rostamani. As the offspring of an alliance between two of the Great Elite houses of Parsia and Laminos, she was only several degrees removed from the Empire’s rulers. To top things off, she was a Musika, the title given to world-famous oculary musicians – it didn’t get fancier than that. She even had the Brittle family indentured as her live-in servants, a privilege afforded only to the Great Elites.

      ‘Leave the bike here. You’ll both be back in an hour, or I’ll set the Inspectors on you,’ the guard mumbled.

      Jantsia’s trick had worked. The guard was letting them in. And for the first time since Pa died, hope flickered in the shadows of Daezen’s mind. He ran through the odds, the potential outcomes, the pinch points. It was still a long shot, but it was something. A chance to change his family’s situation. A chance to sleep through the night without waking up drenched in sweat.

      He submitted to the mandatory, thorough ID check, intimate body search, and retina scan. As invasive as the process was, he was used to it. Security guards regularly searched young Azure men for no other reason than the colour of their eyes.

      The air shifted as they walked through the forcefield barrier, setting foot on an immaculately clean and symmetrical street. The wind stopped, replaced by a warm stillness. Daezen licked his finger and placed it high in the air. Not even the ghost of a breeze.

      From the outside, Meridian seemed perfect, beautiful even. But on the inside, the bright colours glared artificially, the air tasted sickly sweet, and danger pervaded the atmosphere. One step wrong and the Inspectors would come down on them hard. Not to mention that if they so much as looked at an Obsidian the wrong way their ears could be bleeding for weeks. Sound-benders could cripple a member of any other oculary order with a well-aimed screech-note – and they regularly did.

      He frowned, unease prickling through him as Jantsia led them around circular neighbourhoods until they reached the innermost streets. This place was strange. He felt small. Unsafe. Glass houses became never-ending cubic mansions, and white float-lights hovered in the air, grotesquely elongating their shadows.

      A rush of blood pounded at his temples as he slowly followed the trail of blue bricks, even though his feet barely fit inside the lines. Next to it, was an equally narrow line of green, then a healthy few feet of mahogany paving that blended into a sea of smooth black stone. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was trespassing. This place wasn’t meant for Azures like them.

      Passing Obsidians shot them scathing stares, making no effort to hide their disapproval. Some whispered insults, others didn’t bother whispering.

      ‘Drowned little rat.’

      ‘Watery scum.’

      ‘Tasteless servant girl.’

      ‘Sewer children.’

      Kain scowled at the Obsidians once their backs were turned, but all Daezen felt was a growing wave of guilt at how he’d manipulated Jantsia. How he’d been so quick to judge. He’d always thought her privileged, but she wasn’t an honorary Obsidian at all. She was a prisoner, trapped in an artificial bubble and surrounded by apex predators. Weren’t they all prisoners in the end? All Azures were trapped in this system one way or another.

      ‘This is it,’ Jantsia said, indicating a mind-bending construction of white and glass cubes, just about visible from behind the marble gate.

      He couldn’t help comparing the monster of a house in front of him with the tiny, damp apartment he shared with Kain and Ma. He gritted his teeth, his resolve strengthening.

      The doors slid open and a domineering Azure man walked out to meet them. Daezen rolled back his shoulders, standing straight.

      The elusive Benyamin Brittle.

      The leader of the Azure performance troupe known as the Ice Warriors, a personal slave to Zuleikha – and Jantsia’s father.

      ‘What happened? The guard sent a message to say that you were coming back with two Azure men in tow.’ Benyamin eyed Kain and Daezen. ‘I was … worried.

      Once upon a time, Daezen had believed this man worried about his and Kain’s welfare, too. Pa had sworn to him that Benyamin would support them in the event of his death.

      That’d been a short-lived hope.

      Benyamin hadn’t even bothered attending Pa’s funeral, let alone checking in to see how they were doing. Whatever promises Benyamin had made to Flint Trovit, they’d died along with his father.

      Daezen took a step forward, bowing respectfully then raising a hand. The overpowering scent of roses invaded his nostrils. ‘I am Daezen Trovit, sir. The head of the Trovit family. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Pa spoke highly of the great Benyamin Brittle.’

      ‘It is good to meet you, young Trovit,’ Benyamin said, raising a hand in reply. ‘Condolences for the loss of your father. He was a good man.’

      His bright blue eyes glistened with sympathy. Was it genuine or was he as good at acting as his daughter? Unlike Jantsia, Benyamin was tall and lithe, his light skin tone and strawberry-blond hair clearly marking him as an Albiner. Her foreign heritage must come from her mother’s side. Daezen didn’t know anything about Jantsia’s mother. Kain had never spoken of her. He guessed that the woman had abandoned her family long ago.

      ‘May I speak with you privately, sir?’ Daezen asked, straightening his posture. He didn’t miss Jantsia’s barely perceptible nod towards her pa.

      ‘Yes, please come in. Jantsia, why don’t you show Kain where Luz likes to play? I think I saw him stalking a flutterby in the rose bushes.’

      Benyamin led Daezen through a pair of large glass doors, leaving Jantsia and Kain in the rose-infested garden.

      Trying not to gawk, Daezen followed Benyamin through a never-ending open-plan space of granite worktops, spotless cream sofas, and ambient light. They reached the kitchen. Sweat beaded on Daezen’s forehead. The high-end furnishings and spotless marble floor made him feel insignificant, dirty.

      Benyamin clicked his tongue. ‘Go on, then, tell me. What did those two get up to now? Are they in trouble?’ He shook his head. ‘Honestly, Jantsia is old enough to know better than this. We have Zuleikha’s reputation to uphold, after all.’

      ‘No, they’re fine. No trouble at all, if anything they spend too much time studying for their own good.’ He hoped Benyamin’s searching gaze wouldn’t see through the lie.

      ‘So, what did you want to speak to me about? I’m afraid I won’t be able to give you much information about Flint. We played water darts together every half-cycle, but we weren’t close,’ Benyamin said, establishing eye contact.

      ‘He spoke about you a lot. Said you had places reserved for me and Kain in your performance troupe.’

      Benyamin raised his eyebrows. ‘Really? There must have been crossed wires. I’m not currently recruiting and it’s not easy to get new members past the security check…’

      Daezen wasn’t under any illusions about getting into the Ice Warriors. He hadn’t graduated from the academy, let alone gone to performer’s school. Even if Benyamin put his name on a waiting list, he’d be right at the bottom.

      He closed his eyes. Benyamin hadn’t displayed the slightest of emotions. He needed to dig deeper. ‘Why weren’t you there? At the funeral. Pa insisted you’d look out for us when he passed. He said I could trust you.’ Daezen’s voice faltered as painful memories knocked on the closed door in his mind.

      ‘Trust me? Trust me with what?’ Benyamin’s cool stare gave nothing away.

      Daezen fixed his gaze on the shine of a glorious chatrang set, made entirely of silver, half the squares on the board purposely oxidised to give them a darker, rustier colour. Displayed on a shelf next to heavy leath-bounded blocks of … were those books? Bound books of parchment? He’d only seen a few books before in the restricted areas of The Pipes.

      After the roll-out of Tile-tech, the Empire had decreed printing a waste of resources, choosing to upload everything online. Daezen had his suspicions that the real reason they wanted knowledge behind a digital gate, was to limit access to knowledge among lighter colours.

      Benyamin caught
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