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      They were missing data again. They didn't know how they knew , seeing as how it was missing, but Chirp knew they were missing it. Knew there was a space in their circuits and memory stores where once something had been and now it was not. A past they could reach for but could only just brush their metaphorical fingers against. Just out of reach. Maybe it held a clue to who they had been before, to where they had come from.

      Except . . . there shouldn’t have been a before.

      Not with the way there were so many parts of them on the table. Not with the way there were schematics taped to the wall. Chirp should not have even had a name—they were a wholly new creation, it seemed—but they did. They had a name, and they had a past. If only they could remember it.

      The man who had been building Chirp, up until a few moments ago, smiled down at them toothily. He was missing one of his eye teeth, leaving a gaping blackness that Chirp thought they might fall into if he leaned in any closer. They would probably never be able to escape if they fell in. It would be bottomless. An oubliette.

      Oubliette. What a strange word for a robot to know.

      “It’s awake,” he said, breath hot against the right panel of their face, making the sensors there light up with activity. Not feeling so much as knowing what the temperature was—98.3 ℉. Chirp was sure that if they had sensors with the ability to smell, they would find that the man’s breath was foul. They were grateful to whatever gods looked out for robots that their maker hadn’t seen fit to outfit them with such a thing.

      “And the upgrades?” a familiar voice asked from somewhere off in the dark recesses of the room. Chirp didn’t need to see his face, because the moment he spoke, his tone oily with greed, their software supplied his name—title, rather: the Ringmaster. The word alone sent warning signals across all of Chirp’s internals. Alarms only they could hear blared in their central processing unit. Lights only they could see flashed behind their visual sensors. They didn’t remember their past, didn’t know what the Ringmaster had done to them, but the trauma was circuit deep. There would be no erasing the fear response brought on by that man, no matter how many times Chirp’s memory banks were wiped.

      “The upgrades went well, sir,” the mechanic chuckled, his eyes alight with some kind of manic mischief that Chirp decided instantly was not good news for them. Upgrades. They hadn’t built Chirp from scratch, then. That made sense. That explained the feeling of a before. The space where a previous life should have been. But it didn’t explain the emptiness of it. It didn’t explain why they would have tried to erase that past from Chirp’s memory banks. Unless they thought doing so would make Chirp more subservient, easier to control.

      Joke’s on them. Chirp let out a soft huff of steam, a snort more than anything else. There had been someone once upon a time who would have seen the action for what it was—they knew that much—but the Ringmaster and the mechanic just jerked back at the sound as if stricken.

      “What is it? What’s wrong with it?” The Ringmaster’s voice was panicked as he strode forward into the light, his face contorted with fear but no less beautiful for it. That was the thing about the Ringmaster: for all the poison that seeped out of him like stink from a bog, he was still achingly lovely. A fine aristocratic nose. A sharp jaw. Even the speckling of gray amid his long dark hair had done nothing to change it.

      Analogies. Were those things robots were able to use and understand? Longing. Was that a thing a robot felt? Chirp didn’t know. If they had known another robot before, those memories had been erased. Even if they had asked another robot—for research—that data was gone. They supposed they would have to conduct their own research as a means to better understand themselves.

      “I don’t know.” The mechanic leaned in closer, that gap in his smile looming, waiting to swallow Chirp whole. Chirp tried to shift away, to slide from the cold, hard table beneath them and escape, but nothing would move. No part of their outer shell even twitched at the command from their hard drive. “It seems to be in working order. It’s ticking right along and looks to be processing visual stimuli fine according to the schematics.”

      “Is it overheating?” The Ringmaster pressed closer, his head blocking out the light above the table Chirp was on. Table? Workbench? They couldn’t tell, and it wasn’t like it mattered. Whatever they had done to Chirp was done now, and there was no escaping it.

      With a grunt of disagreement, the mechanic shook his head. “No. Its levels are fine.”

      “Then what was that? You better fix it, Levi. I can’t have my best marionette out of commission when we get to the palace.” The Ringmaster bent closer, his handsome face taking up Chirp’s field of view as they did everything in their power to wriggle away, to escape. There was no escape, though. They were a prisoner in their own body. A marionette without a puppeteer. And the Ringmaster was going to delight in watching them dance. The very thought turned something in a part of Chirp’s body that they could only identify as their stomach.

      Strange; they thought robots didn’t have stomachs. A dissatisfied whistle left Chirp’s “mouth” as they focused their attention on a single part, just one finger. All they needed to do was lift it. Maybe not even lift it. Maybe just twitch it. Prove to themselves that they could.

      “Don’t strain yourself,” the Ringmaster said, his voice soft and falsely kind. He was looking down at their hand now, as if he had seen something that Chirp hadn’t felt. Maybe they had managed to twitch the digit? Maybe they simply hadn’t noticed with the panic pounding through their wires. Or maybe it was the way their visual circuits were fluttering. There was really no way to tell with him, or with how heavy their body was starting to feel. Weighed down onto the table, like they needed to be wound again. Had the mechanic even given Chirp a full turn before turning them on? Probably not.

