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  Author's note


Wings so Soft  is a standalone in the Time Before trio, and no prior knowledge of any other books is required to enjoy it.
Though it takes place chronologically after The Delve, they share no characters in common and there is almost no plot overlap. The last book in the trio, Cloti's Song, is coming early 2024, and a side romance called Jagged Shard will come some time this winter. 
The Time Before books take place 2,000 years before my Maer Cycle and Weirdwater Confluence books, and the series can be read in any order.
There are several cameos and little Easter eggs in Wings so Soft for those who may have read the other books, but that's it.







  
  1

Uffrin squeezed the fine pincers with his aching fingers, grasping one of the tiny teeth of the cog and wiggling it gently until he felt it come unstuck. He laid it on the tray and dialed in the scope to the macro level. He spotted the manufacturing imperfection of one of the teeth in the adjacent cog, a slight lip mostly likely caused by a miscalibrated stamp. He sighed, laying down the pincers and selecting a locking spanner, then set to work removing the offending cog and replacing it with a fresh one. He gave the works a faint misting of ultralight oil and gently pressed the hatch closed, straightening one of the silk feathers that had gotten pinched when he’d opened it. He wished he had time to re-do that bit of the design, but it would have taken several days to re-configure the feather pattern on the entire device. It wasn’t likely the humans would get close enough to notice anyway if it even saw action.  
He tapped his gauntlet three times. The owl’s eyes blinked open, and it twisted its head toward him without a hitch this time. 
He raised one finger and pointed toward the far end of the workshop. It spread its wings and powered up off the table, swooping gracefully through the series of irregular rings that hung from the ceiling before returning to land on its perch. 
“Aren’t you just a gorgeous little machine,?” he cooed. The owl blinked and let out a little mechanical hoot. Uffrin cocked his head, turning toward the perch and staring into its yellow glass eyes. “Yes…you…are,” he murmured, taking a step with each word uttered until he stood next to the perch. The owl blinked and hooted again, then raised its wings as if in greeting. 
“It’s time for me to get some rest, and we need to power you down too.” He moved his fingers to the pad on his gauntlet, and the owl lowered its head to butt his hand. He smiled, almost forgetting for a moment that he had programmed it to do so, along with a few other gestures of affection he’d copied from the cats that begged for food outside the workshop. He chucked it under the chin, and it clacked its beak several times in response. He went to tap the pad to power it down, but his finger stopped in mid-air as he looked down at the owl’s unblinking yellow eyes, which fixed him with an unnerving stare. He ran through all the behavior patterns in his head, but he couldn’t recall one that resembled the repeated clacking.  
His mouth half-opened in wonder for a moment. Could it be he’d forgotten something from the owl patterns? Not likely; he could recall from memory every strand he’d written since university, and he’d entered these strands himself. It was probably just a quirk of the orbus that powered it. They were a weird mix of magic and mechanics, and little idiosyncrasies of the mage who’d enchanted them sometimes snuck in. He shook his head and tapped the pad three times. The gleaming yellow eyes turned dull, the lids snapped shut, and the machine went inert. 
Uffrin locked up the workshop and waved to the guards outside, who gave him curt nods in response. He picked up his circlet at the gate house and slipped it on his head as soon as he passed through the sliding gates into the dark streets of Kuppham. His stream was plastered with notes, mostly yellow, which he swept to the side. He checked the handful of orange ones as he wove his way through the crowds toward the Falls pavilion, where his favorite soup stall sat nestled between a tea house and an antiquities shop. The notes were mostly shop-related, and none of them needed to be dealt with until the morning. He swept them to the side and pulled up a flight view captured from a lens atop an owl’s head. He watched it soaring above the deep green spikes of the conifers, banking around the edge of the clearing along the river. 
He paused the view to order his soup, which was goat and honeycomb fungus. It wasn’t his favorite, but he did like the texture of the fungus and the way the little compartments held the broth so it squirted into his cheeks as he chewed. He ate leaning against a counter, replaying the owl’s landing on a bare branch high up in the pines. He wished he could see from the outside, the way it slowed to a stop, how it angled its wings. He had a notion to reconfigure the shoulder joint to allow for quicker stops. It would take half a day at least, and he wasn’t sure he’d have time for that on top of the other maintenance and upgrades he’d planned before his mission. Maybe he could get permission to visit the aerie and see the owls landing up close. It probably wouldn’t make much difference, but it needled at him, and he knew he would lose sleep over it until he tried.
