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            Prologue
Lark

         
         Lying with my mother in the bottom of a boat.

         
         A half dream, half memory comes.

         
         I am a tiny girl again, in my parents’ bed. The four of us are curled in a heap: my brother, Piper, a year older, his long
            legs and boyish feet digging into me; my pa, his big seaworker’s arm stretching over us both; and Ma, Curlew Crane. She gives
            me slow smile like a beam from her soul and Pa says my name.
         

         
         “Elsa.” I hear it in my core.

         
         I am warm and safe in my dream memory and I fight against waking, but the cold creeps in. I feel the motion of the waves,
            hear the low whir of the boat’s turbine. The battery hums underneath me, powering us south.
         

         
         I remember.

         
         We are on our way to Brightlinghelm, four of us, fleeing on the waves: Ma, Heron Mikane, Yan Zeru, whose true name is Kingfisher,
            and me. Piper is not here, nor Pa neither. Our family is split by war and death. Pa only lives in my dream world now. And
            Piper proved himself my enemy last night. It was on the tip of his tongue to tell the whole town I had songlight and denounce
            me as unhuman. I saw the look in his eyes as he stared at me and I can still feel the pain of it pulsing through my body.
         

         
         My arm is wrapped around Ma. Her face is ghostly in the moonlight and she smells of congealing blood. My hands are sticky
            with it. There’s a bullet lodged in her shoulder threatening her life. We left Northaven in a hail of gunfire and the sound
            of it is ringing in my ears.
         

         
         My consciousness sharpens as I sit up on my elbows. Kingfisher is lying next to Ma, resting, warming her with his body heat.
            The moon casts enough light on his face for me to see the shape of his jaw, his fine brows, his long hair falling over his
            cheek, his muscular shoulders. I am instantly vexed at myself. For even in a situation as desperate as this, I’m still distracted
            by this boy’s fine looks.
         

         
         I wrench myself upright and see a large figure, hunched at the tiller in a silhouette, the moon over the sea behind him. Heron Mikane is steering the boat. His face is in shadow but I know his expression—broken fortitude. The past follows Heron like a rising wave, ever threatening to overwhelm him. He twists and looks behind us at the moon trail on the water, as if Death herself is running toward us. 

         
         Curl is bone cold. Her chest is barely moving when she breathes.

         
         “Ma . . .”

         
         “Don’t wake her,” whispers Kingfisher in his low Aylish lilt. “She’s holding well. Sleep is what her body needs.”

         
         His hand brushes mine and in an instant, I feel like I’m back in the fire and turmoil that we fled from in Northaven. In my
            fear and anger then, a roar came out of me. I had sent my songlight far and high. Nightingale! I had cried.
         

         
         There was anguish in her beam as she saw what was being done to us.

         
         Lark! Her songlight had felt like it was burning through me, turning me into a thousand stars.
         

         
         LARK!

         
         Nightingale helped me, even though she’s locked in Sister Swan’s gilded cage.

         
         I will find her. And free her.

         
         The dawn will soon be here and our boat will be visible. The chase will close in on us. I lie once more next to Ma, trying
            to warm her with my body, trying to rest my racing mind.
         

         
         I breathe, while the sea moves us up and down, holding us between the earth and moon.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part 1
Petra’s diary

            Celestis

         
         
            Day Four

            Four days have dragged by since our voyage on Celestis began. Ten days since I last saw Fenan. I’m writing his name all over this page, as if I’m scoring it upon my heart. Fenan
               Lee. Fenan Lee. Fenan. Why should I bother writing anything else?
            

            
            I feel a heaviness, despite being up so high. This airship drifts more slowly than the clouds, nothing but ocean underneath.
               The airship Angelus flies ahead of us. It’s an impressive sight but I stare at it unmoved. Angelus will veer north first, up the west coast of the great continent. Shortly afterward we will follow, taking the east coast.
               Solarus, flying behind us, will continue on across another ocean, the longest journey of all. We will soon lose contact with Sealand,
               our home. In the days of antiquity before the Great Extinction, there was a network of satellites all around the globe and
               communication was as easy as my truevoice. On our journey, we’ll be quite alone.
            

            
            Things are still tense, even with my mild-mannered father. He is patient with me but something in him has withdrawn. I can
               feel his disappointment and it’s worse than Mother’s anger. There’s an iron frost all over her. I caught her looking at me
               and it was like she was looking at a stranger.
            

            
         
         
            Day Five

            How will I stand it, stuck in this cabin with my parents? Five months until we return home.

            
            The only possibility of privacy is this little book. Fenan pushed it into my hand at our last meeting and said words I won’t
               forget, beautiful mouth-words with his gentle voice.
            

            
            “I can’t change the way things are. Our lives will be on separate paths,” he said. “But write your thoughts, Petra. That way, I can read them, even if we’re far apart. Think freely.” 

            
            “I will,” I said. And I kissed him, lovingly, wholeheartedly.

            
            Mother caught us. She sacked Fenan as my language teacher and in her screeching truevoice, she called the Division Enforcers—how
               I HATE HER; she didn’t need to do that. I was screaming at her, pleading, but she wouldn’t listen. She told me to SHUT UP,
               I was giving her a HEAD PAIN. Now she and Father have forced me to come on this STUPID VOYAGE.
            

            
            MY HEART WILL BREAK. I want to be with FENAN, back in Sealand City.

            
            I LOVE HIM.

            
            WHAT HAVE THEY DONE TO HIM? HOW WILL HE BE PUNISHED?

            
         
         
            Day Six

            I’m avoiding the rest of the crew. I talk to them at mealtimes but spend most of my time in the cabin. When my parents come
               in, I hide this diary under my mattress. At night, Father fills the silence, talking about his work with the cartography team.
               He’s kind to me but everything he says is unbelievably boring. I stare out the window at the clouds below.
            

            
            I hardly see Mother, THANK GOODNESS. She’s mostly on the viewing deck, looking at pictures of extinct ocean animals, drawing
               boring diagrams, making boring plans. Tonight she came back looking all self-satisfied.
            

            
            “This is the first global assessment that we eximians have made in generations,” she said, mistaking me for someone who cares.

            
            I have earplugs at night because my parents snore.

            
         
         
            Day Seven

            I have picked up my language work again but nothing pleases Mother. She has had another rant at me, telling me I am letting the family down with my morose behavior. I must be prompt and smiling at evening communion. I was late yesterday and almost ran into Air Admiral Xalvas, our commander, as he was entering to begin the thought-share. He said, “Good evening, Petra,” but I could sense his affront. If I’m late again, Mother will slow-roast me. She said Xalvas is a man of first merit from one of Sealand’s sovereign families. She went on and on and after a while, all I could hear was blah blah blah. 

            
            I concentrate on the ancient sapien languages that Fenan was teaching me. When Mother sees I’m working, she leaves me alone.

            
            I’m not the only offspring on this voyage. Xalvas has brought his son, three years older than me. He’s training him for leadership.
               Charlus. I instantly don’t like him. He’s too tall and looks a bit like a mantis. I’m the next oldest at seventeen—but not
               old enough to be treated like crew, as Charlus is. Perhaps that’s why I feel I don’t belong. Mother says I’ll get treated
               like a child if I act like a child and I want to tell her to GO AND JUMP.
            