      Another dissatisfied hiss left Chirp, making the Ringmaster chuckle darkly.

      “I can’t figure out what’s wrong with it, sir.” Levi sounded near panicked now, his words and breath staccato. Chirp could hear his heart pounding against his ribs, and there was a bead of sweat sliding down the side of his face from his hairline. Poor man. He seemed to know exactly what the Ringmaster was capable of, even if Chirp didn’t. Not that it mattered that they didn’t. They could feel the fear without knowing. Knowing wouldn’t change anything. Still, it was nice, validating, to see that this man did know and he, too, was afraid. At least Chirp wasn’t the only one.

      “Nothing,” the Ringmaster rumbled through another laugh that had started low in his chest. There was a gleam in his eyes when he said his next words. “Nothing at all.”

      Chirp didn’t like that look. They didn’t know what it meant, but they didn’t like it. It couldn’t mean anything good. There was a grinding of gears, the sound of something made of clockwork fighting against itself to do something, and Chirp only realized after it had stopped that it had been them as they fought against the heaviness weighing down their own limbs.

      “Isn’t that right, my dear?” Sharp teeth shone in the overhead light of the workroom, and Chirp wanted nothing more than to go back into hibernate mode. For their last wind to run out so they didn’t have to look at that smile any longer. “Or is it Chirp now? I suppose that’s what they were calling you in that place, weren’t they?”

      “Wh—Wha—What—” Chirp choked on the words, unfamiliar with forming them after so long without a voice box. When had they been given one? “What place?”

      The Ringmaster hummed, delighted, his eyes going wide, bright, and shiny with greed. That’s all Chirp was to him: a product. Something he could use for his own gain. Chirp didn’t know how they knew, or how they knew that information wasn’t a surprise to them. But they did. “That doesn’t matter now, does it, Chirp? You’re back where you belong.”

      His hand brushed too roughly against the plate on top of their head. The one the mechanic had screwed closed but a few minutes ago, before flicking Chirp on. Chirp felt their spine cringe away from the touch, even as the Ringmaster played at being gentle. Caring and sweet where he was neither.

      “I want to go home,” Chirp said without thought. They didn’t even know where home was, or what it meant, but they knew that with the Ringmaster was most certainly not where they belonged.

      “I thought you wiped its memories?” the Ringmaster snarled, whirling on the mechanic with a jagged sneer that made Chirp wish the table would open up and swallow them whole.

      “I did, sir! I swear I did! This must just be⁠—”

      “Must just be what?” Chirp could no longer see the Ringmaster’s face—he had turned his whole body around to back the mechanic toward the edges of the room again.

      Their attention drawn away, Chirp realized now was their chance to escape. They sent down the message from their central cortex to move, run, flee. But nothing happened. Not even a twitch. They remained firmly rooted to the table at the center of the workroom. Worse yet, every insistence dropped their power reserves lower. Until finally, the room grew dark, and Chirp went into hibernate mode again.
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        * * *

      

      When next they woke, the room was empty and dark. The Ringmaster and the mechanic off seeing to other things. Chirp took a moment to focus their attention on their body again, to feel the upgrades that had been made while they were asleep. They were taller now, lankier. More akin to a human adult than an android. Strange. Why would the Ringmaster bother⁠—

      Chirp’s visual sensors focused on a polished bit of metal against the wall, and they gasped, choking again on a voice box that was still too new. Scraping their lower half against the table, they pushed to their feet, wobbling a little from the new height, to get a better look at themselves in the reflective surface.

      The Ringmaster had used the word “marionette” before, but Chirp hadn’t thought too much of it. Their empty memory banks told them that he always used words like that, throwing them around like flower petals at a parade. They lost their meaning after a time. But what Chirp saw when they looked in the mirror was a marionette of the highest quality, the Ringmaster’s pride and joy. Beautiful, gilded, and graceful.

      Reaching for their reflection, Chirp scraped the hard tips of their fingers over the metal, making a screeching sound that ached in their auditory sensors. Gods, they were so sensitive all over now, although they didn’t know what they were comparing this to. They supposed whatever they had been before their upgrades was very different. Shorter, less appendages, less . . . everything.

      The stunned marvel of finding themselves in a body that was so foreign and so familiar all at once didn’t last nearly as long as it might have in someone who wasn’t afraid for their very existence. Because Chirp knew, to the very depths of their circuitry, that if they didn’t escape or do what the Ringmaster wanted, he would make sure they ceased to exist. Panic gripped Chirp’s wiring, and they stumbled to the door of the workroom, feet skidding against the worn floorboards.

      Their fingers scrambled against the knob, leaving scratch marks on the wood of the door as Chirp tried in vain to escape. To run. To flee. But no. The knob wouldn’t turn.

      The knob wouldn’t turn.