He watched the view a couple more times as he wandered through the now-familiar rows of the antiquities shop, his fingers brushing lightly over scroll cases, oxidized weapons, and faux-antique Soulshape pendants that fooled only the tourists. Not that there were any tourists these days. He never thought he’d miss their clueless meandering, their clogging every restaurant and shop from the Middle Falls to the Forge. Most of the Maer in the streets moved with purpose, either to or from work, home, or food, except one pair of lovers who stood leaning against each other next to the fence overlooking the Middle Falls. 
Uffrin paused to watch them. They leaned in close, noses touching for a moment, then angled their faces for a kiss, which was brief but looked tender. He felt a stirring as he watched, and he turned away quickly, not wanting to feel like a voyeur. 
It had been forever since he’d kissed anyone. Not since last fall when he’d gotten blind drunk at the Artificer’s Ball and made out with Jonta, an assistant orbus technician in the Forge shop. Uffrin didn’t remember much from that encounter except for the way Jonta’s nose whistled slightly when he breathed through it and the delicate little swirls his fingers made on the back of Uffrin’s neck. Before that, there hadn’t been anyone since Jaisey, and she was going to be a hard act to follow. Sometimes Uffrin wondered if he was meant to be alone. 
He made his way back to his hightop and trekked up the seven flights to his tiny apartment. A wax-sealed rectangle of Maoti’s handmade paper jutted from his mailbox. He picked it up, fingering the seal for a moment. He shook his head, a wry smile warming his cheeks as he made his way inside. She could have just sent him a message on the Stream like a normal Maer, but then she wouldn’t be Maoti. He dropped his bag on the table and fell onto the bed, tearing open the letter.
Come visit when you get back was all it said. Uffrin fingered the rough paper, tracing his mother’s sweeping letters with his fingers. 
She hadn’t said it, but her subtext was clear, and she was right, of course. It had been too long. He’d meant to come by. Several times in fact. But there were drinks after work sometimes, and other days he was too tired to trudge all the way up to the Bluffs. And every now and then, he just needed to relax with his tarpipe and the Stream for a little while after work. 
He tapped his circlet back on and continued the owl view he’d been watching, soaring with the bird as it flew low into a canyon where the moon glittered off the river. It was a nice effect, though he wasn’t sure if it was enhanced or natural. At any rate, he’d seen it before, and he flicked it away with a blink. 
A view popped up of one of the great automatons crossing a river with only its upper turrets remaining above the surface until it emerged on the other side, water cascading down its shiny bronze sides. Its wheels spun in the mud for a moment before finding purchase and propelling it through the scrub brush. He’d spent his childhood watching automaton parades every Solstice, shouting along with the crowd. His heart would race as their scattershots shredded row after row of wooden targets with their faces painted harsh pink to represent human skin. War was a fantasy, a bedtime story, a cautionary tale. Everyone knew the Maer’s military was so powerful, the humans wouldn’t risk open war. 
That illusion had cracked when the humans retook Mount Cope in a surprise attack, breaking the Great Treaty that had kept the peace for his entire life. Never mind the whispers that Mount Cope had originally been a human mine before the Maer took it over a century before; it didn’t matter at this point. After Mount Cope, a generation of simmering tension boiled over. Attacks and counterattacks began in the borderlands, and the humans had struck the brightstone mines deep in Maer territory. War had begun, and it wouldn’t end until oceans of blood spilled across the Silver Hills. 
The automaton view was followed by one of a group of human soldiers in chains being marched along the road by a group of heavily armed Maer. Close-ups of the humans showed their skin-covered faces marked with cuts and bruises, their eyes bloodshot and sullen as they tromped through the mud. Uffrin wondered what kind of propaganda the humans were being fed by their leaders to send them to attack an enemy a thousand miles away. Whether they believed it any more than he did, or whether they too were just hapless pawns in this bloody game. 
A ping pulled Uffrin out of the view, and he stared at the red note folded up neatly like an official envelope, complete with the facsimile of the Chief Artificer’s seal. He blinked it open, and the rest of his stream went dark as the message filled his mind. 
We’ve had to accelerate the timeline, Uff. You leave in two days. Get your machine sorted and be ready to meet your scout at quarter-dark tomorrow. PS: The Stream is going down at quarter dark tonight and won’t be back on until half-dawn. 
“Fuck,” Uffrin muttered. He checked his clock and saw he had only a few minutes left before the Stream went down. He popped over to the military stream to see if there was any news, and the stridency of the propaganda told him things were going downhill fast. The Council’s latest memorandum claimed the humans had been turned back short of the Archive Valley, “routed in a fierce battle,” which Uffrin assumed meant the Maer had suffered heavy casualties. He slipped out of the military stream and tried to pull up the owl view again, but his stream went dark. 
He opened his eyes and removed his circlet, dropping it on the bed beside him. His owl clock hooted quarter-dark, and he hooted back at it in annoyance. The interruptions in the Stream were the worst part of the war, besides the death and destruction and the likely downfall of his entire civilization. If all of Maerdom was going to go up in flames, he should at least be able to relax for an hour or two after work. 
