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      For the readers.

      The ones who shut away the noise of the world,

      Crack open a book,

      And lose themselves in possibilities.
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      Elora had once told Radyn that before the cities had taken to the skies, autumn had served as an annual reminder that all that was beautiful faded and died, that nothing lasted forever. Born a child of Firestone, Radyn hadn’t understood. Seasons in the sky meant little, an arbitrary distinction on calendars even the elders ignored. Singers minimized the impact of seasonal changes, striving to keep the days of roughly equal length to extend the growing season. Only now did he realize how unnatural that mode of living was.

      He bit into an apple sweetened by the kiss of the season’s first frost. The leaves of the maples on the distant hills were a vivid collection of oranges and reds. If the sun set just right, the entire hillside would erupt as an evening fire. He and Aria had spent many evenings on the top of the mound that was Underhill, watching the fiery display, and no matter how many times he witnessed its grandeur, it never grew old.

      Elora had spoken true, though. The color on the trees had peaked as leaves raced to the ground, fleeing the bitter winter winds that would soon descend from the hills. Upcoming frosts wouldn’t kiss, but kill. Winter brought death, an annual reminder that the gate waited for them all.

      Heavy footsteps warned him of Aria’s approach. Her belly was full with their child, and she huffed as she reached the top of the mound. “I thought I might find you here.”

      She cast a covetous glance at his apple. He handed it to her, and she bit into it like a hunter just returned from a long hunt. “Ooh. That’s good. Thanks.”

      He dipped his head in acknowledgment, then turned his gaze back to the gathering he was ostensibly guarding. Dozens of tables were already built, with several more almost finished. The first plates of food emerged from Underhill’s kitchens, and to the west of the tables, pigs slowly roasted over charcoal fire pits. Radyn’s mouth watered whenever a strong breeze carried the scent of roasting pork up the hill.

      Aria recognized his thoughtful expression. “Care to share?”

      Radyn swept his arm across the scene, encompassing both the feast preparations and the distant maples. “I think the cities lost something important when we lost our connection to the soil. Every day on Firestone was the same. Down here we celebrate the end of the harvest, the end of long days of hard labor. Soon the nights will grow long and we’ll rest, our focus on family and home.”

      He looked at her stomach, and she smiled and wrapped her arms in a loving embrace around their unborn child.

      “I know what you mean. There’s something deeply intuitive about all of it, isn’t there? I didn’t grow up with seasons any more than you did, and yet now I can’t imagine life without them.”

      A shout from below interrupted their reflections. Kaya waved at them to come down. Aria waved back, and Kaya, satisfied her message had been delivered, skipped back to the tables.

      “Have you ever seen her that happy?” Aria asked.

      “No, but she deserves every bit of it. Almost every part of this feast can be traced back to her in one way or another. The boundary that keeps us safe is powered by Engine shards she grew. Much of the food came from a city that only exists because she saved it. Even the pigs are a gift from our neighbors for services she provided.”

      Aria shook her head and pointed. Kaya mingled with a young Singer from Firestone named Orenil. Radyn knew of him, but little else. Kaya leaned in close as Orenil bent his head to whisper something into her ear that made her giggle. “I think she’s happy because of that.”

      “Are they together?”

      Aria laughed, a sound that never ceased to warm Radyn’s spirit. “For someone so observant, you have some impressive blindnesses.” She tugged at his hand. “Let’s go.”

      Radyn let his eyes drift over the horizon one last time, but nothing in the sky or on the ground threatened their gathering. Even the banti had learned to keep well away from Underhill. Though the human spirits sheltering within must have been tempting targets, those that dared come too close never lived long enough to repeat the mistake.

      He wasn’t the gathering’s only protection. Tanwen and the other dragons, who had feasted earlier, circled overhead, and Kaya and Aria’s boundary provided an extra layer of protection. The harvest festival would be as safe as anything could be on the surface. Still, Radyn found it too easy to imagine the various disasters that could befall them. He’d gotten much better at such imaginings over the course of Aria’s pregnancy.

      Miranda was the first to greet the couple, bowing slightly as they reached the bottom of the mound. She winked at Radyn. “I’m impressed Aria convinced you to join us.”

      “It’s not wise to refuse the requests of a pregnant wife.”

      Aria elbowed him in the side. “He would have come on his own. He just needed to work up his courage to be among so many people.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” Radyn asked.