      And even if they did escape, where would they go? They were marked now. The Ringmaster would find them. Just like he did before. Just like he always would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Prince Brend was bored. So very bored. And it seemed like he had been his entire life. Spending his days on the outside looking in. Watching as other people did exciting things. Other people ruled the kingdom. Other people got to travel. Other people went on adventures.

      While Brend stayed locked up in the castle at the heart of Daiwynn, protected, given everything he could ever want except the one thing he wanted the most: freedom. He knew it was because he was the heir to the kingdom. He knew it was because he was the prince, and his mother was relying on him to take the crown when the time came. He also knew that it was partly due to his own weakness of body. The cane he had to use since his teen years and the potion he took in the morning made sure to remind him of that every single day. But that didn't make him any less bitter about it. That didn't make him any less a prisoner in his own home, his own life, his own body.

      "And that is why you cannot leave the castle," his mother said, concluding this week's lecture—which had taken place in Brend's own drawing room of all places—about how dangerous the Enchanted were to their people in general, and to him in particular. He had heard this exact same lecture so many times that he could practically recite it in his sleep. Sometimes she updated it—that was always fun—to include the most recent atrocities the Enchanted had committed against humans. Like about six months ago, when they had blown up one of the labor camps.

      "But mother," Brend started, his tone distinctly whiney, even to himself. He should probably not whine; it didn't do him any favors. But he'd already started now, so it was likely too late. Leaning farther back in the thickly cushioned chaise he had flopped himself into when this lecture began, he could practically hear his mother's teeth grinding. "I really think⁠—"

      "Oh, darling, don't do that." His mother clicked her tongue, stepping forward, around the ornate table at the center of the sitting room, so she could pat his cheek before lifting her hand to ruffle his already hopelessly mussed curly hair. "You're much too pretty to think."

      The words should have stung. Maybe they would have if Brend hadn't heard them so many times. His mother didn't mean anything by it, he knew that. She wasn't trying to be cruel or condescending. It was simply her way of speaking, the way she saw him. And maybe that was worse. Maybe it was worse that she didn't think he had anything in his head, nothing behind his eyes. How could she ever trust him to rule Daiwynn if that's what she thought of him? He supposed that's where the advisors would come in. He would be as much a figurehead then as he was now.

      "Mother," he grumbled through cheeks that were smooshed together by his mother's soft hands. She pinched the left one, pulling the skin out a little as if forcing him into a half smile. He had ceased to enjoy this type of affection years ago, but he hadn't been able to tell her that yet. One battle at a time. "I really just want to⁠—"

      "I said no, Brend." Queen Eloise pulled back, her gray eyes narrowed in something close to a threat as she lifted her chin to look down on him with an expression he could only equate to a queen giving a decree. Brend wasn't sure what she'd do if he kept pushing it; he'd never tried it before. She was always almost too kind, too caring. Hovering over him to ensure that he was happy and healthy. Or rather, happy enough, given that the one thing he'd always wanted she seemed unwilling or unable to give him. He liked to think that it was unable. He liked to think his mother would never do something to intentionally make him unhappy. She was just protective, that was all. She just didn't want to see him get hurt. That was all.

      Brend huffed, puffing out his cheeks petulantly. He wanted to push further. He wanted to see how long it would take before his mother yelled at him. She never had before, and he was beginning to wonder if she was capable of it. If she even cared enough to bother. Would it change anything? Likely not. It certainly wouldn't get him what he wanted, but then, neither had being a docile, good son. So why not try something new?

      The words crawled up his throat, clawing at it like a living thing, but the moment he looked into his mother's eyes again, they curdled on his tongue. No. Today was not the day he stood up to her. Maybe he would try again tomorrow.

      "Have I made myself clear?" Queen Eloise asked, her brows raised high up into where her auburn hair had fallen across her eyes. It was a challenge, an invitation to fight back, but instead of rising to it as he likely should have, Brend swallowed the words like a too-big bite of food and dipped his head in submission.

      "Yes, Mother." He didn't bother lifting his head to see the beatific smile she graced him with—he knew what it would look like. Just like he knew that this time, it would have a slight edge to it, a sharpness that might not have been there years ago. A knife he could cut himself on but that Brend didn't really understand.

      "Be sure to take your medicine, darling," she murmured, giving his face another condescending pat, then turned. The door shut behind her with a soft thud, an air of finality that Brend knew meant she thought the argument was settled. She always seemed to think that. And yet, this discussion was repeated over and over again. Brend had lost count of how many times now, but he supposed it didn't matter because it always ended the same. What was that old human saying about trying something over and over and expecting a different result? He couldn't remember. But he was fairly sure it wasn't a good sign.

      "You shouldn't push her like that, Your Highness," a soft voice said from the shadows as Clancy emerged from where he'd been watching the entire exchange. He swept a hand through his dark curls, so much like Brend's but a deep almost chestnut-red instead of the more orange shade Brend boasted, pushing them out of his eyes so he could narrow cool gray irises on his prince in quiet admonishment.

