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Chapter 1




Sira hurtled through the sky, heart pounding wildly. Two years at the Academy boiled down to this one test. Pass and she would enter her final year as a full-fledged apprentice. Fail and… Well, she refused to entertain the thought of returning to her uncle. He’d ship her off to the mage guild, a swift “I told you so” in hand. No more Academy, no more flying. 

This was what she was meant for. 

The deep thrum of the airship’s engines pulsed in a low drone. Sira’s toes tapped in her freshly shined leather boots, and her hands clenched tightly on the wheel. She risked a glance behind her. The captain, a tall and imposing man with black hair in tiny curls that clung to the angles of his head, stared back. He seemed to peer straight through her, taking in her thundering pulse and the sweat that beaded at the back of her neck. She shifted her attention back to the wide windows at the front of the bridge, the fields below empty as they waited for the spring planting. 

Behind him, the test administrators had been watching her, too. She tried to shake the feeling that all eyes were on her. If—no, when—she passed the exam, she would fly with new crews all the time. She had to get used to this.

The gentle tug of the wheel was a comfort, centering her as doubts swirled in her mind. Why wasn’t the captain starting the test? Had she already done something wrong? She went over her every word, checked the placement of her hands on the wheel, and confirmed the placement of the levers to her right. Everything was in order. 

What was the captain waiting for?

Gently, she brushed her fingers along the edge of the small column that stood to the left of the wheel, careful not to touch any of the crystals embedded on the top of it. The compass in its center read south-southeast, a perfect course for home. The ship sailed on, responding readily to each little nudge she gave to keep it on track.

“Excellent focus, Miss Brightlance,” the captain said finally, his voice soft. “Most students are clamoring by now.” He chuckled, and Sira realized the test had begun after all. Skill one: steady as she goes. She sighed and adjusted her grip as the captain ordered, “Ten degrees to port.” 

Sira eased back one of the levers, guiding the wheel with her other hand, the ship turning smoothly at her direction. She watched the compass needle carefully, then released the lever and straightened out the wheel. Easy enough. 

“Up five yards.” This time, Sira touched a crystal on the panel; it glowed dimly, and a new hum filled the air from further below deck. She held the wheel steady and pulled another lever. The horizon dipped. She counted under her breath, then set the lever back upright and touched the glowing crystal, its light fading out. The maneuver complete, she felt the tension in her muscles melt away.

She let herself sink into the warmth of the helm before her. It was like returning home.

“Well done,” the captain said. “Bring her around starboard.”

Sira smiled at the praise. The ship turned, then lurched under her feet. She was thrown to the side. A blast sounded somewhere behind them, rocking the ship a second time. Cursing, she tightened her grip and heaved herself back to the helm. 

Her body moved automatically, even as her mind floundered. She’d been present for airship battles twice before, much younger than she was now, and knew instinct got a ship through the first battery. With a sharp yank on another lever, the ship shuddered, slowed, and began to turn the opposite direction. In front of her, a cannonball flew past, careening through the space the bridge had occupied moments before.

“Pirates!” someone announced through one of the metal cones to her right. Biting her lip, she tuned out the flurry of movement around her. She had to focus. She’d trained for these situations in endless simulations that didn’t come close to the intensity in the air around her now. Her fingers pressed two crystals: altitude and speed. With the tug of a lever, the ship began a quick descent. Another blast of cannon fire sounded. A distinct whistle soared overhead, and Sira braced for an impact that didn’t come.

“Retyon, evasive maneuvers!” the captain shouted above the din as he regained his footing. He spat a flurry of commands into the comms cones. “Prepare for battle. Crew to your stations—secure your lines! Fire at will! How many?”

A hand tapped Sira’s shoulder. She was already moving out of the way when the older pilot’s voice told her, “You’re relieved.” Her heart sputtered as she gladly gave up control of the ship and retreated to the back of the bridge. Professor Hanes gave her an appraising look as she pressed herself against the bulkhead beside him, his reassuring smile obviously forced. 

Around them, the bridge was controlled chaos. Reports came through the cones, bridge crew rattled off updates, and the captain’s voice towered over them all. The walls trembled as their cannons fired, the arid tang of blasting powder lingering in the air. 

Sira’s attention was glued to the pilot. Easily as old as her uncle, he had fringes of gray in his hair but a strong back and an easy posture at the helm. His judgment was swift and well trusted by the captain, who ignored him completely. She hoped to reach that level of comfort and trust one day. This was years of piloting at work, absolute mastery of his craft. Watch, she told herself. Watch and learn.

A charge filled the air, buzzing deep in her core just before a clap of thunder sounded from the decks above. It made her jump, her eyes going wide as she ripped her gaze away from the helm. The hair on her arms stood on end as she recognized the new weight settling over her.