            
         
         
            Day Eight

            Dear Fenan,

            
            I want to pull your lips to mine and press my body close to yours. It felt as if both our spheres of being were pulled into
               that kiss and all our differences dissolved. What does it matter that you are not eximian? Fenan Lee, I want to kiss you and
               hold you, listening to your sapien heart. Because how different are we, really?
            

            
         
         
            Day Nine

            This afternoon, I walked the whole length of Celestis, staring down at the blue, up at the blue, feeling so small in this cruel blue world. Sky and ocean. They have brought me
               on this trip to punish me. Or save me.
            

            
         
         
            Day Ten

            In communion this evening, I spoke for the first time. Xalvas asked me to describe the ancient sapien audio I’ve been studying, voices coming down the veins of history—our ancestors. I am practicing their grammar and pronunciation, mouth-words, as Fenan taught me, in one of the old global languages. I told the crew that although millennia had passed since those tongues were spoken, some of the word roots and structures might endure. If we do find sapien civilizations of any kind, it will give us a starting point for communication. Air Admiral Xalvas remarked how interesting that was. 

            
            Beautiful view of the stars tonight. The Southern Cross is the brightest constellation. Celestis is a tiny ship, crossing a small planet, on an outer spiral of a commonplace galaxy. We are insubstantial small fry and our
               existence is a second in time.
            

            
         
         
            Day Eleven

            We started passing over atolls and islands midafternoon. It was such a relief to see land down below. The airship Angelus has left us and turned north to explore the western coast. We will not see her again for many months. I watched until she
               disappeared and Garena came to join me. She’s our archivist, only four years older than me, and I feel kindness emanating
               from her. I helped her to capture images of an ancient sapien town—a tumble of ruins, poking through the snow. No one has
               lived there since before the Great Extinction. Celestis has slowed to a snail’s pace now, while Father’s cartography team maps the coast.
            

            
         
         
            Later

            I wonder if Garena might be the kind of person I could talk to about Fenan? I asked her if she’s ever been up to the sapien
               quarters and she said no. She would need written permission from Commodore Bradus, our Division Enforcer. The sapiens do everything
               for us. But no one seems to think it’s weird how separate we are.
            

            
         
         
            Day Thirteen

            Father lost his patience. He told me how lucky I am to be on this mission. He said, “We’re here making a new future.” He says
               everyone is sick of my low spirits and I’m letting him and Mother down. He made me cry.
            

            
            He said Garena needs an assistant in the archive and I am to work with her from now on. I arrived at Garena’s desk, hardly able to communicate. But she was kind and after a couple of hours she was making me laugh. I wonder if she knows why I am here? Does Air Admiral Xalvas know? 

            
            Thinking back to that awful day when they discovered me with Fenan. My mother’s truevoice was full of shock and pain.

            
            “How could you think we’d let him be a match for you?” she had cried.

            
            “Don’t you understand?” cried Father. “We’d have to cut you off; we’d never see you again.”

            
         
         
            Day Sixteen

            Huge excitement today. We saw our first wild sapiens, down below. There was talk of sending a landing party, but Xalvas urged
               us northward. “This voyage is for reconnaissance,” he said. “The next will be about contact.”
            

            
            Charlus asked if I wanted to see the scouting crafts. He took me down to the hangar and showed me how one worked. He acted
               like he could fly it, but I know that he’s still training. He’s only flown the simulator.
            

            
         
         
            Day Twenty

            Garena has seven brothers and three sisters. Her parents used sapien surrogates, like mine did. It’s nice that our bodies
               will never be stretched and ruined by childbirth. We talked about how messy and awful it must have been. It’s made me think
               about the sapien who carried me. That woman looked after me until I was three because my parents were away doing an off-planet
               tour of duty on our Martian colony, Terra Nova.
            

            
            There’s a hole in my memory about my surrogate. I suppose I must have called her mama and I remember the feeling of her tight
               hugs but I never knew her name. What did she think about me, growing in her womb? Did I hurt her? I wish I could remember
               more about her and I ache with trying.
            

            
         
         
            Day Twenty-One

            We’re over a vast river basin. Garena showed me the signs of ancient habitation under the water. She said that thousands of
               years ago, there was a population of fifteen million down there. Fifteen million, loud with the filth and music of sapien
               life. Now it’s silent but for lapping water. An underwater city, home to little fishes. I look in the archive for some record
               of its name. I find an audio recording where an ancient sapien woman calls it Benos Arees.
            

            
            The biology team is ecstatic because they saw a flock of rare migratory birds. I haven’t seen Mother’s face look so bright
               since we left Sealand City.
            

            
         
         
            Day Twenty-Five

            Garena told me how, in a suicidal frenzy of destruction, the sapiens here cut their rainforest down. Why did they destroy
               the Earth when they had science and culture and knowledge? What madness gripped them? It’s the greatest mystery of ancient
               times.
            

            
            Learning of the Great Extinction has made me feel so sad. Perhaps we eximians have this sadness in our souls.

            
            I could never be with Fenan. In my heart, I know this.

            
         
         
            Day Twenty-Seven

            We ate at the Air Admiral’s table last night. An honor. Xalvas’s family are survivors from our red planet colony, Terra Nova.
               Charlus spent his childhood far from Earth. That might account for his sallow look. The Terra Novans all have it, even though
               their genetic heritage is the finest and most advanced. They were reminiscing about the days when the space transports came
               and went from Sealand City all the time. All young Sealanders had to do a tour of duty on Terra Nova. Xalvas and his wife
               liked it there and stayed. How terrible it must have been when the gravity field began to fail. Charlus and his father left
               before the solar storm but his mother died there. We shared communal grief, remembering the lost.
            

            
         
         
            Day Thirty

            So much to do. Mother is off-ship again today. Her scouting craft is at ground level, taking samples of soil and flora, testing
               toxin levels. Charlus has been put in charge of replenishing our water and he went down with her to test a freshwater spring.
            

            
            Yesterday we saw nomadic sapiens again; herders, a group of families on horseback, their livestock chewing at the patchy grass.
               They were staring up at us with children on their backs. I sent out my truevoice and the strange thing is, I could have sworn
               I felt a greeting in return, a curious question coming from one of the tiny figures down below. Garena laughed and told me
               I was fantasizing. Our ability to communicate has been honed with genetic intervention and generations of careful breeding.
               It’s a romantic notion to imagine the same refinement in the sapiens below.
            

            
            This evening, we passed a viable town, built from the ruins of an ancient city, but once again, Xalvas insisted that we pass
               on. First contact is not our role. Mother has brought plant cuttings up and she is testing them for pathogens and radiation.
               All I see of her now is the bright white suit, the visor over her face. Father works on his maps and snores.
            