      Miranda shook her head. “I know Jyn is looking for you, as is the representative from Skystone. You can’t hide from them by working chores for me.”

      “It was worth the try.”

      Miranda excused herself to welcome another group of new arrivals. She greeted them warmly and was embraced by many in the group in return. Aria caught Radyn’s thoughtful gaze and guessed what lay behind it. “She was right to insist on the celebration. We need this more than we thought.”

      There was a restrained joy in the air, evidenced by the easy smiles and laughter that rippled uncertainly through the gathering. The original soulkeepers who had founded Underhill had worked side by side with Firestone’s survivors over the past several months. Radyn couldn’t measure the sweat and blood spilled by all in the incredible effort to prepare for the winter, but even now, the soulkeepers gathered around certain tables, while those from Firestone collected around others.

      Complicating the mix were the unexpected arrivals from Skystone and a couple of the other cities, each of which had formed into their own little impenetrable groups. Of the closest cities, only Nightkeep wasn’t present, for the obvious reason that they hadn’t been invited. The Engines of the surviving cities continued to deteriorate, and Underhill’s tenuous success gave the clans hope a path to survival remained. All that was well and good, but the divisions that had marked them in the sky remained, even when they walked a land that didn’t tolerate the weaknesses that division caused.

      Radyn wandered in Kaya’s direction, but Aria pulled him away with a look that told him the Singer was not to be bothered. They spoke with Nikki briefly, but the investigator was more interested in learning about the various representatives from the other cities than talking to them. They found Jyn at the end of a long journey through the crowds, drinking tea with the representative from Skystone, a handful of Singers, and Magni. Bows were exchanged, and Radyn and Aria were invited to join the table.

      As they sat, the representative from Skystone bowed once again. His dark uniform carried the pins of a Sword on his shoulder, though Radyn might have guessed as much from a look. His height wouldn’t impress anyone, but he carried enough muscle on his bones even Tanwen would consider him a full meal. Piercing blue eyes shone under a head shaved clean, and he carried himself with a casualness that Radyn would have called affected, as though easy smiles and a relaxed posture would convince anyone he wasn’t dangerous.

      The representative flashed a smile. “Senior Sword Radyn, it’s an honor to meet you. I’m Senior Sword Veylan from Skystone. Legends of your strength and skill have spread far and wide.”

      Radyn dipped his head to accept the compliment. When he’d been younger, he would have beamed like a fool to receive such praise from a foreign senior Sword, but the praise rang hollow today. Whatever legend he possessed had come at the cost of a great number of lives, and that wasn’t the legacy he wanted to pass down to his unborn daughter. “You’re too kind.”

      Veylan poured a cup of tea and changed the subject. “I was just speaking with your Blade and complimenting him on your tremendous efforts. When we’d heard Firestone had fallen, we feared the worst.”

      “Thank you. A tremendous number of people have fought to prevent just that.”

      “Do you think what you’ve done here can be reproduced in other ruins?”

      Veylan’s gaze never shifted from Radyn’s face, his intensity revealing the question was one of the true reasons he’d accepted the invitation to join their harvest festival. A loud cheer went up from a table behind them, answered by another table nearby.

      “It seems possible, but I’m hesitant to call our efforts a success yet.”

      Veylan gestured toward the tables filled with food. “You don’t call this success?”

      “We have enough to survive a winter, and if we assume other summers are like this one, then yes, we have enough to continue to survive.”

      “But?” Veylan prompted.

      “But we still don’t know why similar ventures haven’t succeeded. Our histories have gaps large enough for our cities to fly through, and until we solve those riddles, we’re no better than explorers diving deeper into a cave with nothing but a lantern for light, never knowing what dangers lie beyond the next turn of the passage.”

      Veylan rubbed slowly at his clean-shaven chin as he weighed Radyn’s argument. Finally he said, “A cautious answer from one whose name is whispered with awe among the strongest Blades of our generation. Yet you risk your wife and unborn child in the same environment you’d keep from city-dwellers.”

      The brush of Aria’s shoulder against his kept his rising anger tightly restrained. He breathed slowly before answering. “I’m sure you know by now our choice to settle here was not wholly our own.”

      Veylan waved his hand, dismissing the comment as though shooing away a mosquito. “Come now, with your skills you could have sought refuge in any city across the continent. I mean no offense, but my point is simple. I look around and I see what you’ve accomplished, and I wonder why we aren’t all landing at the nearest ruins.”