He sat up with a sigh, glancing at the books on his shelf, but he didn’t feel like reading. He put his circlet back on just in case, but the Stream was still down. He poured a glass of mushroom wine, lit his tarpipe, and took a few puffs. His eyes wandered to his shelf again, to the lacquered wooden box he’d received as his last Solstice present when he was twelve. 
He absently cleared the papers and assorted bachelor’s debris from his desk. He wet a cloth and wiped the crusted bits of food and tea from the bronze-inlaid grid, then dried it off until it shone in the light from his brightstone lamp. He picked up the box, which had always seemed much bigger, and set it down to the side. 
When he undid the latch and opened the box, a pang of nostalgic excitement swept over him as he stared down at the gleaming bronze pieces that would form the mechanical owl’s skeleton. He removed each tray and set them around the edges of the grid: the structural pieces, the gearbox, the delicate bronze feathers, and the tools, which were a little small for his adult hands. He’d spent hundreds of hours building and rebuilding the kit as a child, dreaming of making mechanical owls with wings so soft, no one could tell them from the real thing. 
If only little Uffie could see him now.
The paper that held the instructions was worn and brittle, but he didn’t need them anymore. He’d assembled the owl a hundred times, though it had been quite a few years since he’d last touched it. He gazed out his window, watching the space to the west for the owl that seemed to roost on one of the nearby hightops. It was hard to imagine a wild owl living in a city like Kuppham, but the park below the Middle Falls had a fair number of trees, and gods knew there were plenty of rats, mice, and small birds to eat. 
The city was eerily quiet outside his window, with very little of the bustle and laughter that usually echoed up from the Forge pavilion. His head buzzed from the tar and the gleam of the tiny pieces. It would take several hours to assemble the device, and without the Stream to occupy his mind, sleep was as elusive as a gutter sparrow. He laid out the curved ribs along the grid in the orientation he knew from long memory, slid the tool tray closer, and set to work. 






  
  2

Mara stood on the rooftop, leaning against the rickety railing, watching for Cleo’s shadow to come wheeling around the neighboring hightop. Cleo usually did a sweep through the park, then hunted along the river if she came up empty. If she caught something in the park, she’d come in over the Forge pavilion, but if she’d had to seek out prey along the river, she’d come in from behind the row of hightops. If Mara wasn’t ready, Cleo would swoop in and land on the rail next to her. If Mara’s arm was up, Cleo would land on her bracer, prey hanging limp from her beak. Mara enjoyed the little game, and she was pretty sure Cleo did too. 
A flash of movement spun Mara’s head around, and Cleo stood on the railing behind her, tucking her wings, with a bird’s neck clamped in her beak. 
“Ooh, a gutter sparrow! Someone’s on top of their game tonight!”
Cleo raised her wings as if in victory, then dropped the inert lump on the railing. She cocked her head at Mara and let out a little coo as her wings settled down her back. Mara picked up the still-warm carcass and put it in her pocket, then folded her arms across her chest. Cleo double-hopped toward her and pecked at the pocket, then swiveled her head up to stare at Mara with wide, unblinking eyes. 
“All right, clever girl, enjoy the spoils of your predation.” Mara palmed the bird and placed it on the railing. Cleo gave her another soft coo and flapped up onto her roost, then quickly tore into the bird with her beak and talons. 
Mara stared out over the city, an odd tinge of sadness creeping over her at how dark and quiet it was. Though she hated the brash noise and harsh lights that had marked Kuppham in normal times, the gloomy calm that reigned now was almost worse. She’d been avoiding the news lately, but she didn’t need to follow the Stream to see how badly things were going with the war. It was etched on the faces of passersby, the slump in their silhouettes as they hurried through the streets, the grim determination of their steps.
She’d lived beneath the specter of looming war for so long, it was hard to believe it had finally begun. Every few years there was another border skirmish, and each time, the tensions were diffused. The cycle had repeated her whole life. But when the humans took Mount Cope two years ago, everything changed. Never mind the whispers that it had originally been a human mine before the Maer took it over a century before; it didn’t matter at this point. War was upon them, and its thirst for blood was insatiable.
Now, instead of talking about the weather, Maer exchanged rumors about the war, little hopeful bits they’d cobbled together against the gloom. She’d overheard Maer talking about the victory at the Archive Valley, but the tone in their voices told her it had been a costly one. The humans were coming, and all the propaganda and automaton parades in the world weren’t going to make a damned bit of difference. The Maer were about to be blasted back to the Time Before. 