            
         
         
            Day Thirty-Two

            Charlus was telling me that he came back on one of the last ships from Terra Nova, when he was eight years old. Twelve years now since we lost all contact with the red planet. His mother’s remains lie in the ruins of the colony. I didn’t know what to say to him. We sat silent for a while and then he started talking about how different this airship is to space travel. He says it’s impossible to imagine being without gravity, until you have experienced it. After the long journey home from Terra Nova, he’d lost so much muscle mass that he could hardly walk. His body had to learn how to do it all over again. But on the ship, he would air-dance. I asked him how it was done. He says it was the best feeling and nothing on Earth could come close. He liked everything about Terra Nova and he misses it terribly. He says that people who were born there have a special bond. 

            
         
         
            Later

            SO HAPPY! Garena has asked if I want to share her quarters! I moved my things in with her just now. Her bunk room is TINY
               but I love it already and it means I have privacy at last!! She is so much fun. And she KNOWS about life. She told me she
               was matched with a geologist called Marcus but she broke it off and applied for a different airship. She said some men’s behavior
               left a lot to be desired. “Was he unfaithful to you?” I asked. She just laughed, as if the answer was “of course he was.”
               I’m going to the ship’s store to buy her chocolates.
            

            
            At night, new constellations are appearing in the north.

            
         
         
            Day Thirty-Four

            Tonight at dinner, Xalvas asked me if I’d like to train with Charlus to be in one of the scouting craft crews. I said yes
               immediately and I could see that both my parents were glad. I felt a sense of relief at the thought that finally, they might
               be proud of me.
            

            
            Charlus came up to me after supper. He was full of himself because he’d passed his scouting craft proficiency and he said
               that one day soon he’d take me for a ride.
            

            
            I hope my parents don’t want us as a match.

            
         
         
            Day Thirty-Five

            There are lots of sapiens in the scouting craft hangar and none of them will really meet my eye. They say “yes, miss,” or
               “I don’t have that information,” no matter how open and friendly I am—and I know I have good mouth-word skills. I have accepted
               that they don’t want to talk to me.
            

            
            I crashed in one of my flight simulations because I was thinking of Fenan. Charlus could’ve been nice about it, but he laughed
               at me.
            

            
         
         
            Day Thirty-Eight

            A narrow escape. Mother’s scouting craft was attacked!!! Sapiens came out of the forest armed with poisoned crossbows. Torens,
               her assistant, has been injured. The poison is strong and he’s very sick. I am to take my part in his vigil of care tonight.
               Mother is all right—but shaken. When Torens fell, she took charge of the blaster and had to eliminate the sapiens. I think
               it has upset her. Father reminded her that the sapiens will die out anyway. “We will inevitably supersede them,” I heard him
               whisper as he held her. “My darling, this is our Terra Nova now.”
            

            
         
         
            Day Thirty-Nine

            Torens died. In a solemn ceremony, Xalvas addressed us all. After his eulogy to Torens, he said, “We eximians faced great
               peril and hardship in building our colony on Mars. We might have thought that peopling the Earth would be easy by comparison.
               Not so. This shows us all how hard it’s going to be. We mustn’t forget how strong the sapien is. In some places, we may make
               the sapien our ally, but where he is our enemy, we must be prepared to do what it takes.” He praised my mother’s courage and
               presence of mind in repelling the sapien attack.
            

            
            I told her how brave I thought she was. I think she is forgiving me.

            
            “We’re doing this for you,” she said. “We’re risking ourselves to forge a new dominion, for you, for the young. Everything
               you see below you . . . one day that will be eximian land.”
            

            
            Her words have inspired me. I want to do my part for this great mission. I am proud to work hard for Celestis, for the future of all eximians.
            

            
         
         
            Day Forty-Four

            Too busy to write. We’re way north of the equator now, floating above a crystal sea. My training continues: using the tech,
               weapons practice, first aid. My mother is an amazing scientist. It’s no wonder that Xalvas relies on her more and more. We
               sit at the top table most evenings now.
            

            
         
         
            Day Forty-Seven

            The land below us is woefully bleak. No wild sapiens, hardly any large fauna. Wasteland and desert for hundreds of miles—the
               remains of one dead city after another. The ancient wars have left this place devoid of all but the most basic life. The ship
               has risen to avoid the radiation and we are high enough now to see the curve of the planet. We pass over the endless badlands,
               toxic and exposed. We’re running low on fresh water but for five days no landing parties have been granted permission to leave.
               Xalvas has insisted we accelerate. He doesn’t want us up here in the freezing stratosphere for long, so my father is working
               around the clock, mapping the badlands.
            

            
            Busy all day—tired out at night. Far to our north, there are mountain peaks with snow. We hope this might mark the end of
               the badlands. Celestis begins to descend.
            

            
         
         
            Day Forty-Nine

            I was learning combat and my partner was Charlus. I got him on his back but he grabbed my ankle and pulled me down on top
               of him. Strictly speaking, it was cheating. He said sapiens won’t fight with rules and I have to be prepared. I could feel
               his hip bones as I got off him.
            

            
            Garena says he likes me. I should be happy about that. He is from a sovereign family. But all I could think of, when he was
               on top of me, was how inferior he was to Fenan.
            

            
         
         
            Day Fifty

            I was watching the sun go down when I heard it. A voice.

            
            Ark . . .

            
            It came again, as if beaming from a satellite of old. Ark . . .

            
            It was cried with such feeling, coming from the farthest reaches of the north. An eximian. Garena came in. She strained to
               hear the voice but she couldn’t pick it up.
            

            
            “You must be hearing things.”

            
            “Listen,” I cried. It came again. Ark . . .

            
            Garena could hear nothing. “Everyone knows how strong your truevoice is, Petra. Perhaps you can hear the Angelus, right across the continent.”
            

            
            She’s brushing me off. The cry lingered in my soul, full of pain and care. Ark . . .

            
            A girl. I listened, straining my psyche until I heard it again. When it came, I could feel the pull of love and desperation
               in her cry. I realized that she was calling a name.
            

            
            Lark.
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Lark

         
         In the cold light of dawn, I sit up, panicking—townspeople are calling me a dirty, unhuman, mind-twisting bitch. I wake and
            press my hands over my eyes.
         

         
         “Sweet dreams?” asks a gruff voice. Heron Mikane, still steering our boat, has his one piercing eye fixed on me. I let my
            nightmare blow away. A month ago, I didn’t know this man. Yesterday, he saved my life. He picked up my ma and carried her
            out of the fray. Today, I think I probably love him like my pa.
         

         
         “Let me steer the boat while you rest,” I tell him.

         
         “Not tired,” he says. “How’s Curlew Crane?”

         
         Ma must hear her name, for her eyes flicker open and she half smiles through her pain. “I’m fine,” she says.

         
         Heron looks relieved and I kiss Ma’s cheek. In the first fingers of light, I look over the edge of the boat. I’m expecting
            to see a line of distant coast and nothing else but open sea. To my surprise, we’re heading up an estuary.
         

         
         “Where are we?” I ask.

         
         “Heading to Borgas Market,” says Heron.

         
         “Why?” I ask. “Kingfisher has to get back to his people. Peace is hanging in the balance—we have to get to Brightlinghelm.”

         
         Heron addresses Ma, trying to keep the worry out of his voice. “I’ve seen enough gunshot wounds to know that bullet needs
            taking out—today. It needs stitching, proper, somewhere clean.”
         

