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         1
            Prologue

            Rye

         

         It’s a long time before I can get a word out of Piper. He doesn’t seem able to speak at all. We hold each other in a fierce embrace, every muscle shaking with effort. We stand in stillness here, in the centre of Reem – the enemy’s capital, the enemy we’ve both been trained to fight.

         You can’t outrun your past.

         No matter how far you travel, it catches up with you in the end.

         I saw a single Firefly coming in from the east, its engine screeching as it descended. It landed a few feet away from me and the pilot got out of his cockpit. He stood on the wing, shouting, ‘Brightland’s air fleet is on its way. Kite will bomb your city. Save yourselves!’

         The Aylish and the Sealanders have sprung into action, preparing their defence. And my past has come full circle.

         Piper fucking Crane. I take him in my arms.

         Since I left Northaven, I’ve been an outcast, a fugitive, a thief; I’ve killed two men in order to survive. For good or ill, Piper set me on this path and I have come a long, long way. I’ve found a brother in Wren Apaluk and a friend – more than a friend – in Petra. Now Petra and Wren have gone, leaving me behind. I saw them, moments ago, soaring away from Celestis in a stolen scouting craft. I have been left 2behind in Reem, trying to enlist all the mighty leaders of two nations in the fight against the Brethren. I am out of my depth among these politicians, feeling like I’m drowning — and then Piper Crane appears and my journey has come full circle.

         This lad. He tore my future from me. I lost my place in the world – I lost Elsa. I should punch him to the ground. But I sense that what Piper did has torn him too. His arms are tight round me. And my betrayer might be the only ally that I have.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I was wrong. I hurt you. I’m sorry.’

         It’s a while before I find the right words.

         ‘The Brethren did it,’ I tell him truthfully. ‘Wheeler, Greening, Peregrine, Kite, all of them. They’re responsible for what happened to me. They filled our heads with lies.’

         ‘Wheeler’s dead,’ says Piper, loosening his grip on me, ‘Peregrine’s dead.’ And a shudder goes through him, as if there are many other deaths that he doesn’t want to talk about.

         ‘Where’s Elsa?’ I ask, dreading the reply. ‘I heard she married Heron Mikane – is that true?’

         Piper pauses, as if he knows that this will be a dreadful blow. ‘She’s his Second Wife. Elsa was taken prisoner in Northaven. Mikane fought to get her out of jail. The whole town went up in flames – and they fled. They’re fugitives now.’

         I take this news like a gut-punch as Piper tells me this. The girl I loved has married Brightland’s greatest hero and he started an uprising to rescue her.

         ‘Mikane and Elsa are wanted as traitors,’ Piper goes on. ‘There’s an Aylishman with them – and my mother too. If they’re found, they’ll be hanged.’ 3

         I think of the last time I held Elsa in my arms, when we pledged to run away together. How I would have loved her …

         ‘I’m sorry,’ says Piper again, and he looks wretched. He looks like he did when he was a boy and I found him trying to fix a seabird’s broken wing. It couldn’t be mended. ‘What I did to you,’ he confesses, ‘I can never put it right.’

         I’m glad he has acknowledged this.

         ‘But I’m a different person now,’ he avows. ‘What they did to you opened my eyes. I began to see the truth. It’s why I’m here, Rye.’ His eyes are shining. ‘I got as close as I could to Kite and I know that he’s risked everything on this attack. I’m determined to make it fail. Whatever it takes, I’m going to bring the Brethren down.’

         So Piper and I are on the same fucking side.

         I become aware of the movement all around us. Crowds of civilians are leaving their citadel, making their way off the mountaintop to safety. Heavy artillery is being dragged into position, aiming at the sky. We’re outside Reem’s Great Circle House and I can see the dignitaries of two nations, glancing at us curiously as they prepare for the incoming aerial attack.

         I must bring Piper to meet Sorze Separelli and Odo Swift, the leaders of Ayland, and Xalvas, Sealand’s powerful admiral – but Piper’s looking up at Celestis, awestruck. The airship is magnificent, formidable.

         ‘What is that thing?’ he asks.

         ‘Celestis picked Wren and me up in the badlands,’ I explain. ‘We’d drifted south on an ocean current and the Sealanders rescued us. They come from the other side of the world and they have songlight – they call it truevoice. They’re like the Light People, and 4at first I believed they would be our saviours. I thought that with the Aylish, they might help us to defeat the Brethren, but in truth, I’m in way too deep.’

         Piper looks uneasily at the group of dignitaries.

         ‘Maybe fate has brought us together for a reason,’ he says.

         ‘It seems that way,’ I reply.

         He turns to me, his gaze steadfast. ‘I’m yours now, Rye. I pledge myself to you. I’ll do anything I can to help you,’ he declares. ‘And this time, I won’t let you down.’
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            1

            Lark

         

         I stand, arm in arm with Nightingale, on the threshold of the Chrysalid House. We have left Lord Kite for dead, his mind broken by Nightingale’s Torchfire. Sister Swan has slipped away, evading the guards who arrested us, leaving Nightingale and me to face this alone, with guns at our backs. We are dressed in white, with gauze over our faces. For our own survival, we must keep up the pretence that we are chrysalids, obedient, with no will of our own.

         We’re like a pair of tiny insects, trapped on the rim of a carnivorous flower. It’s not possible to turn back. And if we move forwards, we’ll fall into its bowels. The Chrysalid House opens out before us, the entrance hall stretching into the shadows.

         I’ve spent my whole life fearing this place. It’s been waiting for me since my songlight came. But I keep myself calm as I gaze into the gloom. Nightingale is my solace. Her songlight surrounds me like a cloak of protection. To be in her company is still a revelation. For so long, she’s been my friend in songlight only. I have not met her in person until just now, when I entered Kite’s rooms with a knife in my hand. Now, on the edge of this Hel, she is with me. I’d like to lift the gauze veil off her face and gauge the true colour of her eyes. I want to drink in every detail of her face. She’s so small and dainty; I feel big and clumsy by her side. 4

         ‘Now that we’re together,’ I tell her, ‘nobody will part us.’

         ‘We must prepare ourselves,’ warns Nightingale. ‘There’s lead in the walls. It will soon begin to smother our songlight.’

         There’s instantly so much I want to say. I pour out my light, reassuring her that help is coming, that our friends know where we are. I tell her that I love her, that she’s been my guiding star since the day I first encountered her, as I wept for Rye on the beaches of Northaven.