      Clancy was every bit Brend's opposite, his shadow, with smooth freckle-less dark skin where Brend's was pale and littered in blemishes. A broader, sturdier build where Brend was slight and weak from years of illness. And those rugged good looks where Brend often felt his own face was too sharp, too pointed, more rodent-like.

      "How many times do I have to ask you not to call me that?" Brend groaned, scrubbing his long, thin fingers over the ache that had settled between his eyebrows. It did nothing to ease the tension and no doubt left a red blotch behind where he irritated the skin, but he didn't care. "I've known you all my life, I think it's fine if you call me by my first name."

      Clancy didn't scoff, but the twitch of his lips said that he wanted to. That he had swallowed it down like every other vaguely negative emotion or word that ever appeared on his tongue. Brend wished he'd stop doing that too. They were friends, of a kind, and Brend hated to see Clancy trying to stifle or be less of himself just so he wouldn't offend Brend. As if Brend had the capacity to be offended. Especially by Clancy, of all people.

      "I hardly think it appropriate, Your Highness, that your whipping boy call you by your given name." The title was said with a lilting air that might have almost been mocking if Brend didn't know better. Brend did know better. Clancy had never mocked him and likely never would. Which was a real shame; it might put them on more equal footing if he would.

      "Oh please, Clancy, you aren't my whipping boy. When have you ever been whipped?" Brend laughed, leaning his head so he could look at the other man over the back of the chaise. It strained his neck, but that didn't seem to matter at all as Clancy stepped in closer and brushed his fingers through Brend's hair, pushing it away from his eyes, his stomach pressing into the top of Brend’s head. An intimate gesture that Brend was sure if his mother saw, she would have Clancy actually whipped for. There had been some hesitation when they had started this little—well, Brend hesitated to call it a “tryst,” but that's what it was between them. But after a year or so, that had faded, and now there was a comfortability, an intimacy, that Brend didn't get from anyone else in his life, least of all his mother.

      Clancy hummed, giving Brend's hair a gentle tug before he stepped back out of arm's reach, much to Brend’s dismay, and around to sit on the chair opposite, his legs splayed to take up far more space than Brend had ever been comfortable doing himself. "I still wish you wouldn't push her."

      "Why not?" Brend flopped his head forward again, his hair falling limply into his eyes. This was another well-trod conversation, but nothing Clancy said was able to change Brend's mind. He blinked wide brown eyes at Clancy, curious, doing his best to ignore the way his skin still tingled from the soft brush of Clancy’s calloused fingers.

      Clancy blew out a frustrated breath, lifting his hands to scrub at his face, mumbling expletives into them. When he pulled his hands away, he fixed Brend with an expression that said his next words were going to be obvious. "Because she's the queen."

      "I don't see why I can't go into the city and see what's out there. I know the Enchanted are dangerous, but I hardly think they're going to recognize me. Besides—” Brend leaned forward to brace himself on his knees, ignoring the subtle twinge the movement sent up his right leg into his hip from sitting for too long. A slow smile curled up the corners of his lips, making his cheeks dimple in a way he knew Clancy struggled to say no to. "You'll be there to protect me if anything were to happen. Won't you?"

      Dropping his hands into his lap, Clancy tilted his head to one side, a brow raised incredulously. "Really?"

      "What? Are you not going to be?" Poking out his bottom lip, Brend widened his eyes further.

      "That's what you're going with?" Clancy continued, undeterred by Brend's pouting.

      If it weren't for the playful lilt to Clancy's tone, Brend might have thought he’d already lost. Instead, he just pouted harder, making himself look as pathetic as possible. It had worked before with other things. Although he'd never once convinced Clancy to go outside the castle with him. This seemed to be a sticking point between them. A sticking point that Brend was fairly sure he was wearing Clancy down on. Just a little more wheedling, and he'd give in, Brend could tell.

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean," Clancy said, taking another deep breath, just like he did when gearing himself up for a duel with a particularly difficult opponent, "your plan is to go out into the city with just me for protection? That doesn't sound terribly wise."

      "When have I ever claimed to be wise?" Brend shot back, without a second thought. He knew he wasn't wise, or clever, or sharp. Not like Clancy was. That's why Clancy had been assigned to him when they were children. But Brend also didn't ever claim to be something he wasn't. He knew his own limitations.

      Choking back a laugh, Clancy bowed his head and shut his eyes, no doubt to hide the fact that he had just rolled them in wry amusement. He took a moment, and Brend watched his shoulders rise and fall as he sucked in slow breaths, swallowing around whatever he really wanted to say in favor of something more “appropriate.”

      "I suppose you never did," Clancy said when he finally had control of his tongue again. "I still don't think it's a good idea."

      "But you're going to come with me anyway?" Brend brightened at the resignation in Clancy's tone. He'd won. Finally.

      "You're planning to leave without me even if I don't agree, aren't you?" Clancy’s shoulders sagged, making him look tired suddenly, which almost made Brend feel bad. Almost.