         
         The moment Ma was injured suddenly fills my mind. She ran toward me—my brother was trying to hold her back—and she took the
            full force of the bullet that Emissary Wheeler meant for me. Piper and I met over her bleeding body—a chasm between us.
         

         
         Wheeler’s dead now. Heron sliced his throat. I sit and gulp the cold air, breathing down a wave of shock as my body remembers. When I look down at Ma again, I see that she’s gazing at Heron. Neither of them speaks but there’s a charge between them, as if they want to be alone with each other. It makes me feel embarrassed. 

         
         Heron is right, of course. Ma’s life comes before everything.

         
         “I reckon Borgas Market is the first place they’ll look for us,” I say.

         
         “You got a better suggestion?” he asks.

         
         “No.”

         
         The estuary is narrowing as we move upriver. “We should take down the sail,” I say. “It makes us too visible.”

         
         I stand and get on with the job as the boat dances on the incoming tide. The choppiness doesn’t bother me. Boats are my gravity.
            But as I haul the sail, I realize I’m impeded by the deep gash in the palm of my hand. I recall how it felt in the jail cell,
            the blade of Greening’s knife cutting into my skin as I knocked it from his grasp. My hand sears with the effort and the sail
            flaps out of my control. Two strong arms come round me, helping me to grasp it. For the briefest moment, I think Rye Tern
            is here. I remember, in a flash of pain, how he would come to me in songlight, when I was on my boat.
         

         
         But it is not Rye. It is Kingfisher, here in the flesh, and to my confusion, my body is reacting in a similar way. With longing.

         
         “Did you manage to sleep?” he asks.

         
         “An hour or two, maybe,” I say. “You?”

         
         “About the same.”

         
         I show him how to tie the sail and as I watch him I think of his grace as he fought in that jail cell, holding off two armed
            men with nothing but his skill.
         

         
         “Teach me to fight like you do,” I ask.

         
         He smiles at my impatience. “This morning?” he asks. “You fight very well, Lark. You saved my life.”

         
         “That was chance,” I tell him.

         
         “It was courage. The rest is just footwork. I can teach you that.”

         
         I fear that color is creeping into my cheeks and I turn away, thanking him, in songlight, for everything he’s done for Ma. Kingfisher doesn’t reply and I remember that it goes against the grain for an Aylishman to use his songlight when there are people present who don’t have the skill. It’s a courtesy I admire. 

         
         The boat’s battery finally dies and Kingfisher joins Heron on a bench, helping him to row. The two men put their backs into
            the work. Heron looks bleary with fatigue.
         

         
         “You should rest,” I tell him. “I can row.”

         
         “Can you now?” he asks skeptically, glancing at my injured palm. “Look after your ma.”

         
         I sit and draw Ma toward me, pulling Mrs. Sweeney’s blankets tightly around her. Once again, I see Mrs. Sweeney fall into
            the sea, her back full of bullets. I offer a prayer to Gala for her soul, knowing that those bullets were really meant for
            me.
         

         
         Ma resists my help as if it’s against nature for her to be weaker than her child. But at last she sinks into my lap and I
            breathe with her, listening to the low, hypnotic rhythm of the oars hitting the water.
         

         
         “Kizzy Dunne . . .” Curl’s voice has no power in it and I lean in. “Her family had the grocer’s store.” Each breath is an
            effort. “We’d stay with them every year when we came out of the Greensward. We’d set up shop in their courtyard.”
         

         
         “In Borgas Market?”

         
         “Kizzy was my friend.” Ma half smiles. “She was there when I met your pa . . .”

         
         “Do you think she might help us?”

         
         Ma grew up in the dense forest that covers much of Brightland. The whole center of our island is a mountainous canopy of green.
            Ma’s people—my grandparents—are Greensward nomads. Ma doesn’t often speak of them but I know how much she misses them.
         

         
         “If Kizzy’s still living,” says Ma, “she’ll help.”

         
         It starts to rain and in my heart I curse the sky. I try to cover her as best I can and for a while, we just endure it.

         
         “We can’t take the boat into the harbor,” says Heron, “in case Elsa’s right and they’re looking for us. We must hide it ashore
            and go into town on foot.”
         

         
         “Ma needs shelter, somewhere soon,” I say. “She’s not walking anywhere.”

         
         Kingfisher and Heron row with renewed effort. The tide is almost at its height, helping our course, drawing us inland. Once
            it turns, going will become impossibly hard. The estuary closes in, becoming the wide River Borgas. I perceive small farms
            and a scattering of black trees, blown by the sea gales into startling shapes.
         

         
         My eyes meet Kingfisher’s. In a heartbeat, I know what he’s remembering. When I thought that we were going to die, I kissed
            him. The cold air is vaporizing as he breathes and I look at his lips, thinking of how they felt on mine. Yesterday, I thought
            I’d part from him forever. Today, something is different between us and I don’t know how to name it. It’s like a hunger that
            takes the edge off the cold.
         

         
         We turn a bend in the river and through the gray gloom of the rain, we see the distant harbor lights of a large market town.
            The river is too wide for a bridge here and I see that it’s connected to the moors and mountains of the north by means of
            a horse ferry, a large floating platform that’s pulled back and forth across the water. I hope it slows the progress of anyone
            pursuing us from Northaven.
         

         
         Among the trees on the nearside bank, I see a decrepit wooden boathouse. There is no light coming from it. The jetty outside
            is rotting into the mud.
         

         
         “What about that place?” I suggest.

         
         We’re almost past it before Kingfisher and Heron can slow the boat. I leap out, the freezing water shocking me as it runs into my boots while I wade to the river’s edge. I approach the low building, using all six senses to feel if it is safe. I peer in through a window, where the dry carcasses of moths and flies are turning to dust in a massive spiderweb. This place is long abandoned. It’s ramshackle and falling down but it’s shelter from the rain, which is falling in sheets. I wipe it from my eyes as I beckon in the boat. I help Kingfisher pull it onto the bank and we hide it as best we can, under some low-hanging trees. 

         
         “Let’s take the sail,” I tell him, thinking we can lay Ma down on it.

         
         Heron lifts Curl out of the boat. “How are you?” he asks her.

         
         “Never better,” she replies. But she looks small and deep-down weary in his arms, not like my strong, vivid ma. There’s a
            lump in my throat the size of a stone.
         

         
         Kingfisher pushes in a half-rotting door and in the gloom, we see we’re in a place that nature has invaded. The floor slopes
            down to the river. Rain splashes and patters through holes in the roof, and at the bottom of the slope, the high tide swirls
            in around an old, rotting boat. Some kind of animal is disturbed as we enter—a beaver maybe?—and it startles us, rushing into
            the water. Moss and ivy make a forest of the walls. Only the highest corner of the place looks dry. There’s an old stove with
            a couple of chairs in front of it. Perhaps this place is still occasionally used by seaworkers or herders. We can’t build
            a fire as the smoke will give us away, so as Heron lays Ma down on the sail, I pile all the blankets onto her, tucking them
            around her freezing feet.
         