         ‘I love you too, Lark,’ she says. ‘I couldn’t have a better friend.’

         One slow step after another, down the wide staircase into the dark vaulted hall.

         ‘Petra’s on her way,’ Nightingale assures me, as if she can sense how my resolve is shaking. ‘She’s coming from Reem in a stolen scouting craft. She showed me her airship, Celestis. It’s unimaginable.’ Nightingale’s songlight begins to dissipate, as if a toxic mist is engulfing us. ‘I’m sure that they could help us but Petra says her people are …’

         I lose her. I sense Nightingale’s breath rising in panic when she can’t reach me. I see fear in her eyes as she realises how quickly this place has muted us. I grip her arm harder, offering her all the comfort that I can. I know this isn’t what a chrysalid would do but I need this girl’s human touch and she needs mine.

         I still can’t get used to her physical presence. Her face is beautiful, ghostly under her veil. Her eyes beam from behind her spectacles, luminous with feeling. I am full of muscle from my life as a seaworker but Nightingale has a different kind of strength. It’s not physical. I’m sure if I picked her up, she would 5be light as a feather, yet her Torchfire burned through Kite like a forest fire.

         The guards push us on. The light is low over the reception desks and the walls are the colour of churned-up soil. There are no windows. We are already buried, surrounded by this soul-eating dark. Some of the people ahead of us are manacled, others look too abject to run. This long line of the damned is queueing to be processed at a line of desks manned by medics in neat uniforms.

         I am shocked by the number of new prisoners. These are ordinary citizens, young and old. Surely they can’t all be Torches? One woman starts moaning in distress – but guards quickly whip her back into submission. I flinch at this violence but Nightingale, seasoned in her role as one of Swan’s chrysalids, does not react. She’s used to hiding her fear. The guards take us forwards to the head of the queue and the heavy air eats every sound.

         Is this what being asphyxiated is like?

         I remember the last jail I was in – the damp dungeon in Northaven. Kingfisher was with me then. We faced murderous men together and we survived.

         I recall how I kissed him. And I close my eyes.

         Our parting is too recent and painful to bear. He held me in songlight, promising me that he would come, that he would free me from this place. But he’s a prisoner too, held by guards on his ship, down on the river.

         Perhaps it’s only human, to think of love in this place of death.

         It is not an easy love with Kingfisher. It hurts, twisting like a lathe upon my heart. 6

         He’s waiting for Zara Swan. His task has been to enlist her to our side and he’s achieved it. But he’s messed with Swan’s feelings and I fear that Kingfisher is going to pay a price. The thought of them together makes me nauseous and I try to banish them both from my mind. Rationally, I know that their collusion will help against the Brethren—

         But I could howl.

         Nightingale grips me harder. My frustration will give us away.

         At last we reach a flustered medic, sitting behind one of the processing desks. She’s a large, harassed woman, wearing a white coat. The buttons pull tight across her flesh, as if the treacle cake on the plate beside her is a major source of comfort in this job.

         ‘Why have you brought me these?’ she asks the guards. ‘Look at them; they’re chrysalids already.’

         ‘Commander Ouzel’s orders,’ one of them replies.

         ‘You tell those Ministers to stop dumping any trash they please,’ says the aggravated woman. ‘We’ve had a fivefold increase in prisoners since Lord Kite took power. This facility can’t cope. The backlog for surgery is six weeks long.’

         ‘Not our problem.’ The guards walk away, as if they can’t leave fast enough.

         I take in what the medic has said.

         Rye …

         What if this backlog means he’s still somewhere in this building? A cruel beam of possibility pierces me. What if his mind is still whole? What if he’s here?

         What if I could find him? 7

         Another tremor of emotion goes through me and Nightingale squeezes my arm, warning me to remain blank.

         ‘Where shall I take them?’ asks the orderly. ‘Straight to the incinerator?’

         I sense Nightingale holding her breath. We are so disposable. They could throw us in the flames with the medical waste and nobody would ever know. The harassed woman considers it.

         ‘It’s costly to make a chrysalid,’ she says, mulling. ‘There must be a reason why these have been sent back here. Put them over there. I’ll send a query to the palace.’

         The orderly reluctantly takes us to the wall, walking as if he resents every step. I see that he is armed with a whip and a long hardwood baton. He points to a bench.

         ‘Sit,’ he says, as if we are dogs.

         We sit. Chrysalids always do as they’re told. They don’t answer back and they don’t run away. Outside, the thin line of daylight is turning into an evening blue. Nightingale follows my longing gaze. Her small shoulders are hunched.

         ‘No one escapes from here,’ she whispers. ‘It isn’t possible.’

         ‘We’ve just destroyed the most powerful man in Brightland,’ I remind her. ‘No one thought that was possible either.’

         I’m glad to see her shoulders straighten. We remain in stillness, staring ahead, watching the hands crawl around a wall clock.

         ‘What did I do to him, Lark?’ asks Nightingale uneasily. ‘I finished him. I destroyed his mind.’ She’s talking of Lord Kite.

         ‘If you hadn’t done it, we’d be dead by now,’ I assure her.

         But Nightingale is troubled. ‘It was hatred that I felt. It consumed Kite. It consumed me.’ She is frightened by her own 8power – and in truth, when it happened, I was frightened too. It was as if another entity was in the room, a force so powerful I was struck with awe.

         ‘It wasn’t hatred,’ I tell her. ‘You did it to save us. You acted out of love.’

         ‘If you hadn’t pulled me away, I would’ve killed him. What does that make me?’ asks Nightingale.

         ‘A hero,’ I tell her. ‘I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you.’

         I hope she is comforted. Silence falls between us again. I wish our bodies could travel as our minds do. I wish we could dissipate into the darkness and reappear somewhere far from danger, under the twilight sky.

         ‘Swan will get us out of here,’ says Nightingale as if she can sense my longing to be free. ‘She won’t let us down.’

         ‘Swan has just abandoned you – it’s unforgivable. Are you really putting your faith in her?’ I ask.

         ‘She’ll be doing everything she can to get us out,’ asserts Nightingale. ‘Don’t underestimate her.’

         She’ll be in Kingfisher’s arms.

         The thought starts boiling my insides and I try to tear it from my mind. I think back to the radiobine address that Swan presented, just after she gave our guards the slip. She told all of Brightland that Kite’s rule was over. She said there was going to be a scramble for power and she virtually suggested that people should rise up. I begrudgingly admire her verve.