Once Cleo had finished her meal, Mara reached up and gave her a scritch on the back of the head, which Cleo accepted, though Mara knew she didn’t really like it. Cleo ruffled her feathers afterward, then turned and hopped into the roost, a wooden box with a slanted roof and a round hole on one side. Cleo cooed, and Mara gave the side of the roost a gentle tap, then descended the three flights to her cramped room. 
She hung her circlet on the hook on the back of the door and fumbled for a match to light a candle. Open flames were forbidden in the hightops after a fire had destroyed an entire row a few years back and killed several dozen Maer, but she hated the harsh light of brightstone. She used the still-burning match to hit her tarpipe a couple of times, then fell back on her bed and watched the shadows from the candle dance on the ceiling. She set some water on to boil, then opened the worn book of vintage erotica she’d bought at the River Market bookstall the weekend before. She flipped through the pages, stopping to study a few she hadn’t spent enough time with.
One showed a Maer warrior with chunky muscles leaning against a table, her armor half off, being eaten out by her squire. The warrior had an almost bored look on her face, but the way she cupped her hand behind her squire’s head was kind of hot. Mara flipped the page and saw a pair of male lovers crushed together amid a tangle of grapevines with oddly phallic-shaped clusters of grapes blocking the view of their privates. Their eyes were locked with a tender intensity as one hovered over the other, his arms braced on the muscled shoulders of his partner, whose hands gripped his rounded behind. Lowra, as the artist was known, was famous for the emotional depth of their pieces, and this was one of their finest. 
The gleam of her circlet on the door caught her eye, and Mara knew she should have checked it before the Stream went dead. It was supposed to stay on until three-quarters dark, but it had been going down earlier and earlier. There was probably a meeting at half-dawn, which was rude for a group that worked with night birds, but the Shoza seemed to make it a point of pride to disrupt her sleep schedule whenever possible. She was on duty tomorrow night, so she’d have to catch a nap during the day or pay for it dearly on watch. 
She was an uneasy combination of wired and exhausted, so she made a cup of darkroot tea, hit the tarpipe one more time, and settled in with a book of epic poetry, hoping it would lull her to sleep. Much to her surprise, the characters on the page took on fresh life in her mind, their declarations of love and revenge touching her deep inside. She almost shed a tear at the tale of King Egaborth, the lyrical passage where he sat in his golden tower surrounded by finery, staring out at the ocean, despairing at the meaninglessness of his life. 
He stepped up onto the railing, feeling the chilled breeze across every hair on his body as he stood balanced between his life and the endless sea. Three beautiful wives and a dozen children filled his castle, but his heart was empty for he had nothing left to strive for, no challenge left to overcome. 
He gazed out at the islands on the horizon, their undiscovered wonders blooming in his mind like fungal gardens in every shape and color of the soul’s prism. His heart lurched for a moment as he glanced down at the dark waters below, crashing white and furious on the rocks. It would take a great leap, he knew, but the alternative was a slow, withering death, surrounded by stagnant comfort. 
He spread his arms wide, crouched, and pushed off with his still-mighty legs. He flew through the air like a flaming arrow arcing down, down, ever down toward the cold embrace of the sea. 
Mara snapped the book shut, tears surging from her eyes. Such a dusty old tale should not have moved her like this. King Egaborth’s selfishness had always pissed her off, but her nerves were raw and exposed these days. The High Council had declared a state of emergency throughout all Maer lands, and she had lost the freedom to roam outside the city. She mourned the wild spaces, such as they were, around Kuppham. The city walls had never felt so much like a cage.
She wondered what this place must have been like in the Time Before, when only fire and sweat and song moved the hearts of Maer, when no one dreamed of gears or brightstone or the Stream. If the war with the humans went as badly as everyone seemed to think, perhaps Kuppham would be once again what it was. Owls would nest in the crumbling remains of their towers, swooping down to feast on cliff rats and marmots, and the sound of bells and shouting and machines would be replaced by the haunting calls of the birds carried on the winds whipping through the valley.  

      [image: image-placeholder]Mara woke to the sound of gutter sparrows squeaking outside her window. She wondered what they were called before there were gutters, where they lived, what they ate without the Maer’s detritus to feed them. Would they die out once the Maer empire crumbled, or would they adapt? She wondered if the Maer themselves could adapt, scattered throughout the Silver Hills, once the humans destroyed their cities. Or would they be enslaved, forced to work the mines for the humans, a subjugated race clinging to the vestiges of their stories and culture? She glanced at the tar pipe, eager to wipe these dreary thoughts from her mind. She sighed and put on her circlet instead as she set the water for her tea to boil, bracing herself for the inevitable. 
