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			Dedication

			To the North Star, who led me to 
the smallest love of my life.
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			Church Bells and Lace

			Sometimes a single look will shake a mountain.

			Sometimes souls ignite with a spark.

			Sometimes it happens as quick as the firing of a bullet.

			Sometimes people fall in love.

			Other times, they plummet.

			A Poem

			Cresta De Corail - 27th Day in the Month of Soil

			I’ve worn countless dresses. Vestidos upon vestidos. All my life, I have been dressed in the finery befitting my station. Beautiful dresses, dresses perfect for the princess of an island country. There were sun dresses and court dresses and temple dresses. There were ceremonial dresses and sailing dresses and afternoon tea dresses. Dresses for every occasion under the sun. 

			As I grew older, those dresses became gowns, adorned with sparkling diamonds and soft hand-sewn lace. Gowns made from the lightest of silks spun by the palace’s specially tended worms. Gowns passed down to me from my mother and grandmother, meant only to be worn once.

			Naturally, each gown had to be perfectly paired with a matching set of shoes and the finest pieces of jewelry designed to signify status and grace: a fine tiara once worn by my great-great-grandmother, a pearl necklace and earring set, several fine gemstone circlets to accentuate the colors of my people, sea-harvested gold crafted into delicate bangles and bracelets. Everything I’ve ever worn was always perfectly chosen to remind any and all who saw me that I was the princess of Deriva.

			Mamá always made sure of it. Probably in preparation for this day.

			This gown is beyond anything I’ve ever worn before. Layers of taffeta and silk hidden beneath a heavy overskirt, a carefully tailored bodice designed both to accentuate certain assets and provide modesty, and the weight of what must be thousands of ocean-harvested gemstones: all these things compound to make this one gown. A gown which will never be worn again, not by me, not even by any daughters I may or may not have.

			“Oh, Atzi, can you believe it? Today’s the day!”

			Mamá hovers behind me, her hands resting warm on my bare shoulders. Our eyes meet in the mirror. I always wished I’d gotten my mother’s eyes. Not that I hate my own golden browns, but the Vulcana’s rich hazel is such a unique shade here in the isles. Most everyone here has brown eyes. Mamá is the only person I’ve ever known to have eyes that weren’t brown, well with the exception of my sister and her mother, but their eyes aren’t hazel.

			Mamá’s eyes sparkle, looking more green against the color of her gown. I’ve never seen her so happy. I try not to wince as a bobby pin pokes into my scalp when Mamá affixes the seemingly miles-long veil to the crown of my head.

			She lets it go to drape over my shoulders, and my goddess, it’s so heavy I feel like I’ve lost a whole inch off my height.

			“This is the veil I wore the day I married your father. My mother fixed it into my hair just like this.”

			“It’s beautiful, Mamá,” I say, adjusting the angle of my head and trying to lengthen my neck to avoid the headache I know this veil will pry out of the depths of my skull after the required three hours of the ceremony.

			I should be more grateful. It really is a beautiful veil. It falls in splendid cascades around my shoulders, a drapery of sheer blue malines lace edged in gorgeous gold rosettes of coral and dotted with aquamarine crystals and pearls. 

			Instead, I can’t get past the stranger staring back at me in the mirror.

			Her eyelashes are much longer and thicker than mine. The cosmetic-enhancement augmentation Mamá had my doctors install last week is doing its work, polishing and hardening this stranger’s nails by increasing the amount of keratin in her system. The augmentation channels color into the skin of her face by directing the blood to pooling into just the right capillaries to accentuate the high curve of her cheekbones and diminish the width of her jawline. (“You have your father’s cursed jowls.” Mamá used to always say that before caking on a smattering of bronzer to hide the strength in my chin.) The augmentation even enhances the sparkle of the other woman’s eyes by making her tear ducts emit minute amounts of water. 

			On top of all that, one of the finest beauticians has made her up today. A dusting of gloss over her lips makes them sparkle in the light, a touch of eyeliner makes her eyes appear wider, and a thin splash of highlight under her eyes makes her cheekbones all the more enticing. If the make-up wasn’t enough, gems have been adhered to the thin line of her brow. A pair of diamonds rests daintily on her lashes.

			This is not my face, and yet, it is.

			The augmentation isn’t Derivan technology. The tech of my homeland is not so intricate nor so biological. This is Ebelean tech, which means it will soon be my tech.

			You would think, considering the extravagance of my dress, that such decorations would be moot, yet here I am, unable to recognize my own face in the mirror. The servants and planners and palace staff have me all dolled up for the world to see, and no, that is not a hyperbole.

			“Atzi, my darling, the cameras are going to just love you. You’ll be an inspiration to young girls all over Deriva. In fact, I bet they’ll be making dresses inspired by yours all across Deus.”

			In just a few short moments, I’ll be walking out of the door of this little bridal boudoir straight into the lens of a camera. My maid will slip a pair of light-blocking goggles over my eyes, and Papá will escort me into the carriage that’ll drive us to the cathedral, Ueyachantli. In stepping into that carriage, I will be saying goodbye to Cresta de Corail, the place where I was born.

			Mamá smooths the edges of the veil and fusses with a few invisible strands of hair that aren’t actually out of place. There are tears at the edges of my mother’s eyes. Of course, there are. Her daughter is getting married. I’ve never seen Mamá cry, but I guess, if there was going to be a day for tears, it would be today.

			“I can’t tell you how proud I am of you. This is the biggest day of your life. Everything is going to be just perfect!”

			“Gracias, Mamá.”