         ‘Swan has it in her to be heroic,’ says Nightingale.

         ‘That woman is a cool-headed genius at getting people to believe in her,’ I retort. 9

         As always, Zara Swan brings discord between us. I know that she’s a major asset to our side. She is queen of the radiobine, she has the ear of the people and she has already rallied them, inspiring them to act. She knows the Brethren inside out and she can expose their every weakness. We need her. But I don’t trust her an inch.

         Especially with Kingfisher. To be quite fair, he hasn’t broken any promises. He never said he loved me. When our feelings grew too strong, he pulled away. But my innards continue to bubble and simmer. It’s better not to think of him at all.

         Time passes. Outside, the evening sky is sinking into night.

         ‘Petra’s like me,’ says Nightingale out of the blue. ‘She’s a Flare. Her songlight is so strong I could hear her in Reem, as clear as a bell. I felt such a connection with her, Lark. As if she and I were destined to meet. Petra feels alone among her people, in just the way that I do.’

         ‘What do you mean, alone? Everybody loves you, Nightingale.’

         ‘But I’m freakish, my songlight is freakish.’

         ‘Your songlight is a gift,’ I say emphatically. ‘It’s a force of love straight from Gala. You should have a golden medal on your chest for what you did to Kite.’

         The woman at the desk is staring at me, her eyes wide. Without realising, I’ve raised my voice. I immediately glaze my expression. Slowly, subtly, Nightingale and I move apart. I hope we are far enough back in the shadows – but the woman gets up off her seat and pads towards us.

         ‘You spoke,’ she says to me. ‘I heard you.’

         A dead weight falls through my chest.

         ‘You mentioned Lord Kite. Tell me what you said?’ 10

         I make my face loose, empty of all expression.

         ‘Stand up,’ she says. I get to my feet and hope this woman can’t sense my jangling nerves. Nightingale stands with me. Her energy is like a perfect vacuum.

         The woman regards us, steely-eyed – and she calls for the mean-faced orderly.

         ‘I don’t think these are chrysalids. That one spoke,’ she says, nodding at me. ‘Take them down to level minus five and put them with the condemned.’

         The orderly unwinds his whip, approaching us. And Nightingale’s slow breathing sets my example. If we were to run for the doors, we’d be a pair of corpses within seconds. But maybe a quick death is better than the fate that awaits us, down on level minus five.

         The orderly forces us ahead of him. We walk like we’re on the deep-sea floor as he takes us across the hall. He presses a button by a pair of double doors and they slide open, revealing a tiny room with wood-panelled walls.

         ‘Get in,’ he instructs.

         The cell is smaller than I expected, not even wide enough to lie down in. The orderly follows us in and the doors slide closed behind him. There’s a bank of buttons to one side and the orderly presses one. The floor suddenly lurches beneath us and I momentarily lose my balance. If it wasn’t impossible, I’d say that this whole room was moving downwards. We hear the hum and grind of some kind of mechanism and after a minute or so, the floor lurches again and we come to a halt. The double doors slide open and the orderly forces us out into a gloomy white corridor, low-lit with turbine tubes.

         The smell of fear is even worse down here. 11

         We walk away from the strange, plunging cell. There is a small guard station to one side fronted by an observation window. I see a row of keys, whips on a wall, a hot-water urn and some tea-stained mugs. A guard is at the desk, dismayed by our arrival. His cells are already full, he says, irritated. The orderly begins an argument.

         There are locked doors stretching away down the corridor. Only the first one lies open. We peer in, catching a glimpse of a room full of weird machinery, with a wheeled, padded stretcher in the middle. Restraining straps are hanging from its sides.

         Nightingale’s breathing is rising. ‘Cassandra,’ she whispers in horror. ‘They tied her down on a thing like that. I saw it in her mind. She was screaming.’

         ‘We’re going to get out of here,’ I say, trying to sound convincing.

         ‘Cassandra tried to escape,’ says Nightingale. ‘She tried so hard. She hid but they came for her. They dragged her …’

         ‘You heard what that woman said. They’re overcrowded. By the time they get round to dealing with us, the Brethren will have fallen,’ I assure her.

         We both know how unlikely this is, but it’s the only ray of hope we have. The orderly pushes us on. There’s a glass pane in every door and we see the faces of women staring at us as we pass. At last, he opens a cell. The smell of unwashed women hits us.

         ‘Get in,’ says the orderly, and we obey him. He locks the door behind us.

         I hear a cry of dismay coming from a corner of the cell: ‘Chrysalids.’

         There’s no light source in here. The cell sinks away into unlit gloom. As my eyes adjust, I see machines and a wheeled stretcher, 12like the one we glimpsed in the first cell.

         ‘It’s an operating theatre,’ whispers Nightingale.

         We get our bearings. There must be twenty women crammed in here. They look like hunched blobs, their faces in shadow. There’s not enough light to make out any features, as if the whole scene has been drawn in charcoal.

         I remove the gauze veil from my face and Nightingale does the same. There’s no point in keeping up the pretence in front of our fellow prisoners.

         ‘We’re not chrysalids,’ I say. ‘We’re the same as you.’

         A figure suddenly comes towards me. ‘Elsa?’ she cries. ‘Elsa, you’re alive.’ Her arms are around me before I know it.

         ‘Gailee?’ I ask, as if her presence is impossible.

         ‘I’ve been praying for you,’ she says, ‘ever since you and your ma fled Northaven.’

         In the gloom, I become aware of more women and girls that I’ve known all my life. I am stunned to see Hoopoe Guinea, Mrs Malting, Nela Lane, Sambee James.

         ‘How did you get caught?’ asks Gailee.

         Where do I begin?

         ‘We had a run-in with Lord Kite,’ I say.

         I introduce Nightingale and to my great delight, Gailee takes my fellow Torch straight into her arms.

         ‘Nightingale,’ she says, ‘any friend of Elsa’s is a friend of mine. We are all glad to meet you.’

         I voice my bewilderment. ‘None of you have songlight. Why are you here? You shouldn’t be anywhere near this place.’

         ‘They told us there was nowhere else to put us,’ says Hoopoe 13Guinea. ‘We’re accused of sedition, conspiring to destroy Northaven. Lord Kite has brought us here for a show trial. We’re due be hanged tomorrow, in front of the whole city.’

         I exhale as the news hits me. These are all women who stood with Heron when Wheeler and his men threw Kingfisher and me in jail.