She had one red message and one green, which intrigued her, but she made herself read the red one first. It was a meeting, of course, which hardly merited red, but anything from the Shoza was automatically coded red, so ignoring them was not an option. She scanned the text, and her blood chilled when she read the words: Hoverball sighting just south of Kuppham. She had heard of the humans’ spying devices, glass balls that floated through the air, so small as to go unnoticed by the owls without the full attention of their handlers. Some of them were even said to explode. That meant night watch would be extra intensive, and they would probably double the number of owls, which would stretch the birds and their handlers to their limits. She had to be at the aerie at three-quarters dawn, which hardly left her time to wash up and grab a quick breakfast from the pavilion. 
She poured her tea, then blinked the green message open. It was a view from Sugli, a retired handler who still consulted with the Shoza from time to time. Sugli sat with a valley owl on his shoulder, squinting as his fingers partially obscured the view for a moment. Mara giggled; Sugli was even worse with technology than she was, and he always seemed to forget which lens to look at. 
“Mara, I trust you are well despite...” He coughed, waving his arms in the air, and the little owl’s head swiveled to follow his movements. “Yes, well, anyway, I received a request from the Assistant Chief Artificer, and I immediately thought of you. One of her artificers wants to do a consult—something about the wing orientation during high-speed landings. I thought maybe you and Cleo could help him out.” He reached his hand absently to his shoulder and ruffled the neck feathers of his owl, which pecked at his fingers in irritation. “It has to be today, I’m afraid, and while I’m sure we could reach out to someone else, I hope you won’t mind showing him whatever it is he needs to see? You are the best in the business, after all. Send me a message if you’re up for it, and I’ll put you in touch.” 
He gave a pained smile and shook his head. “With all that’s been going on, the mechanicals are going to be taxed to the limit, and I wouldn’t be surprised if some of you get called away from the city as well. Things are going badly, I’m afraid, much more so than has been reported. It will soon be all hands on deck. I’m not supposed to tell you that, but I doubt the Shoza have enough time on their hands to go pawing through my views, so there you have it.” He coughed several times, looked down at his hands for a moment, then back up. “Stay safe, wherever you end up, and do come visit me some night when you’re not on duty.” His finger obscured the view again, then it went dark. 
Mara took a gulp of her tea, hoping it would chase away the aftereffects of a poor night’s sleep. Between the morning meeting and having to make Cleo perform tricks for some gearhead, she was barely going to have time for her nap. 
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The elevators were out of service, so Uffrin struggled up the stairs to the aerie, which sat high in the West Bluff. He stopped at a windowed landing to catch his breath, his lungs burning from the unaccustomed exertion. He tapped on his circlet out of habit, but the view from the landing distracted him, and he tapped it back off. The stacked and layered buildings of Kuppham spread out from the river and rose halfway up the bluffs, where the penthouses of the wealthy afforded views like this. The river ran white as it gushed into Forge Lake, which was icy green, then turned white again as it spilled down into the valley below. Uffrin took a few deep breaths, then continued his torturous climb. When at last he arrived at the roost, he was soaked in sweat and huffing for breath.  
“You must be Uffrin.” The voice belonged to a short, plump Maer with a thickly braided beard and hair swept back in a messy bun. She handed him a cup of water he hadn’t asked for and seemed to study him as he drank. 
“Yes, thank you for meeting with me. Mara, is it?” he gasped between gulps. She nodded, eyeing him from head to toe and raising her eyebrows. 
“I hope the stairs weren’t too much for you.” Her voice had a friendly tease to it, which softened as she continued. “I’ve given up on them ever repairing the elevators at this point.” His eyes followed her gesture toward the elevator cage behind her, and on the way back, Uffrin caught himself glancing down at the generous curve of her breasts. When he snapped his eyes back to meet hers, he was sure she had noticed.
“No, it’s good for the, uh…it’s good to move the muscles, you know.” He laughed weakly, and she flashed an inscrutable smile as she took his empty cup and set it on a table. Stupid, stupid, he chided himself. 
“Well, you’ve got a few more flights to go to get to the aerie. Follow me.” She turned, her cloak whirling behind her as she moved with quick steps toward yet another set of stairs. He followed her up, struggling to keep pace with the steady clomp of her sandals and struggling even more not to stare at her round behind as she powered up the stairs. 
They emerged into a room with a high ceiling and wide-open windows starting at waist height on two walls. Patches of mist drifted by, and between them, Uffrin saw the cliffs on the opposite side of the valley. The High Chancellor’s palace occupied the upper levels of the cliff, adorned with shiny copper flags that flapped in the wind. He saw movement out of the corner of his eye, and he looked up to see a huge shadow bearing down on him. He ducked, and the shadow coalesced into an owl, which landed silently on the bracer on Mara’s outstretched arm. She buried a giggle in her other hand, looking down at Uffrin, eyes sparkling with amusement. 