         
         Kingfisher is washing his hands in the river, scrubbing under his nails, preparing to help Ma. Maybe the salt in the tidal
            water will help him get clean enough.
         

         
         “What do you need?” Heron asks him.

         
         “Antiseptic, pain relief, more dressings, a sterile suture kit. The bullet needs removing and she needs stitching. The risk
            of infection is high.” He’s not making it sound good.
         

         
         Heron nods and turns toward the door, as if he’s going to stride into the town.

         
         “You can’t go,” I tell him, shocked at his stupidity. “You’re Heron Mikane. You’re on every mural from here to Brightlinghelm. What if they’ve heard about us on the radiobine?” 

         
         “Your ma needs stuff,” insists Heron.

         
         “I’ll go,” I tell him strongly. “No one will notice me. You’ll attract attention, and so will Kingfisher.”

         
         “Who’s Kingfisher?” questions Ma. I forget that she has only ever heard him called by his Aylish birth name, Yan Zeru.

         
         “It’s my true name,” Yan tells her. “My songlight name.”

         
         “A songlight name?” Ma lies back, taking this in. “Do you have one?” she asks me.

         
         “Lark,” I say. “I’m Lark.”

         
         She turns it over in her mind, then looks at me with a kind of pride. “Lark . . . Go to Kizzy Dunne.”

         
         “How will I find her?”

         
         Ma’s memories come slowly through her pain. “There’s a sign outside her store: a dancing hare.”

         
         “I’ll be back before you know it,” I assure her, and I turn away, trying to swallow the lump in my throat. Heron follows me
            to the door.
         

         
         “I see you’re our commander now,” he says wryly.

         
         “Yes,” I tell him. “And you need to rest.”

         
         “You’ll want this.” He stuffs a pocketful of money into my hand. “And this.” He reaches into his boot, giving me a switchblade
            knife. All Brightling soldiers have them hidden there. I stick it in my own boot, hoping that no one will look at me twice
            and that I never have to use the thing.
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Rye

         
         I’ve hugged the coast of Brightland for days, putting off the moment when I must heave out into the Southern Sea and make
            my crossing to Ayland. This stolen boat is not made for high seas. It’s nothing but a farmer’s boat with a tattered sail barely
            bigger than a tablecloth. I have no map, no talent for the water, and the likelihood of drowning looms large.
         

         
         I’ve been hiding by day and sailing by night, working my way west. The first time I got into a headwind I was so inept with
            the sail that it swung around and almost knocked me overboard. But I’ve begun to get the hang of it. Yesterday, I made good
            progress. But I’m living on raw fish and I’m forever shaking with the bone-numbing cold. I don’t think I would feel it so
            badly if I were strong, but my reserves are spent. The arrow wounds in my back and leg are not healing. There’s a soreness
            round them that is growing worse. In short, I need proper food, fresh water, medicine, and a coat. I must be prepared for
            that crossing.
         

         
         I curse myself for not learning to sail when I was in Northaven. I could have asked Elsa to teach me—but all I could ever
            concentrate on was her smile. And her eyes. And the beautiful curve of her waist and hips. I’d watch her leap from bow to
            stern, playing with the sea winds, making them work for her. I swear she could make her boat fly. I was transfixed by every
            inch of that girl and I realize now that I never much focused on what she actually did. There have been times when I have
            felt like giving up, with this lead band pressing painfully into my skull. And I have filled my mind with images of Elsa:
            Elsa in her boat, or on the beach, or glancing at me in the town, our secret glowing in her eyes. I feel the sensation of
            her in my arms, her lips on mine. I think of her songlight, like sun on water—dazzling. Elsa keeps me going.
         

         
         Elsa—and vengeance.

         
         Over the days my path has come clear. I’m going to make my way to Reem, Ayland’s capital, and tell them everything I know. I will enlist their help and at the head of an Aylish force, I’ll sail into Northaven and rescue Elsa. Then, together, we’ll lead an attack on Brightlinghelm. We’ll slaughter every Brethren-loving, Torch-hating bastard that we find and when they’re all dead, we’ll burn down the Chrysalid House. We’ll be heroes of the people and we’ll rule Brightland together from our palace on the hill. 

         
         These fantasies keep me warm at night.

         
         The sea feels heavy as daylight breaks. My arms are sore with rowing. I may be somewhere near Whitecliffe. I try to remember
            the map of Brightland that hung in our barracks, back in Northaven. How far is Whitecliffe from Ayland? If I push off into
            the open sea, will I miss the Aylish landmass altogether, and drift into the endless oceans of the south?
         

         
         I’ve never much fancied the idea of drowning. Or of slowly starving to death at sea. But Ayland is my only hope.

         
         There’s a deserted cove coming into view. It looks a likely hiding place and I row toward it, pulling my boat up onto the
            sand. There’s a bad smell and I notice a dead seal lying some feet away from me. Flies are eating what the seabirds have left.
            I hide my boat and beach lice jump all over me as I cover it in great armfuls of seaweed. This cove has a bad atmosphere,
            but it also has what I need—a freshwater spring running down from the cliffs. I drink deep and fill the water canister. I
            think of the boat’s owner, the pig farmer, looming over me. I plunged my knife through his eye and killed him. The thought
            of it sickens me and I double over. I try not to retch all the water I’ve just drunk. It was him or me.
         

         
         I hide the canister in the bottom of the boat. It’ll give me enough for few days. Then I climb up a steep path, looking for
            signs of human habitation. Food, something warm to cover myself with—that’s the bare minimum I need.
         

         
         I walk through cow fields for a mile or so, watching it get properly bright. I avoid villages and clusters of farms. This part of the island is more populous than the north. Every corner of it is farmed and it’s neat with hedges and little lanes. The landscape is more rolling here, woodland and pastureland. In one copse, I see a herd of deer and there are plenty of well-fed cattle, which fill me full of hope for food. In the distance, as the coast curves round, I see the wooden roofs and turbines of a military depot. 

         
         There’s a lone house ahead of me, painted a dirty shade of pink, with a walled garden at the rear and a stable yard at the
            side. I see Third Wives’ laundry, strung up on washing lines at the back. Food. I smell food. I cross an orchard, making my
            way from tree to tree, moving closer to that walled garden. There’s row upon row of vegetables and I am going to steal some.
            I’ll have some of that nice fresh laundry too.
         

         
         I’m on the point of running forward and leaping the wall when a man rushes out of the side entrance. He’s wearing a greatcoat,
            which he must have won in a card game or something because it’s at least a couple of sizes too big. His cap is down low and
            he strides along in his military boots. He glances in my direction and I throw myself down on my belly. I need that coat—but
            something in me cannot bear the thought of ambushing him. I’ve had enough of violence. Two men are dead because of me: a guard
            on the prison barge and that fucking farmer. I don’t want another angry soul hovering round my deathbed, waiting to harry
            me to Hel.
         

         
         I watch the departing soldier climb a fence into a field. Keeping to the hedgerow, he sprints away from the main road. At
            the far end of the field, I see him leap the gate and he is gone from view. What’s he running away from in that furtive, sneaky
            way?
         