         ‘You were trying to keep the peace,’ I say, outraged.

         ‘Lord Kite thinks differently,’ says Hoopoe. ‘We saw the row of gallows he’s had built as we arrived. Tomorrow, we will hang.’ She seems all at sea, as if she cannot believe that her dutiful life has brought her here.

         Her news should floor me with hopelessness. But seeing these women revives me.

         ‘Lord Kite won’t be hanging anyone,’ I tell them. ‘Lord Kite is finished. Up above us, Brightlinghelm’s in turmoil. Rebellion is in the air – and tomorrow is a new day.’
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            2

            Swan

         

         It’s amazing how different I feel. I’m wearing Starling Beech’s uniform, his boots, his belt. I am wigless and Starling’s cap is neatly perched over my cropped hair. I even smell of his aftershave. I’m holding myself differently, my stride is longer, my head held higher. I cross the palace lawns, revelling in my disguise. No one stops me or looks me up and down and no one condescends to me. I am one of Kite’s own Emissaries. I have a wholly different energy between my legs.

         It’s actually hilarious.

         I pause for a breath, taking in the city, recalling my escape. I couldn’t have done it without the besotted loyalty of Starling Beech. I left him in the radiobine room, wearing my petticoat and wig, and all it cost me was a single kiss.

         I have become a man. And Kite, who has controlled my life since I was sixteen years old, is currently drooling like a baby. I relive the moment when I looked in his eyes and realised there was nothing there. I pulled the ring of state off his finger.

         ‘Who’s the dolly now?’ I asked him.

         If only I had time to indulge in this euphoria. Unfortunately my freedom is too fragile. Across the river, I can hear the drums of a protest march, and somewhere there’s an exchange of gunfire. I see 15troop carriers patrolling up and down the river and as I watch, the palace gates are being closed. The city is rife with discontent. My radiobine address has clearly stirred the people up. They’re sick of war, sick of privation, and I will be their saviour.

         For now, I must ally myself with Harrier. He is my best hope. There’s still a rope dangling from his gallows, a cut rope with a frayed end, glowing in the last golden hour of sun. Raoul Harrier’s escape will make him the stuff of legends.

         He will be hiding somewhere in the city and I must find him, fast. Harrier won’t trust me unless I prove my worth, so I am going to bring him something that he needs. I am bringing him the Aylish. I hurry on towards the Aileron Blue, where Commander Alize and her crew are currently Kite’s prisoners.

         I send a ray of songlight up to Kingfisher – and his reply is as clear as mountain water.

         ‘Kite’s troops have stormed our ship,’ he tells me. ‘They have us under guard. I can offer you no safety, Zara.’

         But I want danger. I want him.

         ‘I’ll tell you when I’m close,’ I say, and we part.

         Destroying Kite has given me an appetite for more than freedom. The way this man says my name in his Aylish lilt sends shivers down my spine.

         ‘Zara …’

         The Brethren will have broken into the radiobine room by now. They’ll find Starling Beech in my wig and petticoat and they’ll soon come after me. I look down at my long red fingernails. Perhaps I still have make-up on my face. Will my disguise be good enough to get me on that ship? I quickly check through Starling’s pockets, 16looking for a handkerchief, a mirror, anything. He carries mints, a chewed pen and a note addressed to ‘Lady Swan’. You must know by now that I love you, it begins. I quickly screw it up and discard it in a pond.

         Brightland must be my sole focus. Brightland needs me. The ring of state is now on a chain around my neck, waiting for the day when I can put it on. With Kaira at my side, I will be unassailable. I must remember to call her Nightingale. That is her chosen name and in truth, it suits her. She’s a plain little bird with a powerful voice. When I think of what we could achieve together, a feeling of awe comes over me. In destroying Kite, my brave girl has revealed her power. She tore into him with an incandescent force that left his mind in shreds. Kaira – Nightingale – will be my secret weapon. My first task: get to the Aylish; my second, rendezvous with Raoul Harrier and his insurgents; my third – rescue. I will not leave Nightingale in the Chrysalid House for long – and when I have power, my first edict will be to have the place demolished.

         Or perhaps I will use it to house my enemies. I briefly daydream about strolling over these lawns to visit Ruppell there. Perhaps I’ll drill holes in his brain myself.

         I see a cohort of troops advancing on me and my bravado falters. I stand aside, the peak of my cap low over my eyes, my hands clasped behind my back, hoping that these men are not tasked with hunting down Lady Swan. Thankfully they march on, up to the palace.

         I look behind me at the long windows of the council chamber. Who will be assuming power inside? The big fight will be between Ruppell, the Minister of Purity, and Greylag, the High Priest of 17Thal. They are both abhorrent fiends but Greylag is twice as clever, three times as righteous, and eaten up with age-defying hate.

         I’m getting close to the Aylish ship now and once again I search for Kingfisher. My songlight is as soft and subtle as a stolen kiss.

         ‘We have to get into the city,’ I tell him. ‘You, me, Alize. We must find Harrier.’ I show him how I’m dressed. ‘I’m Kite’s own Emissary,’ I say. ‘Now tell me how I get you out of there.’

         ‘You’re ingenious,’ he says, enjoying my disguise. ‘Let me contact Raven Pine. She’s one of the insurgents. I’ve been in touch with her since I left the Greensward.’

         There’s a pause. Then he gives me my instructions. ‘Harrier will meet us in the Pink District. We can use our lifeboats to speed across the river. Zara,’ he continues, ‘you’re the key. You’re the key to everything.’

         I expect this is clever flattery. But it thrills me all the same.

         I am Brightland’s future.

         It isn’t until I get to the gangway of the Aileron Blue and see the soldiers guarding it that reality intrudes. My voice will give me away. The shape of my breasts must be visible. The curve of my hips will betray me. I thank Gala for my close-cropped hair. I pull Starling’s cap further over my eyes and show the soldiers his identity pass. I remember my nail polish just in time, holding up the pass with my finger joints, hoping they don’t see anything odd.

         ‘Our Ministers want the Aylish released,’ I say, using my deepest register.

         ‘What’s going on in the palace?’ asks the soldier in a confidential tone. ‘On the radiobine, Sister Swan said that Kite’s health was in the balance. What’s happening?’ 18

         How can this mutt not recognise me?

         ‘I’ve been in the war rooms,’ I tell him, ‘I know nothing of it.’

         ‘She said there’s a scramble for power.’