      Aria reached under the table and rested her hand on his knee, and the distraction broke through his budding anger. Veylan’s questions were barbed, but they weren’t meant to hook Radyn. He only wanted to reach the truth. To a sky-bound Manirah, Underhill might seem a paradise.

      “I’m confident in my ability to protect my family. I’m not confident the Manirah can protect the cities if they land,” Radyn said.

      “There might well come a day when we no longer have the choice,” Veylan observed.

      “All the more reason to ensure we’re learning all we can now.”

      Jyn raised a glass to interrupt the exchange. “I choose to mark today as an auspicious beginning to a new age. I would never have decided to make a life on the surface on my own, but I’m convinced now the soulkeepers have always had the right idea. The surface is our hope in the future. Thanks to the soulkeepers who prepared the way, and thanks to the generosity of Skystone and all our allies, we have a chance unlike any seen in generations. May our future be brighter than our past.”

      Those gathered around the table raised their cups and glasses, accepting the toast gladly.

      Radyn took a sip only, then put his cup down.

      Jyn spoke well. Today could mark a new beginning, a future in which he could finally retire Elora’s maniblade and focus on shaping the world to come. The peaceful summer, filled with long days in the fields and short nights with Aria, had surprised him with a revelation. He had good friends in Jyn, Magni, Miranda, Kaya, Nikki, and so many more. He had a place for his head he looked forward to every night. Food wasn’t a worry, at least for a time.

      He hadn’t really been searching for it, but somehow, he’d still found contentment. He took another sip of the tea, savoring the flavor of the drink. If his future held more days like this, what more could he ask for?

      His good cheer lasted until the unseen attack brought every single Manirah in the area to their knees.
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      The Seer alighted from the dragon and stretched tired legs. Once, when he’d been a Singer, he’d flown often, but since accepting a new master and donning the mantle of the Seer, his travel had become almost nonexistent. It was much easier to hide his doings on paper than in person, and letters and reports found him more easily if he remained in one place. Such was the power of the written word that he’d birthed his movement as much with ink and paper as with blood and sweat.

      He’d never imagined that orchestrating the downfall of humanity would be such an administrative affair.

      But no, one couldn’t discount the power of writing. Accurate ledgers were all that stood between a city and starvation. Ancient maps kept the cities safe from the giant nuddu that sought to devour the Engines and the humans who depended on them. And it was old and tattered histories, researched with painstaking care, that had led him here.

      He breathed in deeply, filling his lungs with the thicker air of the surface. Rain had passed over these bogs the night before, and his nose caught the full-bodied scents of wet moss and the slightly sweet smell of decaying leaves. Such a combination of scents could never be found within the sterile farmlands that served as the surface of the cities, and he welcomed the smell like a long-lost old friend.

      It was for the bogs and the grasslands and the mountains and those that rightfully called this world home that he fought, righting an ancient wrong.

      A small crowd had gathered for his long-awaited arrival. He’d brought several of his own warriors along, and the two groups quickly formed lines that gazed warily across the space separating them. They were allies of convenience, a fact well understood by both sides, and a wrong step would be a sure way to doom this work before it truly began.

      He paused a moment and allowed his eyes to wander over the environment that welcomed him. Tall pines surrounded an area that couldn’t decide whether it wanted to be lake or land. The ground underfoot was soft, the Seer’s boots sinking up to his toes. Behind him, the dragon lifted his feet as though disgusted with the mud caught between his massive claws.

      The terrain wasn’t as interesting as the people gathered to greet him. Each was tall and lean, their legs long and well-suited for walking miles in pursuit of food and shelter. They carried an assortment of weapons. The Seer spotted swords and bows easily, but several had knives hidden under their rough garments. They looked like dangerous people in a dangerous land, and that was only to the eye.

      To the Seer’s elevated senses, connected to the shadow song that served as his master, they were far more dangerous than they looked. Their auras swirled with powers forged through a lifetime of battling for survival in a land that didn’t want them. The Seer wasn’t without skill, but he would die in moments if he tried to fight the assembly before him.

      So he bowed.