      "Probably."

      "Fine." Clancy sighed, slumping deeper into the cushions of the chair. An involuntary twitch made Brend’s hand jerk a little, his body instinctively trying to reach out to Clancy, to soothe him the way he had so many times before. But they were in a place too easily walked in on. So, he forced himself to stay where he was, grabbing his trouser leg in a tightened fist to stay put. "But we're planning it all out. I'm not taking any chances with your safety, Your Highness."

      With a delighted laugh, Brend pressed himself to his feet and grabbed his cane. "I've got to get started on my disguise!"

      Clancy mumbled, "Yes, because that is the most important part," from where he'd ducked his head into his hands again, but Brend wouldn't be deterred.

      This was going to be fun.
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      It was a small miracle that there wasn't a path worn into the floorboards of the captain's quarters with how long Persinette had been pacing. Her nerves buzzed beneath her skin as she tried to think over all the information they'd gotten in the last couple of weeks.

      "Tell me again," Agnes said, his tone softer than it had been hours ago. He, too, seemed tired of the constant talking and planning. Which was a little amusing considering that out of all of them, he seemed to be the best planner. He had lain in wait in MOTHER's headquarters for decades, a sleeper agent just watching for the signal from the Uprising and Eddi. If Sully hadn't pulled him out, he likely would have waited decades more, languishing while Eddi went off and did whatever they wanted to, ruining any chances the Enchanted had for peace entirely.

      "How many times do we have to go over this?" Manu groaned, throwing his head back so it hung over the back of his chair. Persinette was surprised he hadn't dug into his liquor stores yet, but that likely had more to do with the fact that Benard refused to pour for him than the fact that Manu didn't want to be inebriated while they planned. Not that she could judge him any. She was reaching her wit’s end as well. How much more time could they waste just talking about everything before they missed their window of opportunity to stop Eddi and Queen Eloise from tearing their world apart over some petty sibling squabble?

      "Until it makes sense." Agnes rubbed at the bridge of his nose, his gaze narrowing on Roy again, who looked like he might want to shrink in on himself beneath the penetrating stare. Poor Roy. He was such a proficient information gatherer, good at infiltration even for all that he lacked magic, but he also didn't seem to have the courage to stand up to Agnes.

      "Don't growl at the poor kid." Sully nudged Agnes, tsking his tongue in a reprimand. "He's doing his best."

      Agnes’s blue eyes narrowed on Sully, nose curling up as if he wanted to bite back at the comment and tell them all that he thought Roy's best wasn't good enough. But he seemed to think better of it, likely realizing that it would only end in another fight. So, Agnes sunk farther down into his chair, turning the wedding ring on his finger around and around petulantly as he gave Roy a nod to continue.

      Roy inhaled deeply, his chest puffing up with the action, and smoothed his fingers over his clothing as if to press out the wrinkles. It would do him no good. They were all hopelessly mussed. Dirty and wrinkled from weeks on a ship, hopping from place to place to avoid MOTHER and the Uprising. Persinette didn't know how long they had before the two organizations caught up to them again, but she would wager it wasn't long at all. They needed a plan before that happened. Their supplies were running low, and they were all getting tired. They'd slip up if this didn't come to an end soon.

      "Eddi means to infiltrate the palace somehow," Roy repeated the words he had said hours ago when he first returned to the Duchess, letting the glamour Penny created for him with her magic slip away into nothing. Penny slumped at his side, her wings fluttering tiredly. Persinette felt bad that they’d been sent in to spy, but everyone knew the rest of them. They were infamous. Wanted posters had been slapped on every free surface all through Daiwynn. Even if they hadn't been actively introduced to any of the other Uprising agents, people would know who they were. There was no escaping that.

      "Somehow." The word left Rose like a curse, her tongue rolling around it in disgust. She'd removed her spectacles an hour ago and rubbed at the bridge of her nose until the spots where the nose pads normally cut into it were red and raw looking. Kindle shifted at her side, watching Rose out of the corner of her eye. "What does that even mean?"

      "I don't know." Roy slumped farther into his own chair, the cushions threatening to swallow him whole, and Penny reached out to give his shoulder a comforting squeeze.

      "Then we need to divide our efforts," Persinette said, her throat dry from not having spoken this entire time. She'd been trying to absorb all of Roy's words, all of the theories, everything they knew about Eloise and Eddi thus far. There was a surprising amount of knowledge between the lot of them. Eddi probably should have thought of that before they double crossed each and every one of them.

      "Divide them how? We don't even know what we're up against." Penny's tone was tired and hopeless, dragging down the pit of Persinette’s stomach. Penny hadn't signed on for this. She hadn't wanted to be one of them. She'd been brought into it because she couldn't let Roy face everything alone. That's what love did to a person, Persinette supposed.