         ‘It’s neither my business nor yours,’ I say gruffly, and I push past, walking up the gangway, fixed on my task.

         Life’s ironies do not escape me. I have spent most of my existence hating the Aylish with every fibre of my being. These people killed my father. My mother and my sisters died trying to escape them. I have loyally served in the war against them. Now I must be their liberator.

         ‘Where are you?’ I ask Kingfisher in a whisper of songlight.

         ‘On the bridge,’ he replies. ‘Most of the crew are locked in the hold. There are four of us, held by two soldiers.’

         He lets me see through his eyes. Drew Alize is tied to a chair, her expression taut with frustration. I see two of Kingfisher’s crew mates, kneeling with their hands tied behind their backs – one of them is a man, the other is the girl that I have met before, the turbine engineer, Carenza Perch.

         I take in the sleek design of Ayland’s ship. Noticing two long boats hanging above the main deck – landing crafts. That’s how we’ll escape.

         There are three Brightling soldiers guarding the empty deck and they are staring at me, curious. I approach the one who looks most senior, a captain. He’s chewing something horrid and he looks as hard as nails.

         ‘When are we getting reinforcements?’ he asks impertinently.

         ‘Ouzel wants these Aylish up at the palace,’ I say, with easy authority. And I walk past him towards the bridge. If he’s expecting reinforcements, we’re in trouble. 19

         ‘When you come in, disarm the corporal,’ says Kingfisher in songlight. ‘Alize and I will do the rest.’

         He and I first encountered each other as adversaries in a violent duel of songlight. It was more intense than any embrace – and now at last, we are to meet in the flesh. I let the anticipation of our physical proximity run through me and I have to put it from my mind as it’s utterly distracting. I knock sharply on the door. The corporal lets me in. He is a huge brute and he brings me plunging back into reality. He has his pistol trained on the Aylish.

         They have tied Drew Alize to a chair because they cannot bind her wrists; she only has one hand. She recognises me and her expression transforms. Aylish or not, I like this woman. Then I see Kingfisher. Perhaps I was fearing that a man so alluring in his songlight would be a disappointment in real life. He is kneeling in a line with his comrades, hands bound behind his back. Our eyes meet and there is lightning between us.

         I want him in my bed.

         ‘I’m taking these prisoners to the palace,’ I tell the corporal. ‘Ouzel’s orders. Get them on their feet.’ The corporal nods to a private, who loosens the rope that binds Alize.

         ‘I haven’t got all day,’ I say to the private. ‘Give me your knife and I’ll unbind the rest.’

         The private hands me his knife – but Gala, I forget my nails! His eyes meet mine in puzzlement at the sight of them. He is about to alert the corporal when, faster than a bullet, a sharp blow connects with his neck and he falls sideways, hitting his head with a sickening thud. Alize has hit him so accurately with her left hand that he slumps on the floor, dazed. 20

         ‘Grab her,’ the corporal yells at me, aiming the pistol at Alize.

         The fool thinks I am on his side. Instead, I stick the private’s knife to his throat.

         ‘Put down the weapon,’ I insist, ‘or you’re a dead man.’

         The brutish corporal does as he’s told. Alize takes the gun and I unbind Kingfisher. I see his elegant hands, the way his long hair falls. His scent is intoxicating. Does he feel it too, this overpowering urge for passionate physical contact? Maybe it’s the euphoria of fear.

         Together, we turn to free his crew mates. As soon as she is free, Carenza Perch embraces Cazimir Cree. It’s obvious that they are a couple and I’m rather taken aback. I suppose these things happen when you allow women to serve alongside men and I find myself wondering which of them holds the higher rank. I’m sure it’s Carenza; she’s certainly a favourite of Commander Alize.

         ‘Let’s take a leaf out of Zara’s book,’ says Alize, eyeing my outfit – and Carenza and Cazimir immediately seem to understand what she wants. Within minutes, they are dressed in stolen Brightling uniforms and the corporal and the private are in their underwear. Kingfisher binds and gags them and I tell him where the guards are stationed out on the deck.

         ‘We’re under your command,’ he says, smiling at me. And my gaze fixes on his ambrosial lips.

         Cazimir hides his long hair under the corporal’s peaked cap and Alize gives him the gun. He points it at Kingfisher’s back and Carenza puts Alize under guard. It’s a good pretence: an Emissary and his two guards will lead the Aylish across the deck.

         ‘Just so you know, we’re not leaving without the crew,’ Alize tells me. 21

         This confounds me. Who wants to be lumbered with a whole Aylish crew?

         ‘This disguise will only fool the guards for a moment,’ I point out, trying to dissuade her.

         ‘Then we must hurry.’

         Kingfisher clasps his hands behind his back, as if they are still bound. ‘Raven Pine says we must find the canal beyond the grain warehouses on the docklands pool,’ he says. ‘Can you lead us there?’

         ‘I think so,’ I tell him.

         ‘She’s sending some of her people to guide us to Harrier.’

         Who is this Raven Pine? I imagine some sultry insurgent and I don’t like the thought of her, not one bit. I lead the party across the deck as confidently as I can. Halfway, Kingfisher suddenly starts struggling, as if he is trying to get away from Cazimir.

         ‘Hey!’ I yell to the guards, improvising. ‘He’s trying to escape.’

         The guards come running – but they don’t stand a chance. These Aylish fight like machines. Their discipline is iron and they work together. Carenza brings down a guard almost twice her size. Kingfisher knows exactly where to place each blow to cause the maximum damage and I watch him, mesmerised. The Brightling guards are overwhelmed in less than a minute and not a shot has been fired.

         Alize and Carenza hurry down the companionway into the hold, while Kingfisher and Cazimir lock the guards in the bridge. I look along the esplanade. To my dismay I see fresh troops approaching the ship – and with them comes an Inquisitor and his Siren.

         ‘Raise the gangway,’ I cry, alerting Kingfisher, and we run to a winding mechanism, setting it to work. Carenza and Alize return 22from the hold at the head of a line of Aylish crew members. Many of them are armed and they are all holding lightweight shields.

         ‘This is our rescuer, Zara Swan,’ says Alize, introducing me. I get smiles and whispered thanks as the crew members rush to prepare the landing crafts.

         The boats are lowered just off the side of the ship and I expect to see a scramble to board – but there is clearly a practised drill. Alize issues orders and within a few moments, the entire crew is sitting, their arms locked together. Alize offers me a seat at the front, next to her own.