“Uffrin, meet Cleo. Cleo, Uffrin. He’s not used to the real thing, I can see.” She held a finger out to the bird, which pecked it gently. It had small, tufted ears and wide cupped rings around its yellow eyes. Uffrin was pretty sure it was a crag owl, the kind his mechanicals were mostly based on. He stood up, touching his hair and beard out of instinct, and forced a little laugh. 
“She’s so quiet,” he said, staring at the owl’s silvery gray feathers, which almost seemed to glow in the shadows of the unlit aerie. He took a tentative step toward Mara, eyeing the thick talons and sturdy beak, which could no doubt rip out his eyes and shred his flesh before he could blink. The owl’s head swiveled to follow him, and he stopped as it fixed him with what felt like a menacing stare. 
Mara moved closer and swung her owl arm toward him. He gave a little start as her sharp elbow and soft hip touched him. Mara giggled but stayed close, too close, putting a hand on his shoulder as she moved the owl right in front of his face. 
“Don’t worry, I won’t bite. But Cleo might if you touch her wrong.”
Uffrin froze, staring at the curved golden dagger of the owl’s beak, picturing what it could do to him. Part of his mind was also picturing Mara biting him, what that would feel like, what part of him she would bite. He shook off the thought, which was hard, as he could feel her heat radiating into him, but there was something comforting about the gentle touch of her hand on his shoulder, and his focus returned to the owl. 
“She’s beautiful,” he said, studying the soft blanket of feathers covering the owl’s chest and the seamless way its wings folded into its body. “She’s a crag owl, right?” He turned to look at Mara, whose eyes watched him, bright with what looked like amusement. He wondered for a moment if the hair on her cheeks was as soft as the feathers on her owl's wings. He felt all at once ashamed and excited and very, very confused. 
Mara nodded, releasing her hand from his shoulder and turning her arm so he could see the striated white, gray, and black feathers on its back. Its head rotated smoothly, its eyes staying locked on his. 
“She’s almost two years old, in the prime of her youth. I may be a little biased, but I think she’s the best owl in the parliament.”
“The what?” 
“A group of owls is called a parliament,” she said with a tone that might have been lightly mocking, but there was a kindness to it as well, an indulgent quality. “Don’t you study owls before you, you know, make them?”
“Well, we do, yes, but not…” Uffrin stared at the owl’s wings, the patterns of stripes and color that repeated perfectly across a thousand different feathers. How did the feathers know to take on those patterns? What mechanism, already present in the egg, programmed them to do so?
“You can touch them if you like.” Mara’s hand rested on his shoulder again, and she swung the bird closer. “She won’t bite you as long as she’s on my arm.”
Uffrin felt her breath on the hairs of his cheek, and his chest tightened. It didn’t mean anything, couldn’t mean anything. Some Maer were just like that. Touchy. He wanted to shirk away from her touch or lean into it, but instead, he steeled his nerves and reached out his hand toward the gray and black striped wings. 
“Gently,” she said, her hand pressing into his shoulder. Sweat soaked his armpits as his fingers brushed the downy soft feathers layered so delicately over each other. The owl’s golden eyes bored into his, but it did not move or flinch as his fingers slid down toward the wingtips. He ran them down the other wing, and Mara’s fingers squeezed his shoulder just a little tighter. 
“Gods, she’s amazing,” Uffrin whispered, turning up to look into Mara’s eyes, which were a warm hazel-brown, with a glint of mischief. 
“Best girl,” Mara said, releasing his shoulder and rotating her arm so the owl faced the wide, open window overlooking the valley. “But I expect you came here to see her fly, right?”
“Well, yes. I’ve seen them before, when I was in study, and I’ve watched a lot of views, but it’s the landing I’m most interested in right now. Especially how their wings move when they land at speed, the angle of force. Can you…” He glanced up at her head, which was unadorned with a circlet. He knew they used circlets for surveillance, but he wondered whether she could control the owl without one or if it was so well trained she didn’t need it.
“I can show you whatever you want to see. You want to check out her wings first?” Mara fished her circlet out of her pocket and fitted it on her head, and the owl’s wings slowly opened, more than an arm’s length from tip to tip, and light gray on the inside, like on its chest. Mara rotated her arm, and Uffrin leaned in to study the angle at which the wings protruded from its back. 
“Can you…make it flap a little?”
The owl’s wings whooshed downward, then back up several times, then settled into its back so neatly it was hard to believe it even had wings. 
“If you want to see a landing at speed, we’ll have to let her out in the valley. Come.” She put her hand on the small of his back and guided him toward the opening. A chill breeze wafted in as they approached, and the owl ruffled its feathers a little and moved from foot to foot. 