      Those behind him were too well-trained to reveal their surprise, but he felt it in the weight of their gazes. They might serve him, but their hearts were still corrupted from exposure to the clans and their beliefs. Pride had no place here, not when their actions today would determine the fate of the world. A halting moment later, those who’d followed him on the dragon followed his lead and bowed.

      When the Seer rose from his bow, it was to the vicious grins of their allies. To them, the city-born must look weak and flabby, unsuited for the gifts the Makers had bestowed upon them so many generations ago. Perhaps they watched the Seer and wondered about the taste of his flesh. In a land of such scarce resources, no source of food could be wasted. One man, shorter than most, stepped forward and spoke to the Seer in the modern language of the cities. “The way is clear.”

      The Seer’s eyes flickered down to the man’s hands, spattered with blood. “Thank you for clearing the way. They did not see reason?”

      The man, named Belzrak, shrugged, the murder of an entire clan nothing more than a slight inconvenience. “There are still many who believe in the teachings of the Elders, that we deserve this. They fought hard, but they had grown soft.”

      Ironic, that the Seer needed to kill those who most closely understood the truth. Belzrak fought to keep his clan alive and punish the cities, not knowing the Seer’s true purpose. He kept his face expressionless. “Will you lead the way?”

      Belzrak nodded and turned on his heel. The line of his warriors parted to let him pass, and the Seer hurried to keep close behind him. Both Belzrak’s and the Seer’s warriors remained behind in an uneasy truce.

      The lean warrior’s trail led straight into the bog, and the Seer matched his footsteps as closely as he could. The bog would swallow him whole if he gave it the chance, the world always hungry to devour an unwary human. Belzrak walked with a confident stride. After passing a particularly wet section of trail, they came upon firmer ground littered with the bodies of the dead. His escort stepped over them, the corpses no more than annoyances. The Seer imagined his allies feasting tonight, and the thought turned his stomach.

      Let them have their barbaric ways. All would be wiped clean soon enough.

      He stopped to examine the bodies, struck by the realization that their deaths had not all come at the edge of a blade or the point of an arrow or spear. Lacking time to observe as closely as he would have liked, he said, “You have more ways to kill than I’d thought.”

      He could hear the grin in Belzrak’s voice. “That we do.”

      The Seer pressed his lips together and returned his focus to following Belzrak’s footsteps, which ended at the trunk of a pine large enough to carve a home out of. Belzrak dipped his head in the direction of the tree. “Here we are.”

      The Seer’s gaze ran up the side of the tree, which stabbed at the cities that passed overhead, blissfully unaware of what awaited below. Even he hadn’t known until about a year ago, and he’d made it his life’s work to study the world they mistakenly called home.

      The pine didn’t look like it held one of the keys to destroying humanity, but the Seer supposed that was why the Makers had hidden it here. He stepped to the tree and placed his hand against the ancient bark. The shadow song echoed loudly in his mind, and he listened for his master’s directions. They guided him to the other side of the tree, where a knot bigger than his head twisted the bark around itself. He placed his hand against the knot and extended his will, no different from a Manirah extending a maniblade from their precious hilts.

      The tree grumbled, an old man woken from an ancient slumber. The knot expanded, opening wide enough it would permit a hand to reach inside. Darkness beckoned, but the Seer stepped back, the strength of his blood insufficient for the demands of the Makers. Belzrak took his place. He drew a beautiful obsidian dagger, the blade so dark it drank the light that dared approach, and cut a thin line across his left palm. He stuck his hand in the hole of the tree and squeezed his fist, dripping blood somewhere deep into the tree’s roots.

      The tree groaned and rumbled. The Seer’s sense of the shadow song revealed an intricate dance of powers, manipulations he hadn’t known were possible. He closed his eyes to bask in the shifting forces, marveling at the strength that remained in a mere door. When he opened his eyes again, the knot in the tree expanded further, irising open, the bark and wood of the tree as malleable as mud. A door appeared, wide enough to accommodate the largest of warriors. The ground stopped rumbling, and the Seer took a hesitant step closer.

      Belzrak’s eyes drank in the sight, and his reverent expression reminded the Seer his companion had never dared approach the door, either. “Shall we?” the Seer asked.

      Belzrak nodded, and the Seer indicated the warrior should lead the way. Belzrak would interpret the gesture as one of honoring him, but the Seer’s reasons were far more pragmatic. He didn’t know what other measures the Makers had taken to protect the site, and it would be better on all counts for Belzrak to explore the ruin first.