         Kingfisher and Cazimir release the ropes that hold us and to my disappointment, they both leap into the other boat. We drop several feet into the water. I fear we will capsize but the crew keeps steady, arms clasped, holding their positions. Kingfisher is in the prow of the leading boat and Alize captains ours. I get pats on the back and more whispered thanks.

         Alize tells me to sit forward and her crew members build a defensive roof of shields. A turbine-charged battery springs into life and the boat leaps forwards. Kingfisher’s vessel is by our side.

         Behind us, Brightling soldiers are hauling themselves onto the deck, crying out in dismay, raising their guns. We set off downriver, coming under fire from the ship’s deck and from soldiers on the esplanade. They are running along the bank, calling for artillery, shooting at us with everything they have. Bullets ricochet off our roof of shields. We are all bent low and every cell of me is alive with fear.

         ‘Tell me everything,’ requests Alize, her head next to mine, as calm as if we’re taking tea. ‘What happened to Lord Kite?’ 23

         I try to talk her through the events surrounding his demise. I don’t go into much detail. I am too distracted by the gunfire that rat-a-tats across the water.

         ‘So Kite isn’t actually dead?’ asks Alize with remarkable composure.

         ‘He was still breathing when we left him.’

         ‘They won’t want him half alive,’ says Alize matter-of-factly. ‘They’ll finish him off and blame you for his murder.’

         I realise how right she is. ‘I won’t be shedding any tears,’ I say.

         The boat roars as we skim the choppy waters.

         ‘Who’ll replace him?’ she asks, thinking ahead.

         ‘Greylag or Ruppell, it’s hard to say.’

         Alize wants my character studies of them both – but I hear an Aylishman yelling as he is hit. His comrades pull him down and I find that my heart is thumping for Kingfisher.

         ‘Head for those grain silos,’ I tell him in songlight as he leads us on. ‘The canal you want is beyond them. I’ll direct you.’

         The silos are painted yellow, a bright landmark in the last of the daylight. Beyond them, the river opens out into the natural lake that we call the docklands pool. It is deep enough for shipping and it has become Brightlinghelm’s centre of industry – a trading port with warehouses and factories, serviced by a complex warren of canals.

         Behind us, I see two troop carriers pursuing us. We won’t be safe for long – but I allow myself a moment to breathe. I am leaving the Brethren’s Palace. I will never set foot in those suffocating white rooms again. Along with the terror, I am elated.

         ‘I am free.’ Without realising it, I have said this in songlight. 24

         Immediately, I sense Kingfisher. He’s ahead of me in the other boat – but it feels like he is next to me, clasping my hand.

         I am free.
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            Nightingale

         

         Gailee and other Northaven women make us cushions out of coats and shawls. One of them – Mrs Malting is her name, I think – fetches us water, bringing it in a ladle from a basin by the door. We both drink deep.

         Gailee is familiar to me already. She was such a big part of Lark’s life. Occasionally I would see her in a shimmer of songlight, waiting on the wall outside Lark’s house. I think she tried as hard as she could to keep Lark out of trouble.

         I resolve to do the same thing.

         Lark is bigger than I am and physically stronger and sometimes I forget how sensitive she is. She’s blaming herself for giving us away, and I can see that she’s also blaming herself for the violence that happened in Northaven. She is pained to be meeting her neighbours in such dire circumstances and Gailee and the other women try to reassure her.

         ‘Twelve people died that night,’ says Mrs Malting gravely. ‘But you didn’t kill them, Elsa. The Brethren did.’

         ‘We’ve had plenty of time to reflect,’ says Hoopoe Guinea, and her shoulders sag. ‘I spent my whole life—’ She falters. ‘I did everything the Brethren told me; I obeyed every edict. I made marriages for people when I knew they’d be unhappy, I sent our 26girls off to be Third Wives – and I knew it was wrong.’ She looks up at Mrs Malting. ‘I should have acted to protect them. But I did not.’

         Her deeply felt regrets make me think of Papa. Papa’s in a cell too, in another of the Brethren’s prisons, feeling an agony of remorse. The last time I saw him, he believed I had become a chrysalid. I saw the absolute horror in his eyes – but I was with Swan, pretending to be one of her wretched ladies, and I couldn’t open my mouth to tell Papa that my mind was still intact. I wish that I could hold him and tell him that I’m whole. I love my papa – yet I know he has destroyed countless others like me. I’m sure there are many people in the Chrysalid House who’d say he got what he deserves.

         Is redemption possible for an Inquisitor like Papa?

         I must believe there is a future for him and for me. Otherwise there is no hope.

         The women are desperate for news from aboveground and Lark is energised, filling them in.

         ‘Raoul Harrier escaped hanging and now he’s leading the rebels in the city. Swan is going to meet him with Commander Alize and the Aylish. And Heron Mikane is coming with my ma. They will not let us die down here.’

         I’m pretty sure that Lark is speaking to reassure herself as well as everyone else, but they are strong words and I feel their effect.

         ‘So your mother lives?’ asks Hoopoe.

         ‘She does.’

         Hoopoe is glad to hear it.

         ‘I saved her from a bullet wound with some good embroidery,’ says Lark. ‘I was never more grateful for all your lessons.’ 27

         And Lark begins her story, telling the women of her flight from Northaven. I join in where I can, weaving in my own story. The women ask me many questions about events in the palace, and between us, Lark and I paint the whole canvas. We talk into the night. It does us good to relive all that we have been through and the women listen, rapt. By the time we come to the events that have just happened, I am almost too exhausted to go on. Lark describes what she saw when she entered Swan’s white rooms.

         ‘Swan was a prisoner – and Kite was about to kill Nightingale. So I took out my knife – and I ran at him.’

         There are gasps from the women. ‘Lark threw herself on Kite and stuck her knife into his ribs,’ I tell them. ‘But her knife wouldn’t go in. He was wearing some kind of armour.’

         ‘What happened?’ asks Gailee, her eyes wide. ‘What did you do?’

         I hesitate. And the words don’t come. ‘You’ll think me monstrous,’ I say.

         Lark’s arm comes around me in support. ‘Nightingale sent the full force of her songlight into Kite’s mind. She saved my life.’

         ‘Kite was about to kill Lark. I had to stop him,’ I tell the women. ‘And then … I don’t know what happened. It was like my songlight burned him. I lost control.’

         I look at the women as they try to comprehend.