			As easily as the Vulcana’s smile comes, it disappears as my baby sister enters the room. It’s no wonder why, really. For all that my gown has been meticulously designed and styled to showcase my status as the “sole” princess of Deriva, Wren’s dress was carefully picked to highlight her newly acquired status as a technomancer, more so, of course, than her role as maid of honor in the day’s festivities.

			The dark blue silk of the skirt is accented by an asymmetrically tailed, black, cotton bodice. The collar line circles around her shoulders to cave into a hood. Wren’s long raven-dark curls shine blue as they cascade from the hood of the bodice. There are some fine details throughout, lace details and hand-sewn swatches of needle lace and beading shaped in the same motifs found in the lace of my gown.

			And like a shining badge of her achievements, Mångata hangs from a soft leather belt at Wren’s hip. The aetherkalis, even in sleep, speaks louder than anything as to my sister’s worth. Just let the public shame her ever again for being the daughter of a Firefly. I dare them.

			“Oh, Atzi, you look beautiful.”

			Wren’s smile is infectious in the best possible way. My baby sister, all of sixteen and holding more status than most people could even dream of, is a beautiful badass.

			“Only because I have the best maid of honor,” I singsong back, holding my hands out for Wren to take. She does, of course, giving my gloved palms a squeeze.

			“Last I checked, hoods were not the current fashion for bridal parties. Really, Atzi, I can’t believe you let her choose such a dress.”

			“Wren is a technomancer, Mamá. Her gown should reflect her status, not hide it. Besides, I quite like the hood.”

			Especially, considering I’m the one who added said addition.

			I wink at Wren, who merely shrugs. Sad to say, she is plenty used to my mother’s constant exasperation. She’s only been drawing it since the day she was born. Wren has a pretty colorful way of describing it. Something about there being a reason Freya didn’t have Wren in the hospital because she’s “pretty sure Elisabeta would have made sure I got switched with another baby.”

			Elisabeta’s ire, however, is misdirected anyway. Wren had very few opinions about the overall look of her attire. I actually designed the whole ensemble. I wanted my sister to wear something useful. Corvo even made the bodice to come apart, with black, woven leathers bracing each of the stays, making it a perfect piece of armor for whenever Wren decided to take it out to the field. I had it specially made for my sister as a graduation gift of sorts, one both useful in combat and fitting for courtly festivities. It was the project that saved my sanity through the last few months. It’s been a whirlwind of wedding planning since Chike “earned his stripes,” as it were.

			I turn to Wren.

			“Is Papá alright? The last I saw him, he was sweating bullets and having trouble with his sash.”

			“He’s fine. Just excited. Do you need any adjustments before your call?”

			“You fit me in this so perfectly, I don’t even want to risk going to the bathroom.”

			Mamá makes a strange keening sound in what I assume to be snub at Wren.

			“I’m sure Maria would be quite displeased to hear all of her hard work being chalked up to your sister. How do you think such a lack of care reflects on you, Atzi?”

			Maria is my sister and my shared maid, though I suppose with Wren’s promotion and the main festivities in occurrence today, the appropriate tense is now “was.”

			“Maria knows how much I’ll miss her.”

			For the last five years, Maria has been our shared dresser, the maintainer of our rooms and clothing, and our lady escort on shopping trips into town. Since Wren’s shift in status, Maria has been solely in my service, helping plan this wedding, acting as a confidante, signing and sealing hundreds of invitations and correspondences between diplomats and dignitaries, flower shops and caterers, dress shops and shoe shops, and tailors and decorators. Anything and everything you can think of, Maria helped me figure out. Never mind that there was a small battalion of wedding planners also working on this extravagant affair, but Maria is my dearest dama and probably the only person who actually asked for my opinion on any of the decisions.

			However, now that I will be undertaking the role of a married woman, Maria’s duties are finished. Once I am set up in my husband’s household, it’ll be some stranger waking me in the morning, pressing my dresses, and buttoning my bodice.

			It’s a bit unfair of Elisabeta to make such a point now simply to spite Wren, who has been helping Maria all day. She could have very easily left countless other servants to assist in the process of dressing the bride-to-be, but Xochtli knows Wren’s strength augmentations made touting the wedding dress across the room a hell of a lot easier.

			“That’s right, Atzi!” trills Wren. “How could you forget all of the last-minute tailoring Maria had to do last night because Corvo made the mistake of not putting in a bustle?!”

			I laugh. Wren’s trademark sarcasm, even when aimed at my mother, always serves as a better weapon than any blade.

			“Your majesty?”

			The head wedding planner pokes his head into the room.

			“What?” snaps Elisabeta.

			“We are in need of our Vulcana at the southern awning. You are scheduled now for pictures with his majesty.”

			“That’s now?”

			“Yes, ma’am. And the bride-to-be should be ready to go soon as well.”

			“How soon?”

			The man checks his watch.

			“Twenty minutes before the carriage is scheduled to depart, ma’am.”

			Elisabeta huffs, turning from Atzi in favor of fixing her own gown.

			“Very well. I’m on my way. Atzi, my dear, don’t be late. The public waits for no one.”

			“Yes, Mamá.”

			Elisabeta curves around the planner and disappears out the door.

			“Princess, you’ve got about five more minutes before father-daughter photos. Then we have to do mother-daughter, siblings, and bridesmaids. If we have time, I would like to fit in groomsmen and—” 

			“Thank you, Corvo. I’ll have her out in just a moment,” snips Wren, all but shutting the door in the man’s face. “I think we’ve got the picture.”

			The door clicks shut, and suddenly, the weight of the day clamps down on my shoulders, and
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