      The warrior gladly led the way, vanishing into the darkness as soon as he was within the tree. The Seer followed close behind, planting each foot carefully before risking another step. Darkness swallowed him whole, and when he turned back, he saw the entrance glowing with an otherworldly brightness.

      Light and shadow played tricks on his sight. The light from the door didn’t penetrate the darkness that surrounded him, for he cast no shadow and the room he stood within was lit by a flat, diffuse light, not matching at all the light the door would have cast. He searched for another source of illumination, but there was none visible.

      A chill ran down his spine and he hurried to follow close behind Belzrak, who had found a spiral set of stone stairs that descended deep underground. Belzrak’s soft-soled shoes didn’t make a sound. The Seer’s heavy steps made him feel like an intoxicated cow in comparison.

      They spiraled down and down, the stairwell lit by that same flat, dull light that had no source the Seer could spot. Any chance the light could have come from the door vanished as they descended into the depths. If Belzrak was discomfited by the lighting, it wasn’t revealed in his silent, even footsteps.

      After descending the height of a small hill, they came to a level passage. Walls of the same metal that could be found in any city or ruin stretched before them, terminating with a door of stone that looked as though it would survive the fall of a city without a scratch. The unlikely pair walked down the long passage. Paintings hung on the walls caught the Seer’s attention. Despite the flat light, the colors were vivid, bright rainbows of color against the monotonous gray of the walls, floor, and ceiling.

      They depicted scenes the Seer didn’t know how to properly describe, for the lives of the Makers held little in common with anything he knew. One showed a gathering of men and women around the severed head of a creature the Seer had never seen before. Another showed a woman wrestling with what appeared to be a giant snake. The final in the series was of the same woman seated beside a man, books open on their laps. If he had the time to study them further, he thought he might find valuable clues to the life and death of the Makers, but that day was not today.

      A panel beside the door lit up as they approached, and Belzrak pressed his bloody palm against it. The door rumbled and scraped open. The warrior turned to the Seer. “I will go no further.”

      The room within was as close to a holy site as Belzrak possessed.

      “I’d hoped that you would join me,” lied the Seer.

      Belzrak’s eyes darted to the dark room, revealing his temptation, but then he slowly shook his head. “I’ve stared down death many times, but the mysteries within were never intended to be seen by me. If you can unlock the powers within and emerge unscathed, you will have proven yourself the rightful master of the shrines.”

      The Seer stretched and straightened muscles unused to the simple exertion of so many stairs. He took a long look at the way they’d come, then stepped into the room. A thick, cushioned rug on the floor muffled the sound of his boots striking against the stone. The domed ceiling glittered with pinpricks of small white light, as though he stood underneath a night sky. His vision returned to normal as colors regained their former vibrancy.

      The shrine stood in the center of the room, a single piece of what looked like some mixture of obsidian and glass. It took the shape of a pillar topped with a nearly perfect cube. Though the Seer was convinced it had been created by the Makers, when he looked at it, he couldn’t help but think that it had somehow been grown from the stone.

      Its power drew him close, promising a conclusion to all he had worked for. He was no stranger to awe, for his own experiences with the shadow song often reminded him of his insignificance, but nothing prepared him for the shrine. His spirit, trained to sensitivity over half a lifetime of diligent improvement, failed to comprehend the full extent of the powers locked within. He’d have had better luck attempting to count the stars in the sky.

      It was the power to end the world, and he reached for it without hesitation.

      Mere contact with the stone did nothing, but as soon as the Seer extended the barest thread of his spirit into the stone, it came alive, lit from within by a miniature dark star. It opened itself for him, eager to reveal truths clan scholars had spent lifetimes trying to uncover. On another day, the Seer would have pried open those secrets one after the other.

      Instead, he let his awareness skim across the impossibly deep depths of the shadow song, familiarizing himself with the various abilities and knowledge the stone unlocked. The treasure Belzrak had gifted him was fit for a king. It was almost a shame he might not have the opportunity to explore all that it offered him.

      The shrine was one of four connected across the continent by strands of the shadow song. All conversed freely with the others, meaning the Seer could summon the power of all the stones from where he stood. He sought that ability, extending his will through the connection to all four stones. Once their combined power was under his control, he sought the source of the Song of the Engines, hunting for it deep within the world’s core.