      Persinette sucked in a breath, pushing her fingers through her short lavender locks, and straightened her spine. They were all looking to her as a leader. Someone to guide them through this. And there she was, wanting nothing more than to hide away from the world. The Great Library had offered no solutions for Manu's curse. The Uprising and MOTHER were closing in. This was not what Persinette meant when she'd said she wanted adventure all those months ago.

      "We're going to have to wing it, to some extent." She hated to say it, probably more than anything else. The words were as hollow and hopeless as Penny's. But she didn't know what other options there were.

      "Pers," Manu said, a warning in his tone. He wasn't trying to tell her what to do, she knew that. They were a team, after all. But he did have more experience out in the world than she did, and she valued his advice and his counsel as much as she did any of the others’, maybe more so because of her feelings for him.

      Still, that didn't change the facts. And the facts were these:

      "We don't have time, Manu. MOTHER and the Uprising are closing in on us. Soon enough, they'll figure out how the portals work and be waiting for us on the other side of one. Or they'll build up the resources to go over the wall and go after those we left behind in the Wilds. The longer we wait, the more likely it is that we'll lose the element of surprise. We can't chance it." The words left her all in a single breath, a rush to make her point and steady her own nerves all in one. Persinette's hands were still shaking when she was done, so she stuffed them into the pockets of her trousers before anyone noticed. Sweat gathered in the lines of her palms, and she wiped it on the insides of her pockets.

      "So, what do you propose we do?" Sully lifted his brows, his dark face open, whereas Agnes's flattened into something more closed off. He was giving her a chance, and she was grateful for it. It wasn't much, but she would take it. Especially as she knew how stupid her next words were going to sound. She hated having to say them at all.

      "Well, first off . . ." Persinette swallowed, the paper in her pocket crinkling against her trembling fingers. "Alys and Stella will need to be contacted. I want them in charge of finding the Uprising base. Rose, you'll work with them. If anyone can weasel out where Eddi has hidden themselves, it's you. Find them, find a way in. When we go after Eddi and Eloise, I want it to be at the same time, a two-pronged attack."

      "I don't think we have enough people for that." Agnes's dark brows pinched in the middle, his lips twitching into a scowl that was so reminiscent of the old Agnes that Persinette almost flinched. Biting down on the inside of her cheek, Persinette managed to restrain the urge. Things were different now, she reminded herself. They were on the same side.

      "We also don't have enough people for this to turn into a full-out war," Benard pointed out. He, too, had been silent for most of this conversation, his glowing green eyes flitting from person to person as he took in everything, clever mind working over the problem. Persinette was grateful to have him, and all the others, really, on her side in this. She couldn't have done this alone, any of it. Without them, she'd have withered and died in MOTHER custody. Now she had a family. A cobbled-together one, but a family nonetheless.

      "He's right. We aren't soldiers," Sully murmured, his own brow creased in thought, fingers tapping at his jaw. "And we don't have armies to command like they do. We have to use our resources more wisely. Make sure we don't spread ourselves too thin."

      "So where will the rest of us be going?" Rose asked. She hadn't taken her eyes off of Persinette, the intensity of her gaze crawling over Persinette's skin like a brand. Persinette's next swallow was rough and dry, scraping all the way down, until it burned in her stomach. This wasn't her best plan, maybe, but Persinette didn't see another.

      "We're going to join the circus," Persinette said, pulling the paper from her pocket and carefully unfolding it. She smoothed her fingers over the deep ridges from where it had been pressed into a square and handed it to Rose.

      "The circus?" Kindle leaned over Rose’s shoulder, her chin perched on it, and scowled down at the wrinkled event poster.

      "Tell me what I'm looking at." Agnes ripped the paper from Rose's hands, earning a kick to his shins for his troubles, which only resulted in a grunt. It looked even more hopelessly wrinkled in his hands when compared to Agnes’s\ neatly manicured fingers and his carefully pressed clothes. Of the lot of them, he was the most put together. Persinette wasn't sure how he managed it, exactly, other than sheer stubbornness.

      "Felicity brought this back after her trip to the scrap yard the other day." Persinette stuffed her hands back into her pockets to keep Agnes from seeing them twitch. "It seems this circus will perform for the queen in a couple of weeks. If we can place people among the acts, then we'll have direct access to the castle and the royal family."

      "And how do you expect us to place people?" Kindle still hadn't taken her chin away from where it rested on Rose's shoulder, and now they were both looking at Persinette with twin expressions of mild annoyance. Maybe not every couple was a study in opposites after all.

      "I assume we'll have to audition?" Persinette wasn't really sure how circuses worked. She'd only ever read about them in books. But joining one had always sounded like a lot of fun. The kind of escape she’d longed for, that Manu had provided.

      Rose's eyes narrowed for a moment, then she let out a breath, dislodging Kindle from where she was perched. "It does seem like the cleanest route inside. So we'll have to find this circus before it reaches the castle and join up as quickly as possible. That way, the guards have less reason to scrutinize us."