         
         Suddenly, a scream comes from the Pink House. I creep closer, curious. I can hear women’s shrill voices, men shouting in fury—something’s
            really kicking off. The back door opens. A girl with a pink band around her neck steps out into the garden and is promptly
            sick. Another girl comes out and comforts her.
         

         
         “Blood,” the first girl cries. “There was a lake of blood. . . .”

         
         The second girl sloshes a bucket of water over the vomit and pulls her distressed friend back inside. No sooner are they gone than three soldiers come hollering out of the side entrance, shouting at the housefather, threatening him. The housefather, a burly brute of a man, gives as good as he gets, cursing them all to wild fuckery. I crawl forward to watch the drama. The soldiers grab their horses from the stable yard, one of them still doing up his breeches. They each set off in different directions, clearly after their comrade in the greatcoat—at breakneck speed. One heads toward the woodland, another down to the coast. The third gallops back to the depot—but none of them think to go over the fields. 

         
         I look into the back garden. The Third Wives have left the kitchen door open and the smell of fresh bread turns my stomach
            upside down. Can I? Dare I?
         

         
         I jump over their wall and land in a flower bed, hidden by the lines of windblown laundry. I move closer to the house, stealing
            a clean shirt as I go. I put it on and find a neckerchief to go with it, tying it round the lead band on my head. I’ve seen
            some of our soldiers in murals wearing neckerchiefs round their heads like this and I don’t want to look like a runaway unhuman.
            I hope my mud-caked trousers and boots look military enough.
         

         
         In the Pink House, women are wailing, their voices fearful. I hear the housemother cursing the day someone was born. But when
            I peer in through the window, the only thing I see is a table laden with breakfast. I am prepared to die for a taste of that
            delicious bread.
         

         
         I pull a pillowcase from the washing line to use as a sack and sneak in through the back door. Here I am, Rye Tern, reduced
            to stealing from a houseful of women. I stuff the pillowcase full of bread, cheese, a chunk of ham, and hard-boiled eggs.
            I’m virtually slavering with hunger. I’m about to run for the hills when I see a huge pie resting on a dresser by the stove.
            I drool at the thought of that fine pastry in my mouth and move toward it like a mangy, thieving fox. My hands are on it when
            I hear a girl’s voice.
         

         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         I spin round, hoping the stove hides the bulging pillowcase from view. She’s seventeen or eighteen, the most ordinary girl you could ever see. A pink leather band is sewn around her neck. I have no time to pity her. My only chance is to brazen it out. 

         
         “I’m fresh home from the front,” I say. “I did call out when I came into the hall—but no one answered me.”

         
         “What do you want?”

         
         “Same as any soldier in a Pink House,” I say, for want of a better excuse. I see her look of weariness and it makes me feel
            ashamed. “I’m straight off the ship from Montsan Beach. Not even had time to bathe. Maybe your housemother can find me a companion?”
         

         
         “Not now,” says the girl. “You have to go.”

         
         I’m using my foot to hide the pillowcase down beside the stove.

         
         “I didn’t mean to startle you,” I say. “But you don’t get pies like this on the front lines.” I give her what I hope is a
            friendly grin but I suspect it’s more like a starveling leer because the girl takes a few steps backward.
         

         
         “Our house is closed.”

         
         A screeching voice yells from upstairs. “Greta, bring that fucking mop!”

         
         “You need to leave.”

         
         “Tell your housemother I’ll be back tonight.” I bow to her and pretend to go, walking confidently into the hall. Behind me,
            I hear the girl rapidly splashing water into a bucket. Good—she hasn’t followed me. I just have time to hide myself in an
            understairs cupboard when the housefather comes in through the front door, his jacket pulled tight over the acres of his belly.
            I squeeze myself against a heap of coats and clutter.
         

         
         “The Emissary’s on his way,” shouts the housefather as he thumps his way upstairs. “He says we’re not to touch that soldier’s
            body.”
         

         
         It must be a brawl of some kind. One soldier has killed another. The housemother’s voice is shrill. “If I don’t clean up this
            blood it’ll stain my floor forever.” She yells loudly: “Where’s that mop, Greta?”
         

         
         The girl from the kitchen hurries past me, sloshing water up the stairs. I hear someone start crying bitterly, pleading that
            she wants to go home. Another girl tells her not to be such a baby. “No one wants a little whore like you at home.”
         

         
         I take my time, fumbling in the dark, choosing myself a coat from the cupboard. As I open the door, I see that it’s a sergeant’s coat, moth-eaten, but it fits. I make sure no one is around and go back into the kitchen. I lower the pie into my pillowcase, taking a sharp kitchen knife so I can cut it—and within seconds I’m out the back door. As I go up the garden, I pull some carrots out of the soil and throw myself over the wall. Quickly, I run through the orchard and across the fields. I search for cover, as we soldiers have been trained. My stomach is growling, cramping with hunger, but I restrain myself. 

         
         I wait until I’m in the woods before I stuff my face with bread and ham. I eat until my jaw aches. I use my fine new knife
            to cut a big slice of pie, praising Gala for her bounty. I don’t know what dreadful deed has been done at that Pink House
            but it feels like the gods are looking down on me.
         

         
         This is an ancient wood. The trees are moss-covered and beautiful. After my feast, I walk back in the direction of the cove
            and I stop in a glade to eat some more bread. The sun has heat in it now and the food in my belly is making me feel sleepy.
            I mustn’t overdo it. I’ve been on the edge of starvation for days and I know I must eat slowly. There’s an old oak in front
            of me with thick, twisted branches and I climb it with my sack of food, hiding out in the warm morning sun. In the distance,
            I hear horses galloping up the coast and inland to the forest. They must be searching for that lad in the big greatcoat. I’ll
            lie low, in case they find me in his stead. Whatever he did, I’d buy him a beer and slap him on the back. This food might
            just save my life.
         

         
         I settle down in my warm sergeant’s coat, my back against the trunk of the tree, my legs stretched out on a thick branch,
            and I look at the patterns the leaves make on the sky. Maybe Elsa Crane has been praying for me. Gala, thank you, everything
            is beautiful.
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Lark

         
         The rain is easing off. I walk through a wet wilderness of hawthorn, gorse, and brambles, climbing a hillock that leads to
            the road. It seems that every damn prickly thing on earth grows here, tugging at my dress and scratching my shins. A flock
            of sheep and a startled grouse are the only living things I meet. I do what I’ve been longing to do since I awoke: I send
            up my songlight to Nightingale. Once more, I recall her anguish as she cried my name last night. Lark.

         
         I send my songlight in a high beam, just as Nightingale instructed me, thinking of her in the Brethren’s Palace. Almost immediately,
            I feel the ever-strange sensation of being pulled toward her small, bright presence. Every second we’re together, there’s
            a danger of discovery, so we must keep our encounter brief.
         

         
         I find her walking down a corridor, at the back of a crowd. My vision doesn’t have full clarity in songlight, as Brightlinghelm
            is so far away. Images lose and gain distinctness; lights and sounds distort and dazzle me.
         

         
         “Lark,” she says.

         
         “Nightingale,” I reply, and in our names we exchange our deep care for one another. I never had a sister. But Nightingale
            feels like family to me.
         