      It didn’t take him long to find. Though he’d severed most of his connection with the Song that had been present at his birth, he maintained enough to find his greatest enemy. His imagination and will shaped the power of the dark stones, gathering it for an assault upon the impregnable fortress that was the Engines’ source. He ground his teeth together and furrowed his brow. The shadow song didn’t resist him. It leaped to his command, but he was the weak link in the chain, the part that would break first.

      Before the enormous energies tore his spirit into shreds, he threw the powers he’d gathered against the source. The collision of energies rippled across the continent, and although the Seer wouldn’t want to be a Manirah in the coming moments, the source still burned bright near the center of the world.

      The Seer’s throat was dry.

      He hadn’t done enough.

      He hadn’t been enough.

      Connections dropped from his awareness as he lost the will to keep all four shrines under his control. His spirit remained in contact with this one, gently skipping upon the surface of this incredible power.

      The Seer stared at nothing, his great new hope dashed, defeated by his own weakness. His breath came in shuddering gasps as he mourned the loss of his dream.

      A sliver of knowledge flashed like a fish striking a fly in a stream, catching his attention. Humanity lived today, but the stones still held the future in their hands. The Seer licked his lips at the thought of what was still to come, his failure suddenly a distant memory.

      Compared to striking at the source, sending out the call was as easy as flipping a switch. They answered, too long denied their purpose.

      The Seer smiled as he shattered the cage that had surrounded the monsters humanity had spent generations running from.
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      Kaya sensed the shadow rising a few precious moments before it brought the Manirah to their knees. Her studies and explorations had made the Song of the Engines a part of her, little different from her heart beating its steady pace or her lungs pulling in the breath that sustained her. The attack against the source rang like a gong, shaking her bones as it rattled the very core of the world. Waves of shadow spread from the point of impact like ripples across a pond.

      She dropped her spirit into the Song of Underhill’s Engine, as familiar as her flesh. She cocooned herself within the Song as the wave of unnatural power rushed over her. A chill spread across her skin as the shock passed, a thick cloud briefly shadowing her from the light of the sun, but she was otherwise unharmed.

      The Manirah, sensitive to the Song but disconnected from their shards at the peaceful gathering, had no warning and fared worse. The shadowy wave attacked unwary spirits, bringing most to their knees. Any who had the misfortune of being connected to their shards were struck worse. Jyn and Radyn vomited out most of the feast they’d just consumed, and they were joined by Veylan.

      The Singers around her suffered the worst of all. They collapsed as though struck down, clutching at their stomachs as they heaved up their meals and the ale and wine that had washed it down. Her heart went out to them, but their suffering wasn’t fatal. More important by far was isolating the source of the attack, but how?

      Kaya sent her spirit wandering from Underhill’s Engine to others nearby, a variation of the technique that had once allowed her to flee Nightkeep. Discordant notes greeted her as she approached each new Engine, but some notes jarred harsher than others. She focused in that direction, far south of Underhill.

      Her breath caught in her throat when she sensed the Engines that labored the hardest under the assault, for they were nearly as familiar to her as Underhill’s. Nightkeep’s three massive Engines groaned under the weight of shadow that surrounded them, but they kept the city in the air.

      Kaya sent more of her spirit toward the Engine that had kept her company when everyone else had abandoned her. She slipped between the songs of Nightkeep’s Singers, stealthy as a mouse creeping around a sleeping cat. She settled into the comforting Song, then extended her awareness outward.

      It didn’t take long to sense a powerful source of shadow, for it lingered almost directly beneath Nightkeep’s three Engines. Her spirit trembled at the depth of the shadow’s strength, which made the Song of any individual Engine insignificant in comparison. The shadow was connected to others like it, a web of inky blackness that rivaled the light of the Engines.

      A pulse of shadow song escaped from the site, racing outward like the blast from the last attack. Unlike the blast, it caused no disruption in the Song of the Engines, its purpose hidden from Kaya’s understanding. She stretched her perception to its limit, but whatever remained to discover was beyond her ability to sense. She retreated to the relative safety of Underhill’s Engine, then returned to her body and opened her eyes. What had felt like half the day to her had been little more than a few moments in the physical world.

      A handful of weaker Manirah were the first to rise to their feet. Most civilians looked pale but were otherwise unharmed. They were connected to the Song, as were all living beings, but their connection was weak enough that they were largely unaffected. Her eyes sought Radyn, whose face was whiter than a sheet, but he grimaced against whatever pain he felt as he pushed himself to his feet.