         ‘You murdered a man, using unhuman powers?’ asks Hoopoe Guinea.

         ‘Using songlight,’ Lark firmly corrects her. ‘And she didn’t murder him. Nightingale pitted her truth and her love against the most evil man in Brightland – and she won.’

         The women take this in. 28

         ‘That’s so brave,’ says Gailee. ‘That’s the bravest thing I ever heard.’

         I find myself flushing and I cherish her for saying this.

         ‘I heard about this power when I was a child,’ says Mrs Malting. ‘There were stories about People of Song who called upon the power of Gala to vanquish a foe.’

         ‘To save a loved one,’ Hoopoe Guinea corrects her. ‘The power only comes to save a loved one. They used to call it Torchfire …’

         Something in me clicks, as if a burden I’ve been carrying has just been released.

         ‘So it was love that made me do what I did?’ I ask.

         ‘You are full of love,’ Lark says simply.

         I am hugely consoled by this. I suppose we must make quite a scene, two small figures in dirty white, hugging each other in this desolate cell. Gailee puts her arms around us both.

         ‘What things you have both lived through,’ she says.

         I think of all the people who must have been destroyed in here by surgeons in white coats. I think of my beloved Cassandra and what was done to her beautiful mind. My eyes land on the padded table in the middle of the cell and I am able to perceive out the glass of a powerful turbine light above it. I note how all the women are avoiding it. No wonder. That wheeled table is an instrument of torture. Lark’s arms remain around me, her hands calloused and strong from working on her boat.

         ‘It strikes me that if we’re going to take on these villains with their whips,’ says Mrs Malting, ‘we’d better eat what we can and get some sleep.’ 29

         Her defiance inspires the rest of us. The women share what they have: oatcakes, a bag of nuts; someone has an apple. Mrs Malting makes sure that Lark and I get more than our fair share.

         Afterwards, we lie down on the floor with Gailee and the other girls, listening to the older women.

         ‘When I was young,’ says Hoopoe Guinea, ‘there was no division between women and men. There was no hierarchy. We all had different qualities and songlight was just one of them. The way we decided things in the village was to think, “What’s best for the children? What’s best for the land? What’s best for the young people?”’

         ‘Then the Brethren took control,’ says Mrs Malting.

         ‘We got turbine power and the radiobine, but the price we paid was our freedom,’ agrees Hoopoe. ‘It was gone before we knew it.’

         ‘Northaven used to be friendly to strangers,’ recalls Mrs Malting. ‘We travelled where we pleased, we traded with the Aylish, we worshipped Gala – and our men were not our masters, they were just our men.’

         ‘That’s what it’s like in Ayland,’ says Lark, who is on the edge of sleep. ‘We can have that world again …’

         I hear her breathing grow deep. Gailee curls up next to us.

         ‘We saw your brother,’ she whispers to Lark in a low voice. ‘Piper was on his way to the palace, so handsome in his airman’s uniform. He said he’d do what he could for us.’

         In my selfishness, I realise that I haven’t told Lark that I too have met her brother.

         ‘I saw Piper too,’ I say. ‘I couldn’t speak to him. I was playing my role as chrysalid – but he did speak up for you, Gailee. He tried 30what he could. I could sense his great unhappiness with Kite and I tried to commune with him. I told him that Kite had murdered his commanding officer and I told him that Kite’s attack on Reem needed to be stopped. I don’t know if he heard me or if he understood. But Lark – I think that Piper’s on our side …’

         Lark has listened to us both but her expression hasn’t changed. ‘That’s wishful thinking,’ she says. ‘You didn’t see Piper that night in Northaven. He was full of disgust and hate. He’s always been the Brethren’s boy. He bombed us in the Greensward – Kite’s own pilot with a medal on his chest – and that kind of thinking doesn’t change.’

         ‘If you believe that, we have no hope,’ I tell her.

         I wait a long time for Lark’s response.

         ‘You believe the best of everyone,’ she says. ‘I love you for that. I will try to think better of my brother …’

         And with these words, I hear her breath rolling and falling like a distant tide as she sails, towards sleep.
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            Swan

         

         The boats speed on as we cross the docklands pool into a maze of dirty industrial waterways. There are warehouses and cargo bays on either side of us and we fly past tugboats and barges, churning up the water. Nowhere offers us a hiding place. The palace troops are on our heels and we’re easy prey in these narrowing canals.

         ‘Tell Kingfisher to get creative,’ says Alize. ‘We have to shake off our pursuers.’ I convey the message.

         He turns around, glancing at me. ‘Take the wheel and follow me.’ I do as he says, sliding into Alize’s position. I immediately feel a harmony flowing between us. When Kingfisher turns, I turn. When he accelerates, so do I. I stay seamlessly behind him as we work our way into the warren of canals and I realise now why he and I are in different boats. We are the communication system. He slows us both down and we listen. There is no sound of the troop carriers. Slowly, the crew lowers the canopy of shields, which have kept so many of us safe.

         Kingfisher faces forward and I sense him addressing someone else. Moments later, his songlight reaches for mine like a mist across the water.

         ‘Raven says we must circle back towards the city centre. Stay close.’

         Our passage is easier now and Alize starts to talk. 32

         ‘When Kingfisher was left behind in Northaven, I thought it was a great disaster,’ she says, as if we were sitting by a fireside. ‘I felt sure he would be killed. But he survived – and his journey here has given us a real advantage. He has contacts among the rebels that we could never have made.’ Her penetrating gaze is on me. ‘And independently, he developed a positive relationship with you.’

         She’s fishing for information. Does she really think I’ll gossip with her, like a silly fool? I’m aware that my feelings for Kingfisher are a weak spot and I will not allow her to exploit it.

         ‘Kingfisher had to fight hard for his position as my ship’s Torch,’ she confides. ‘I thought him far too young and inexperienced. But he came with a story of you, Zara. He said he’d met you in songlight in a duel.’

         ‘Oh?’ I ask, playing down my curiosity.

         ‘I have to tell you that in Ayland we regarded you as nothing more than Kite’s mistress. But Kingfisher told us you were much more than that. He believed there were important qualities in you. He saw your true spirit. He was quite passionate about it.’

         I nod, saying nothing, enjoying the game.

         ‘And he was right. His connection with you has brought us one step closer to ending this damn war.’

         ‘Kingfisher certainly made a strong impression on me that day,’ I tell her. ‘I loathed him.’