“Somebody’s ready to show off,” she said, smiling indulgently at the bird. She removed her hand from Uffrin’s back and gestured toward a pointed tower just below with a half-dozen wooden platforms arranged around the edges. “Watch.” She held her arm out the window, and the owl raised its wings and powered off into the air, wobbling against the breeze for a moment, then turning to bank smoothly out over the valley. It flapped hard away from them and up, up, up, then whirled around tightly and shot down with a few strokes of its powerful wings, slicing through the air toward the tower. Uffrin was sure it was going to crash and bounce off into the valley below, but at the last second, its wings flared out and flapped several times, and it landed on the platform as lightly as a butterfly on a flower.
“Gods, that’s incredible!” Uffrin wished he’d thought to bring his lens to capture the view. It had gone so fast, he hadn’t had time to fully process it. “Can you make it circle and land again?”
“Only if you stop calling her ‘it.’” Mara’s tone was a little less glib but still friendly, he thought. 
“Of course, Cleo. Best girl, as you say. Would you mind asking her to circle around and—”
“You don’t need to repeat yourself, Uffrin. Just be polite and use her correct pronouns. She’s not a thing.” She bumped him with her hip, which was soft and substantial and gave Uffrin a little twinge of desire, amplified by the sideways smirk she flashed him. Gods, was she hitting on him? Surely not—it was unthinkable—no one hit on him, not ever. He was nerdy and scrawny, his chest was concave, and his body hair wasn’t thick or lustrous like some. He was just being overexcited and stupid, as usual. 
“She’s going to take off now if you want to study that too.” Mara’s hand was on his forearm now, and Uffrin could hardly focus on the bird, but when it spread its wings—when she spread her wings and launched off the platform, something clicked. The angle of her wings changed in a way that showed greater rotation in the shoulder joint than he had realized. Cleo soared out into the valley, wheeled around, and dove again. When she pumped her wings to land, he saw it again, that flexible angle, as if the joint could not only rotate but also pop in and out a little. That would be hard to replicate with the automatons, but perhaps with the right springs, he could make it work.
Mara offered to show him again, and he agreed, though he’d seen what he needed to see and could already picture the little tweak that would allow the joint in his machine to flex in and out. After the landing, she ran Cleo through a few training routines, and Uffrin watched in awe, no longer bothered by Mara’s near-constant touching, as the owl wove in and out of various rings and wooden tubes laid out below. It was a much more challenging course than the ones at the lab. He knew how much more agile flesh and blood owls were than mechanical ones, but seeing it up close like this really brought it home how much work remained to be done. He itched to get his fingers on his tools, to open up his machine and see what he could do. 
Uffrin gave a start when Cleo finally swooped in and landed noiselessly on Mara’s bracer, her bright yellow eyes intense and inscrutable. 
“Would you like to hold her?” Mara asked, laughing as he shrank back, staring at the owl’s powerful talons. “Not barehanded, obviously.” She pointed with her eyes to a row of leather bracers hanging below one of the windows. 
“I—maybe next time,” Uffrin managed, glancing from the bird, whose eyes bored holes in his confidence, to Mara, who covered her mouth with her hand, but he could see her smile in the creases around her eyes. 
“All right then, next time it is.” She blinked, and the owl flew up into the darkness of the rafters. She unbuckled her bracer and hung it with the others, then returned to stand even closer than before, now that the owl was no longer on her arm. “You’re welcome here whenever you like, though I keep weird hours since I’m on night duty half the time. Send me a message if you want—I’ll just share my stream.” She pressed the dot on the front of her circlet, and Uffrin tapped his into life and accepted the share. “It’s mostly owls and other birds, plus some ancient poetry and the like, but you can message me any time.” She touched him again on the arm as she said it, sending a dizzying tingle to his head. Gods, what did that mean? Did that mean— 
“Right, of course, any time, I will, I—” He paused, closing his eyes before they could stray down to look at her breasts again. “I absolutely will when I get back from mission.” 
Her eyes fell, and she pulled her hand back and turned away a little. “That would be lovely. Well, be safe wherever you go. I know you can’t talk about that stuff.”
“Thank you. I’m sure it will be fine. The scouts are first-rate, and it’s not like I’ll be going toe to toe with the humans or anything.” 
They stood awkwardly for a moment, then she touched him on the shoulder again.
“It’s been a real pleasure to meet you, Uffrin.”
“Oh yes, so much. I mean, I’ll hit you up in a month or so when I get back. And maybe I’ll see if I can get permission to show you around my shop and see some of the mechanicals. I mean, you showed me yours…” Uffrin’s face boiled with embarrassment, and Mara’s cackling laughter did little to cool it off. 