         
         She holds me steady in her light and I see the Brethren’s Palace through her eyes. Ahead of us glide the pale figures of Sister
            Swan and her veiled ladies, following a hazy group of dark-clad men. Striding ahead is their new leader, Brother Kite.
         

         
         “Haven’t you slept?” I ask Nightingale in concern.

         
         “Kite won’t let anyone sleep,” she tells me in low tones. “He’s too busy securing his power. He gathered his allies in Peregrine’s
            chamber, before the old man’s body was even cold.”
         

         
         Our country is in a dark place. Brother Kite has taken power, Kite the warmonger, a cold machine of a man who chills me to my bones. He forced Swan to poison Great Brother Peregrine, because Peregrine was contemplating peace with Ayland. 

         
         Nightingale points out Kite’s new council members one by one.

         
         “See that man who looks like a toad? That’s Brother Drake.” I focus on a squat man with short legs, falling over himself to
            keep up with Kite. “He would sell his own granny to advance himself. That uniformed man next to him is Commander Ouzel. He
            helped Kite develop firefuel and he wants to use it against Ayland as soon as he can. That tall man is Greylag, High Priest
            of Thal.” As if on cue, the somber, frightening man that Nightingale is pointing out turns round and glares at Sister Swan.
            His skin is sallow, his expression grim. “He hates women and girls,” says Nightingale. “I think he’d make us all chrysalids
            if he could.” Last, she points out a bald man. “That’s Ruppell, Surgeon in Chief. He’s governor of the Chrysalid House.”
         

         
         My courage fails me then. Ruppell bounces along with a spring in his step, his head as shiny as an apple, jockeying for his
            position close to Kite. The Chrysalid House is a place where Torches like us are sent to die, and this vision of triumphant
            evil is too much to bear. I can’t believe that Nightingale is anywhere near these men. How can I help her? What can I do?
         

         
         “We’re going to the Chapel of Thal,” she says, “so that Kite can be sworn in as Great Brother.”

         
         As Kite leads his bootlickers across the great hall, every vassal and flunky salutes him. Kite slows his pace, taking ownership
            of the magnificent space.
         

         
         “It’s all his now . . . ,” I whisper. It’s hard not to be cowed with bleak dismay.

         
         Kite pauses in front of the towering statue of Peregrine and suddenly, he bows his head with his fist against his heart, as
            if he’s praying to Thal. Either his conscience is pricking him or he’s putting on a shameless spectacle of grief. Peregrine’s
            marble face is fixed on the man who killed him.
         

         
         Nightingale is sensing my surroundings and she’s full of concern. “You’re not on the sea. Where are you?” she asks.

         
         I explain my mission to get medicines for my ma.

         
         “Be careful, Lark. Telegrams have been coming through the night from Northaven,” Nightingale warns me. “They know you’re fugitives,
            they know that one of you is injured. I don’t know how far the news has spread but they’ll soon be looking for you everywhere.”
         

         
         I thank her for the news. Kite and his entourage are moving on, climbing the great staircase.

         
         “Is no one there standing up to him?” I ask in desperation.

         
         “Brother Harrier is,” says Nightingale, and I sense her warmth of feeling for him. “He has escaped the palace and they haven’t
            tracked him down. Kite’s blaming him for killing Peregrine but Harrier’s clever. He’ll fight back.” I feel Nightingale’s hope
            lift when she speaks his name.
         

         
         “I hate to see you in this crowd of villains with no friend at your side.”

         
         “I have you,” she says simply.

         
         I surround her with my songlight, as if I am embracing her.

         
         “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Lark. You keep me strong—and I have Cassandra.”

         
         Nightingale moves her gaze to show me the woman standing at her side. I see gauze over what must have once been a striking
            and animated face. Cassandra has no expression now. Her eyes are blank, the empty eyes of a victim of the Chrysalid House.
            I stand with Nightingale, sharing her outrage, her sorrow at what has been done to her friend. Nothing can be said.
         

         
         In my own reality, I see the town of Borgas Market down below and pause in apprehension. It’s far bigger than Northaven and
            nothing like as pretty. The streets sprawl around a large market square, with turbine towers toiling all around the boundary
            fence. Nightingale looks down with me.
         

         
         “Go carefully,” she says.

         
         We hold one another in a harmony of light. Then Nightingale goes, leaving me standing in the cold, wet field.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            4
Rye

         
         I must have dozed for a few minutes and I wake to find a tiny centipede crawling up my wrist. I put it on the bough, so it
            can live its life. Before I leave the tree, I eat more bread. It’s delicious. I have a chunk of cheese with it and savor a
            mouthful of the gorgeous pie. My stomach, unused to food, feels like it’s about to burst.
         

         
         I climb down the tree and drink from a brook, then I retrace my steps toward the cove, keeping to the cover of trees and hedgerows.
            It’s slow progress but at last, the steep sides of the cove come into view.
         

         
         I have everything I need. The stolen food and the moth-eaten coat might keep me alive while I get across that sea. A flame
            of hope begins to burn that if I make it, some Aylish soul will help me get this tormenting lead band off my skull.
         

         
         As I descend into the cove, the smell of dead seal pervades the air. I look for my boat and my stomach hits my boots. Gala
            in Hel—that soldier in the oversized greatcoat is stealing it. Suddenly I’m running. Cunning, thieving fucker.
         

         
         “Hey,” I yell with useless outrage. “That’s my boat!” He looks up—and leaps in, grabbing the oars.

         
         “Bastard,” I yell, dropping the pillowcase on the sand.

         
         I try to sprint but the deep shingle slows me down. I throw off my coat and hurl myself into the waves as the soldier starts
            rowing.
         

         
         I’m a strong swimmer and this soldier is struggling to get the boat over the swell. I might just catch him. The guy’s not
            big and it looks like he’s never rowed a boat before. I come for him like I’m a shark, powering through the water. The salt
            is half blinding my eyes but in a few more strokes I should be able to grab the side. I’ll heave myself up and throw that
            puny fucking villain in the sea.
         

         
         But the gods are having their final laugh. The food I have eaten makes my stomach cramp. The cold water makes it convulse and suddenly I’m not swimming anymore. I try another stroke but the pain is sharp and I curl up involuntarily. Weighed down by the lead band, my mouth drops below the waves. Instead of heaving in oxygen, my lungs fill with water. Then I’m thrashing. I’m in too deep to feel the seabed and the cramping in my stomach makes me sink. 

         
         Gala, don’t let this happen. It’s too sudden, don’t let it end this way—a thief chasing a low-down thief. Gala, please. Elsa,
            please. Elsa, the lead band is weighing me down.
         

         
         Elsa, I tried. I am failing.

         
         Elsa. Your smile.

         
         I make one last effort to break the surface—and someone grabs my wrist.

         
         It’s him, the thief, the killer. Shall I pull him in and take him down to Hel with me?

         
         The fucker puts a rope in my hand and I pull my head above the water.

         
         I take in a breath, clinging to it as he rows us back to shore.