      She took a step toward him but was interrupted by a groan beneath her. She looked down to see Orenil trying to lever himself into a sitting position.

      Kaya cursed at herself, for she’d forgotten him in her rush to find answers. She squatted beside the young Singer who’d fallen from the sky with Firestone and ended up in her heart. “You hurt?”

      Orenil shook his head, sending dark locks sweeping across his forehead. “I don’t think so. What was that?”

      “The most powerful manifestation of the shadow song I’ve ever felt. It was an attack on the source. We only felt the reverberations of it.”

      “The source? What happened?”

      “As near as I can tell, nothing. The attack wasn’t strong enough to cause any lasting damage. We were lucky.”

      Orenil clutched his stomach with one hand while he swept the hair away from his face with the other. “Hard to feel lucky when my stomach feels like this.”

      “If the attack had cracked the source, we’d have a very different set of worries.”

      Orenil begrudgingly accepted the point, then swore. “I’m sorry. I should be asking about you. Were you hurt?”

      “No, but thanks for asking. I need to speak with Jyn. Why don’t you see if there’s anyone else who needs help?”

      His eyes flashed, but he smothered the emotion quickly, reason overwhelming his jealousy.

      Orenil was young and ambitious. He was a year older than Kaya, which made him among the youngest of Firestone’s Singers: not just currently, but of all time. Not only was he already accepted as a Singer, but he was widely considered one of Firestone’s best, a once-in-a-generation talent. He reinforced his natural gift with a work ethic that rivaled the Blade’s. He was widely respected, and his affection for Kaya was as true as the Song.

      His greatest weakness was his pride. He’d been born with gifts, but he’d worked hard to refine that valuable talent into something useful to the clan. No matter how hard he worked, though, Kaya was always ahead of him.

      He envied her easy access to the Blade, which he confessed made him doubt his worth and his efforts. He would be the first to acknowledge his irrationality, but her greater status wounded his pride all the same. Blame an accident of birth or Kaya’s unique upbringing, but her gift with the Song was stronger than his. It didn’t make his spirit any less than hers, but it did mean she could walk up to Jyn whenever she needed.

      She pushed Orenil from her thoughts as she made her way through the crowd. Magni and several other Swords had formed a defensive circle around Jyn, but they cracked their perimeter open when she approached. The Swords were pale, but were regaining their color quickly.

      Jyn had his hands on his knees. She’d never so much as seen him break a sweat, and her hands trembled at the sight. Like Radyn, Jyn had always seemed larger than life, as much myth as flesh and bone. Seeing him like this, he looked…human. His agony was no surprise, as he kept more shards on his person than Radyn, but the sight was as out of place as a city falling from the sky. He looked up from his feet. “You’re going to explain what that was, right?”

      Kaya did, and Jyn’s face turned grave as his color returned. By the time she finished, he stood as straight as a statue, his gaze fixed on the distance. “And you believe Nightkeep is involved?”

      “I can’t say for sure, but it’s hard to believe it wouldn’t be.”

      Jyn swore under his breath. “Just when I thought we might have earned a break, too. Fine. I’ll gather the others, and we’ll meet in Underhill to decide what to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Kaya was among the first to leave after the council ended. There was only one decision Jyn could have made, and the only reason he’d convened a council at all was to involve their guests and offer them an opportunity to participate. Had Jyn been forced to solely rely on her word, Firestone and Underhill might have investigated the attack alone, but every Manirah had been struck. Their allies were frightened enough to pledge a dragon apiece. They were going to fly back to their cities and return the next morning.

      Orenil, who’d been waiting outside the closed doors, stood as she exited. “What did they decide?”

      “There’s going to be an investigation. Jyn is sending several of our dragons, and our allies will join us.”

      “Good. I imagine you’ll be going. Do they have any need for more Singers?”

      Kaya turned left at the next intersection. The familiar hallways constricted and lengthened, squeezing her until it felt as thought the breath would never return to her lungs. She needed clear skies and an endless horizon, and she turned again, seeking the main exit. “I’m not sure. You’ll have to ask Jyn.”

      Orenil’s face fell. “I’d like to help if I can.”