         Alize laughs. ‘I think we should get drunk at the first possible opportunity and put the world to rights.’ She grins, disarming me – and I see that one of her teeth is made of gold. I find myself grinning back. 33

         Alize is not like any leader I have ever met. Kite was conscious of his rank all the time, browbeating his inferiors. But Alize seems like one of the crew. Yet I get the feeling that they would all, including Kingfisher, walk through fire for her.

         If Nightingale was here, she would be urging me to trust this woman. But I must bide my time and trust no one. Trust is a fool’s game.

         I pull myself up. That is Kite’s thinking. I have to cut his thoughts and words out of my soul. They are in me like cancers. His world view infected me from a very early age. How do I excise him? How do I cleave his thoughts from mine?

         The turbine roar of boats is coming closer and in songlight, Kingfisher tells me we are taking a sharp left. His boat turns at speed down an even narrower waterway and I twist after him, leaving spray in our wake.

         ‘Kingfisher’s a good man,’ says Alize. ‘He was orphaned young and that has given him a kind of reserve – but his passions run deep. I hope you don’t loathe him now.’

         ‘No,’ I admit. And that’s the longest answer she’ll get on the subject.

         Out of the gloom I see heavy warehouse doors being raised up.

         ‘The rebels will meet us here and lead us by foot into the Pink District,’ says Kingfisher.

         ‘By foot?’ I query. ‘An Aylish crew running down the streets of Brightlinghelm, isn’t that a recipe for death?’

         ‘Raven says her people are the best.’

         ‘They’d better be. We’re trusting them with our lives.’

         Kingfisher makes no reply as his boat glides through the 34warehouse doors and our boat slows down to follow. Behind us, a troop carrier passes the end of our canal, lighting everything ahead with huge lamps, mounted on the prow. It continues on into the darkness but another boat comes after. This one shines a floodlight down our canal.

         ‘There!’ cries one of the troops. ‘I see them!’

         The crew immediately reinstates the roof of shields as bullets ricochet off the side of the craft. I don’t want to die in this stinking canal and thankfully we glide after Kingfisher, following him into the warehouse. The doors begin to close behind us – far too slowly. We’re in some kind of boat repair yard, full of river junk. Old engines and propellors are suspended from the ceiling; there are piles of scrap metal and water-damaged timber – and several boats are raised up on scaffolds with their hulls exposed. There are two men and a woman waiting for us – insurgents. They look like perfectly ordinary citizens apart from the guns and crossbows that they wear. I am thoroughly relieved to see them – but only three?

         Why hasn’t Harrier sent more?

         Mooring ropes are thrown and the strangers draw us towards a landing, helping us off the boats. The warehouse doors finally slide closed but I fear the pursuing troops will break through in moments. The older of the two men introduces himself. ‘I’m Sen Shearwater of the Brightlinghelm underground,’ he says. ‘Please follow our instructions until we reach safety.’ He looks like a humble office clerk, apart from the single sapphire earring that he wears. His two comrades – a stocky woman and boy in his teens – tell us to take defensive positions behind the piles of junk. 35

         ‘We have to destroy the troop carriers,’ says Sen. ‘No one can follow us. Harrier’s location must be protected at all costs.’

         The Aylish crew doesn’t need telling twice. They find positions and prepare to fight. It happens so fast that I am left feeling slightly exposed. Kingfisher pulls me down beside him.

         ‘Minister Swan,’ says Shearwater, regarding me, ‘Harrier is anxious that you reach him without delay. You must follow Tangara Jones.’

         ‘This way,’ says the woman, who looks like a barmaid holding a rifle. But before I can move, the warehouse doors are blown to pieces. The noise is deafening. Broken wood, clumps of brickwork and bits of metal fly. I hit the ground, blown backwards, and the air fills with shrapnel, dust and acrid smoke.

         Tangara squats down next to me and hurls a grenade. It falls short and explodes in the water. The first troop carrier enters the warehouse with its guns blazing – but the Aylish fire back furiously, picking men off the deck. Sen Shearwater and the teenage insurgent are crawling across the rafters high above. Unseen by the troops below, they drop grenades down on the boat – and it explodes into a ball of fire. The second boat, outside on the canal, tries to open fire on us, but the first boat is now blocking its path. I hear the screams of Brightling troops as they burn in the explosion. More debris rains down – but this chaos buys us time. Shearwater aims a crossbow at the incoming ship, picking off survivors one by one. His earring glints in the low light. He is deadly.

         ‘Let’s go,’ Tangara instructs me.

         ‘Stay with Zara,’ Alize instructs Kingfisher. ‘She’s not a soldier and she’ll be a prize for any troops who can get her.’ 36

         Suddenly Alize’s body jerks backwards – and Kingfisher catches her. Her face is taut with shock. I see blood in her white hair and Kingfisher lifts her down to the ground, pulling her undercover.

         ‘Alize!’ he cries.

         ‘We must leave,’ says Tangara, pulling me away. ‘You have to survive. Those are my orders.’

         ‘No,’ I say, refusing to leave Alize. Her hair is thick with gore. It’s dripping down her neck.

         ‘It’s superficial,’ she assures me, ‘Renza will help me. You must go.’

         I worry that she’s lying and I don’t know what to do. Gunfire is hammering all around us. I look up into the rafters. Sen’s young comrade throws a grenade out into the second boat and the prow explodes, drenching us with water. Then his body falls – shot through with bullets. Sen cries out in woe, and his efforts redouble. The Aylish keep firing and reloading and their discipline is more than impressive. Outside, troops are leaping into the canal, escaping from the carnage. But one man stands firm, firing a machine gun. The Aylish rifles are no match for its continuous bullets.

         Kingfisher is pressing his hand over Alize’s wound, calling for Carenza, telling her to bring first aid. Within moments, she comes crawling towards us with a kit bag on her back.

         ‘We must staunch the flow,’ says Kingfisher, ‘or the trail of blood will lead the troops right to us.’

         Alize swears in pain and indignation – but she lets us make her a turban of bandages. Kingfisher joins the fight against the machine gun on the outside boat. It is spraying round after round, indiscriminately killing – and I see several blue Aylish uniforms 37prone on the ground. Our escape route is blocked. We won’t get ten paces.

         But up in the rafters, Sen Shearwater has reached a window. I don’t know how he balances up there but he aims and fires his crossbow through a crack in the glass. At last, the murderous machine gun falls quiet. All we can hear are the moans and cries of
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