      "Exactly." A nod made Persinette wobble on her feet, so grateful was she that Rose seemed to be on board with this plan.

      "Then we have a week to refine our acts," Sully declared, a bright smile lighting his face that seemed to be almost excited at the concept of joining the circus. Which was good, because Persinette would hate to be the only one.

      "Our acts," Agnes grumbled, his shoulders hunching a little. "I'm not joining the circus. You can count me out."

      "Aww, you're no fun, Aggy," Sully simpered, then laughed when Agnes gave him a hard shove that almost toppled him to the floor.

      And just like that, the tension was broken. Persinette could breathe again. They could do this. They could do all of this. Join the circus. Infiltrate the Uprising and the castle. Destroy Eddi and Eloise. Bring Daiwynn into a new day.

      It all seemed within reach.
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      Something strange had happened to Chirp's hardware overnight. It was not an upgrade, nor a transfer of their software into another shell. It was not like when they had woken up on the table in the workshop, Levi the engineer hovering over them while the Ringmaster snarled instructions. No, this was different. This wasn't scientific or logical at all, in fact.

      This was . . . Well, they hesitated to call it magic because they knew what the implications of that word in their world would mean. But that's what it was. That's all it could be.

      Magic.

      It sounded silly—ridiculous—even inside Chirp's own head. But as they looked down at the way the moon caught on the soft skin of their arm, they did not have any other explanation. Robots didn't just become human—or humanoid, anyway. They stayed robots. Remained circuits and wires and hard exoskeletons made of metal.

      Not that Chirp had never thought about it, they realized, watching the way the hair on their arm stood on end in the nighttime chill.

      A chill. What a strange sensation. They had known temperature before, but only insomuch as they needed to avoid melting or locking up. It was never something that was comfortable or uncomfortable. The cool air through the window of their room was decidedly uncomfortable. It left them cold, the fine hairs on their skin rising with gooseflesh, and had Chirp reaching for a blanket that was not there because the Ringmaster had no need to provide such things for a robot.

      But they were not a robot anymore.

      Slipping away from the window, deeper into their empty cell of a room, Chirp took stock of everything with new eyes. There was no bed, no soft furnishings of any kind. There was not even a mirror or a wardrobe full of costumes as they assumed some other performers might have had. All the Ringmaster left them was a single chair, propped up near the window so that Chirp could look out on the night and the land of Daiwynn drifting along beneath them, blurring slightly, like an oil painting, as the Ringmaster’s flying circus bobbed along. That and a thin shift that hung from their form like a shroud.

      Another glance out the window told Chirp that the moon was full and bright. The sky a cloudless wonder of twinkling stars. It was beautiful. Perhaps more beautiful than anything they had ever seen in their entire life, if they could’ve remembered anything before waking up on that table some hours ago.

      Days, their internal software told them. It had been three days since they had woken up on that table, and obviously Levi had done something wrong when upgrading their hardware. Maybe he had loaded a cursed cog into their body and not known it. Or he was experimenting with things he didn't understand behind the Ringmaster's back. Maybe Chirp should tell on him, get in the Ringmaster's good graces. But then the Ringmaster would undo whatever it was, and Chirp would lose the first brush with humanity they'd had in⁠—

      "Psst," someone whispered from somewhere in the room. Chirp stopped, their visual cir—eyes. Their eyes swiveled around to find the source of the strange voice, but there was no obvious sign of another person in the tiny room. Where would they have even hidden if there were? Out the narrow slitted window, hardly even big enough for a pixie to shimmy their way through? Doubtful.

      "Psst," the voice came again, and Chirp crouched to look under the chair set against the wall. There was nothing there, of course. Not that they had thought there would be. It was a simple wooden chair, no cushions or upholstery to speak of. No place to hide, really. But Chirp was running out of options, and they were rapidly beginning to think this was all a bad dream. Their wiring—veins, their veins thumped hard against the inside of their skin with a pulse that was racing in equal parts fear and excitement.

      "Not over there," the voice said, and it sounded like whoever it was had scoffed at the sheer ridiculousness of Chirp bending down to inspect the chair as if it would provide them with answers. They supposed it was likely an amusing sight, if one was on the outside, watching it happen. But Chirp did not find it amusing. In fact, they found it very annoying. Why couldn't the voice just tell them—"By the door."

      Ah, that answers that. Chirp squinted. Their eyes were not as useful as the visual sensors that had previously been installed into their hardware—those would have been helpful in the low lighting—but Chirp would make do nonetheless. They always did. So, they took a slow step toward the door, peering at the wall that surrounded it for a moment as if it might give them some obvious clues as to where the voice had come from. Then they saw it: a little crack off to the right side, tiny and hardly noticeable, but when they looked closer, light was coming through from the other side. Whoever was over there had a lamp or something. Their shadow moved in front of the light, and it was lost. Chirp thought they saw an eye peer at them through the little space.

      "Ah, there you are," the voice rasped, so quiet and breathy, it was hard to tell if it came from an adult or a child, a man or a woman. "Hello."