         
         When I feel the shingle under my feet I know that I will live. I crawl out of the waves. I’m on my knees, coughing up seawater,
            heaving in the air. There are beach lice crawling over my hands and pathetically, I start to cry. I cry with sorrow for my
            short and measly life, with relief that I’ve been spared, with pain, humiliation, a thousand different things. I cry like
            a little fucking boy. I cough up brine again, and finally I feel like I can breathe.
         

         
         I see a figure in a greatcoat standing before me. A baggy military shirt, crumpled trousers rolled up over boots—the short-arse
            murderer. Why has this bastard saved me? I look up at his face. And suddenly, it all makes sense. The heavy greatcoat is drooping
            off her shoulders and, just visible in the fading light, a pink leather band is sewn tight around her neck. Her eyes are hidden
            under her cap and she holds an army-issue knife.
         

         
         “I killed one man with this, Unhuman. And if you touch me, you’ll be next.”

         
         She’s calling me unhuman. I put my hand up to my head. The neckerchief has floated away. She can see the lead band.

         
         “Big fucking crybaby,” she says.

         
         “I saw you this morning,” I say, “running from that Pink House.” I see a flash of desperation in her face. “Why did you help me?” I ask. I genuinely want the answer. 

         
         She’s shorter than Elsa. She has a cut lip and there’s bruising round her neck. She’s been through the wars all right, but
            underneath it all, she looks like a farm girl, bred on milk and butter.
         

         
         “Turns out I couldn’t watch you drown.”

         
         Her brows are furrowed and I can see she doesn’t know what to do. Under her bravado she is scared of me. Her eyes steal up
            the beach to my pillowcase of food. Is that what she wants? I’m impressed. She’s a cunning survivor like myself.
         

         
         “My name’s Rye Tern,” I tell her. “I killed two men escaping from the Chrysalid House and I’m leaving Brightland in my boat.”

         
         “You’re going nowhere, boy. You’re a murdering thief.”

         
         I nod in agreement. “That makes two of us.”

         
         “Go get that bag of food,” she orders me, “and throw it in my boat.”

         
         I stand. “Your boat?”

         
         “That’s right, soldier,” she says, holding her ground. “It’s no theft, stealing from a thief. I spared your life but now the
            boat is mine.”
         

         
         How do I play this? There’s no way I’m giving up my boat to this stab-happy Third Wife. But I’m not going to fight her either.
            I don’t doubt she could hold her own but something about it goes against the grain. She spared my life. And I respect her
            for it.
         

         
         “So where are you sailing to on this fine day?” I ask.

         
         “None of your business.”

         
         “I’m heading for Ayland myself,” I tell her.

         
         “That’s nice. How’re you going to get there?”

         
         “In the boat I stole from the man that I killed. You’re welcome to come with me.”

         
         That look of desperation again. “Can you sail?” she asks. I know from her terrible rowing that she hasn’t got a clue.

         
         “I’m learning. We stand a better chance of making that crossing if there’s two of us. I’ll share my food—unless the beach lice eat it first,” I point out. 

         
         “Fuck!” cries the girl, and she runs to where I dumped the pillowcase. She grabs it, shaking the crawling lice out of it.
            I pick my coat up and do the same. The half-eaten dead seal is grinning away at us as we disturb his swarm of flies. He’s
            a pungent reminder of how close we are to death.
         

         
         “You know there’s a whole pack of soldiers on your tail?” I warn her. “We should go.”

         
         I walk down to the water. One of the oars is floating away and I wade in, grabbing it. I ready the boat. To my surprise, I
            feel a blade at my throat. I’m aware that the wrong move could kill me.
         

         
         “I thought we’d established a lovely sense of trust,” I say.

         
         Her voice is steely. “You lay one finger on me and I’ll slice you from ear to ear.”

         
         I wish I could open my mind to hers and show her the myriad reasons why she needn’t fear me. Instead I whisper, “That’s understood.”

         
         Slowly, she lowers the knife. She climbs in, eyeing me suspiciously. I sit and row, facing her. I get us over the swell and
            out beyond the rocks.
         

         
         “You should lie on the floor under the coats,” I tell her. “In case they’re watching for you from the coast.”

         
         The sun comes from behind a cloud and lights up her cut lip and the bruising on her neck.

         
         “That’s some beating you took,” I say.

         
         She puts her hand up to the bruises on her neck. “I left him looking worse,” she tells me. And she shudders.

         
         It takes a full two hours for her to relax enough to take her eyes off me and look at the receding coast. Even then, the knife
            is her hand.
         

         
         “Where the fuck is Ayland anyway?” she asks.

         
         And this is how I meet Wren Apaluk.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            5
Piper

         
         I’m flying south, through heavy rain. I’m keeping below the clouds, following the coast. It might be better to ascend but
            I’m looking for a boat: four fugitives, my mother.
         

         
         What would I do if I saw them?

         
         I don’t know.

         
         Ahead, I can see the sandbanks of the Alma Straits where Brightland sits close to the enemy shore. On a good day I could probably
            see the peaks of Ayland. Today, everything is charcoal gray. They say that before the sea levels rose in the Age of Woe, Brightland
            and Ayland were all one landmass and the Alma Straits was where they joined. Sergeant Redshank told us we were once all one
            people. He said that’s why we have a right to Aylish land.
         

         
         Do we though?

         
         I look down at the shifting sands below and nothing seems certain. Until yesterday, I was clinging to certainties I’ve believed
            in since I was a junior cadet. Now those certainties seem threadbare, blowing in tatters like a flag in a gale. There’s no
            one to discuss this with, no one I can ask. Sergeant Redshank is dead—and for company I have only Wheeler’s corpse, strapped
            into the gunner’s seat in front of me. Wheeler has lost his certainty, that’s for sure. His rigid faith is glassy-eyed and
            dead.
         

         
         During the night, order in Northaven was restored. Gyles Syker put himself in charge. The junior cadets, armed with loaded
            weapons, helped the eldermen round up anyone who sided with the insurrectionists. I could hear Hoopoe Guinea crying, “This
            is a mistake! There must be some mistake!” as she was led away to the barracks. Gailee Roberts had to be pried away from John
            Jenkins’s body. They put her in manacles.
         

         
         Then Syker’s First Wife, Tinamou Haines, was found, drowned in the harbor. No one knows how Tinamou fell into the water but
            Syker was yelling, convinced that the traitor Elsa Crane had pushed her in out of spite.
         

         
         “That’s not true,” I told him. “Whatever my sister may be, you can’t lay a murder at her door.” A man pulled me away and I found myself looking at Mozen Tern, Rye’s pa. 

         
         “Calm yourself, lad,” he said under his breath. “There are winners and losers in life. And you’d better make sure you stay
            with the winners.”
         

         
         He offered me whiskey and I took it, feeling its fire in my belly. Mozen Tern helped me get Wheeler’s stiffening body in my
            plane.
         

         
         “You must tell the Brethren how he died—cut down in his prime by Heron Mikane.”

         
         I let Mozen talk, remembering one day long ago, when Rye stole a bottle of his best single malt. Rye shared it out in our
            dorm at the barracks and we thought he was a hero for defying his pa.
         

         
         We managed to position Wheeler’s corpse in the gunner’s seat, trying to keep the
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