She took his hand in hers, still giggling. “I would love for you to show me yours any time it’s convenient for you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The Stream went out just as Uffrin returned from meeting his scout, a taciturn Maer named Erliss with dark eyes that looked like they’d seen too much. They seemed to know the territory well, and it was as Uffrin feared—he was heading to Burrows Valley, not far from the Archive Valley, where the humans had been repelled at great cost but were regrouping. Though the action report hadn’t spelled it out, Uffrin had heard that they were preparing to bury the Archive and evacuate the valley. 
He sighed, hit the tarpipe, and sat down at the desk where the gleaming toy owl sat fully assembled from the night before. He fingered the little tools, figuring he would take it apart since there were no views to watch and he didn’t feel like reading. His mind drifted to his meeting with the owl handler, and a smile crept onto his face. He’d barely had a chance to check out her stream during the day since he’d been busy with the adjustments to his machine, but it had been pretty much as she’d said: owl views, many of which he recognized, some ancient poetry, and illustrations of antique erotica, the kind they carried in the bookstalls down at the River Market. He wished he had the Stream so he could look through them, but it wouldn’t be back up until the morning, and by then, he’d be too busy to take full advantage. He loved the fact that she had these funky illustrations on her stream, and he was desperate to study them further.
He hit the pipe again, replaying his visit to the roost, trying to summon Mara’s image in his mind. His loins stirred as he pictured the curve of her hips, her ample breasts, the mischievous sparkle in her eyes. He heard the sound of her laughter, felt the way she bumped him and touched him, and his heart twinged. Gods, he hadn’t crushed on anyone so hard in the longest time, and the fact that she had actually shared her stream with him was an unthinkable piece of good fortune. 
He’d all but written off any chance of romantic contact as news of the war got grimmer and the city’s mood puddled like wastewater around the leaf-clogged sewer drains. He'd even wondered if he’d ever have sex with another Maer again. It could be weeks or months, but probably not years, before the city was under siege, and he was so bogged down at work that he hardly had the time or energy to go out. Not that there was much of a bar scene left these days, with most of the soldiers gone and everyone working frantically to get things made and stored away in the event the worst came to pass. 
It figured that he would meet someone like this right when he was about to go off on mission for a month. By the time he got back, she might have forgotten him or moved on to someone else. A Maer like her would not lack for company if she wanted it. Gods, he had to at least send her a message tomorrow before he left. But what would he say? He could do a view, maybe with his owl on his shoulder. It was against protocol, but he doubted the Shoza had time to stalk people’s messages these days. And Mara would love it. He pictured her watching it, her face lighting up with amusement, crinkling around her eyes as she laughed. He felt himself rising again, and he reached down to touch himself a little.
It wasn’t just her shape, as pleasing as it was, that stoked his imagination. It was the way she seemed to take him in in his entirety, to see what he was and be amused, or maybe even a little more. He pictured the light brown of her eyes, splintered with yellow shards like exploding stars, and the spark of those explosions sent a jolt straight to his heart. He saw her tilting her head just a bit as she leaned in to kiss him, felt the hum of her stifled laugh buzzing into his lips, the wet warmth of her tongue caressing his, the heat of her body flowing over him. 
She would push him down, moving with strength and determination, rubbing against him with a light pressure that would nearly push him over the edge before their clothes were even off. And then they would lay fur to fur and heart to heart, their bodies interlocking, moving in undulous union, straining together like vines climbing each other up toward the blinding sun. Time would slow as they crushed against each other, arms trembling, eyes locked together until the moment flooded away and she collapsed on his chest, rumbling a little laugh into his neck as her body slowed, then finally stopped. 
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Mara grumped her way up the thousand stairs to the roost as the sunset painted the covered sky a muted yellowish pink. The winds had calmed somewhat, so hopefully, down in the valley below the falls, the air would be nice and still. She and Cleo had trained with marbles hung from lengths of string. Cleo had had no trouble catching them, but spotting them was going to be almost a question of pure luck, as they didn’t seem to trigger the owl’s prey or self-protection responses. No one knew what the range of the hoverballs was, but someone somewhere was controlling it. She couldn’t imagine it being much more than twenty miles, which was the supposed range of the latest orbus. She could reach thirty miles with Cleo on a good day.  
When she reached the roost, she was tired and thirsty and in the mood for absolutely no one’s bullshit. She quickly downed a cup of water, mumbled half-hearted greetings to her fellow handlers, and hurried out to the aerie. The falcon crew was still on duty, the agile birds weaving through the forest until the owls arrived to keep the night watch. Cleo flew down as soon as Mara had her bracer strapped on and blinked at her eagerly. Mara stuck out her nose, and Cleo gave her the customary double-peck. She stared into the bird’s eyes, sensing the eagerness, the yearning to fly free. Although, in fairness, the lure of fresh
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