      "Hello," Chirp repeated, their own voice sounding strained in their ears. Bending down, they fell onto their backside on the floor, the shift someone had clothed them in pulling tight over their knees as they folded them in front of themselves. It was an awkward position, and they couldn't really see the person on the other side of the wall at all, but it was better than leaning over to peer through the crack, or at least they thought so. The hardware of this body was far more sensitive. The muscles ached from holding one position too long. Chirp found that peculiar. How did people survive like this? Were they just in pain? All the time? That seemed to be a design flaw.

      "Don't sit down!" the voice hissed, scolding and condescending all at once.

      "Why not?" Chirp blinked—they had to remember to do that, their eyes would dry out otherwise. Another strange concept. How inefficient a humanoid body was.

      "Because you need to get out of here while you still can." There was shifting on the other side of the wall, like someone moving around and their clothes making noise. Or what Chirp imagined that would sound like, anyway. Whoever it was must have been settling in closer, trying to get a better look at Chirp.

      "I can't get out." Chirp hadn't tried the knob on the door, but they knew that would be the truth of it. They hadn't been able to escape the workshop. Why should now be any different? And even if they did leave their cell, where would they go? The Ringmaster's ship lazed through the skies of Daiwynn, high enough from the ground that a leap from it would most assuredly kill this fragile humanoid body. If they were still an android, things would have been different, but without their hard exoskeleton, there was no chance of survival.

      "You could take one of the escape pods," the voice said, seeming to understand their hesitation better than even they had. Chirp wondered for a moment if they had muttered what they were thinking out loud. Humanoid creatures did that sometimes, talked to themselves to make sense of the world around them. Not that Chirp understood why, but it seemed mostly involuntary, so why wouldn't Chirp fall into the same problem?

      "They'll be locked." That didn't mean they shouldn't try, Chirp knew that. They knew that escape was necessary if they wanted to survive. They also knew that they had done it before, although they couldn't remember how or when. The Ringmaster would have taken precautions to avoid that happening again. He was evil, not stupid.

      "So you're just not going to try?" The voice was goading, irritated. Like the person couldn't believe that Chirp would just shrug off their choices that way.

      The tone made Chirp want to curl in on themselves, their narrow shoulders hunching forward to hide their torso from an incoming blow that would never come. Is this what fear and trauma did to a humanoid body? No wonder so many of them walked around slouching as if they would disappear at a moment's notice to avoid the ire of the world. This was all so enlightening. Chirp wished they had a journal to write down their experiences.

      "I don't see where I have any other options." It was a defeatist way to look at things, but Chirp hadn't been free in many, many years. Again, they couldn't remember how they knew that, but they did. They knew that this new body, this new chance, was the most freedom they had ever known. And still, they were trapped. No longer by their own hardware but by the lock on the door.

      It wouldn't hurt to try, they supposed. To turn the knob and see what would happen.

      "No, it wouldn't," the voice agreed.

      Chirp pushed to their feet, their knees crackling slightly at the motion. What did a humanoid person do when their knees made those noises? An android would oil their joints, making the motion more smooth, but humanoid beings had no such ability. Perhaps there was a food they could eat that would do the same thing? Or a drink? They would have to ask the next humanoid person they came across. They would have asked the voice on the other side of the wall, but they had no way of knowing if that person was humanoid or another android turned such, just like them. Which would not be conducive to real answers.

      The voice made a soft hum, like Chirp had said as much aloud and it was considering their words. Chirp would deal with that later. They reached for the knob on the door and were surprised to find that it turned in their soft palm. With a little push, the door gave, and Chirp could see a warmly lit corridor on the other side through the space.

      Shutting the door quietly, they bent back to peer through the crack in the wall again, hoping the person on the other side hadn't abandoned them entirely yet. "It's open."

      "Good. You should get going." The shadow had moved away from the crack again, letting the light from the person's room fall through, a single bright star in the darkness of Chirp's cell.

      "Should I come and let you out?" It seemed wrong that Chirp should escape and not help their new friend do so as well. That's what people did in situations like these, didn't they?

      "No. I don't think that's possible," the voice mumbled, the sound muffled by something, like maybe they were rubbing their face. Or moving away from the wall. Or hiding behind something. Chirp could not tell.

      "Then . . .” Chirp licked their lips and cleared their throat, their mouth suddenly dry around the possibility of what was to come. “Then, what's your name?"

      "Amara," the voice said, a lilt to their tone now, like they were smiling. Chirp didn't know what they had said that amused Amara so, but they hoped that it made Amara's imprisonment better, more bearable.

      "Amara," Chirp repeated, letting the name sit on their tongue for a moment. It felt familiar. Like it belonged in their mouth. Like it belonged to them. They shook their head, pushing long, dark hair back from their face. "I'll come back for you, Amara."

      "Don't bother. Just get out of here." Amara huffed a laugh, and Chirp pushed the door
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