      They walked through the open doors and into the early evening of the harvest feast. Shadow’s attack had squeezed the joy out of the gathering. A few hearty souls, or perhaps just those too stubborn to acknowledge the truth of the day, remained at the tables, mugs raised in various toasts. Most, though, had finished their meals and started to clean up.

      Kaya paused at the sight, the full impact of the attack hitting her for the first time. She watched Miranda, who’d spent almost every waking moment of the past week planning the festivities, direct the clean-up. She’d worn a grin this morning, but now her shoulders slumped and her voice was weary. Kaya nodded at Underhill’s leader. “Perhaps you should lend her a hand. She looks like she would welcome a friendly face.”

      Orenil squeezed her hand. “If you don’t mind me saying, you seem like you could use one more.”

      Kaya offered him a wan smile. “I’ll be fine, although I appreciate your concern. I think I just need a little time alone.”

      “You’re sure?” Orenil asked.

      “I’m sure. Thanks.”

      Orenil left, glancing back twice as he made his way to Miranda’s side. Kaya turned away and wandered. Her feet chose her path, and when she finally looked up, she realized she was halfway up the side of the mound that served as Underhill’s domed roof. She made no effort to leash her thoughts, letting them wander as her feet had wandered. She stared at nothing in particular, but noticed when Radyn emerged from the main exit and climbed the mound until he stood behind her. He said nothing, for she knew what he would ask, and he knew that she knew.

      “We’ll be passing very close to Nightkeep,” she said.

      Radyn made a soft grunt. “You sure you want to come?”

      “I don’t think ‘want’ has much to do with it. I don’t trust any of the other Singers to be sensitive enough if you run into problems. As far as I know, no one else even sensed the attack coming.”

      “We could find a way if we had to. You don’t have to force yourself if you’re worried about what we might run into.”

      It was a kind offer. Radyn knew better than almost anyone what Nightkeep represented. It was her childhood home, but no fond memories remained. Like almost all children, her upbringing had moments of light and love and periods of darkness, but her last years with her father had erased the memories of all that was good. He’d become obsessed with developing her abilities surrounding the Song, though to what ultimate purpose she still wasn’t sure. Until today, she’d assumed Nightkeep had wanted her as a weapon against the other cities. Now she wondered if they hadn’t hoped she would have some ability with the shadow song as well.

      She shook her head, both in response to Radyn’s offer and to banish her own thoughts. She couldn’t guess at her father’s true intent, and even less the intent of the masters he had served. “I can’t run from Nightkeep forever. Maybe this is the sign I should turn around and face it.”

      “Whatever happens, I’ll be there to protect you, even if I’d rather be here.”

      “I know, and I thank you for it. I’ll hold out hope that I don’t need to confront my father, but if I do, having you by my side will mean the world to me.”

      They stood together in silence for a moment; then Radyn dipped his head toward the citizens cleaning up the afternoon’s festivities. “Having you by his side means the world to him, too, I think.”

      He made the observation with a smile on his face.

      Kaya sighed. “I know. I like him. Maybe even love him, but I lack the clarity of feeling he has.”

      Radyn offered a noncommittal grunt, which brought a hint of a smile to Kaya’s face.

      “Can I confess something?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      Kaya watched as Orenil picked up a pair of chairs and said something to a trio of young girls that had them giggling loud enough for her to hear. “I fear that I don’t know my heart well enough. I don’t want to promise him anything I can’t back with my whole heart, but I’m afraid that in the time it takes me to sort through my feelings, he’ll find someone else.”

      Radyn didn’t answer for some time. “I don’t think I’m the one to ask. Aria has always had a better grasp on matters of the heart than me.”

      “Then it seems to me you’re the one I need to talk to, because I also lack that grasp. I understand the Song better than I understand people.”

      “I don’t know that I have a good answer to give you. The only suggestion I can give is to let truth guide you. If you don’t think there’s a future for the two of you, then say that. If you come to regret that decision three months from now, tell him that, too. Our hearts don’t run in straight lines, but so long as you’re honest, I don’t think you’ll end up regretting much.”

      “How did you know you loved Aria?” Kaya asked.

      Radyn scratched the back of his neck and grimaced. “There wasn’t any one moment. I don’t even remember actually falling in love with her. We spent a lot of time together, and then one day I realized I wanted to see her every day for the rest of my life. Love snuck up on me so quietly I didn’t even realize I was in danger until it was too late.”
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