“Magic,” Professor Hanes murmured to her. “Ours. Mr. Hawk is a talented mage, one of the Tripower’s best. We are fortunate he is aboard; you could ask for no better defense.”

With a huff, Sira’s focus darted to the windows. Mr. Hawk, the third and youngest of the test administrators, was the Tripower representative, so it was no surprise he was a mage. Rather than reassuring her, though, the professor’s words had the opposite effect, setting her nerves on edge. She wanted to snap back at him. Magic was the last thing she wanted defending them, as finicky and unreliable as it was even in the best hands. But she held her tongue. Few shared her opinion. 

There was another crack of magic, sharp and loud, followed by a residual hiss. She glanced upward warily. In any other circumstance, she would rush to the deck, tie her own line, and join the crew. Here, she was expected to sit still and wait, a student caught by an unfortunate interruption. Sinking to the floor, she sat with her knees drawn to her chest. She trusted the crew, but it rankled her to be so useless. She went back to watching the pilot and tried to ignore the hum of magic.

“Direct hit!” a voice rang out. “The enemy is turning around!”

“Don’t let up now, men!” the captain said firmly. “Give them a reason to stay away!”

The crew let up a cheer. The ship rocked with another round of cannon fire. Sira felt the next spell go off and clenched her fists, fingernails biting into her palms. 

“Sir, report from the starboard hold. There’s minor damage, nothing critical. No supplies lost,” came the report from below. “She held the first hit off easily.”

“Thank you, Peter.” A smile graced the captain’s features. “All others, report in.” Others chimed in one by one, assuring the captain there were no further damages and that everything—and everyone—was accounted for. The professor grasped Sira’s shoulder, gesturing for her to rise. A flicker of magic lingered, but no new spells were cast. 

She allowed herself to relax. The battle was over. It only lasted a few minutes, but the atmosphere had changed so completely Sira felt she was on a new ship. She brushed off her pants and let her hands hang at her sides. The captain finally stepped away from the communication station, going to clap the pilot on the back.

“Nice flying,” the captain said with a grin. Sira couldn’t see the pilot’s face, but she was sure he returned the smile as he shrugged the captain’s hand off.

“Just doin’ my job,” he said roughly, earning a laugh from the captain.

“Take us home, Retyon.” Stepping past the helm, the captain approached Sira and Professor Hanes. His smile dimmed, but his eyes still danced with the adrenaline of battle and the joy of victory. He addressed the professor.

“I’m afraid we cannot continue the test,” he told them. “With damage to the ship and pirates in the area, I won’t put my guests at risk by staying in the air.” He shot a look up toward the deck, and Professor Hanes nodded in understanding of some unspoken meaning. Sira glanced between the two, trying to understand the significance, but the captain spoke before she could puzzle it out. “I hope the incursion won’t spoil the Academy’s opinion of my ship and her crew.”

“Of course not, Captain,” the professor assured him. “Your crew responded admirably. I’m sure the Academy will request your services again.”

“Good! I like seeing the young pups show their spots.” The captain turned to Sira. “Speaking of showing spots, you certainly did that today, Miss Brightlance. Your quick reaction saved my ship some damage, and for that I thank you.”

Sira smiled, at a loss for words, and shook the captain’s hand when he offered it. 

“When you graduate, send word. We could use someone with your skill. Gods preserve me, Retyon will retire one day, and I may have to go with him if I can’t find someone half as good to keep us in the air!”

The captain and pilot laughed. Cautiously, Sira joined in.


      [image: ]As the ship made its way back to port, Sira climbed to the top deck. The flat, open space gave an endless view of the clear sky surrounding them, only a waist-high railing separating her from a long drop to the earth below. She searched for signs of battle, but other than the busy activity of the crew themselves, she could see none. It must all be below.

She wanted to be celebrating. Her flight test had gone well—hadn’t it? A curl of uncertainty settled over her, whispering in her ear that it hadn’t been the prefect exam she wanted.

How did a pirate attack fit in? Surely she’d shown them everything she needed to. Surely.

From the bow, Belcester rose on the horizon, smoke drifting to the sky in a thin haze. A wide wall surrounded the upper district from the lower as the city spread out in a messy circle of buildings and homes. In the center, a tower rose twice as high as any other building. Even the palace fell under its shadow. 

The Tripower Tower stood beside the Academy, but she’d never visited it; guests and students could only enter the ground level anyway. The interesting things happened in the guarded upper levels. It had once been a mage tower, when those things were common and people with magic ruled. As technology chipped away at the inequality between those with the gift and those without, mages had gone from rulers to ordinary workers. In the ashes of the old hierarchy, the Tripower Corporation had risen as a power that gained the king’s ear, and his gold. 

Sira grew up listening to stories about them, dreaming of one day being a part of their prestigious fleet of top-of-the-line airships.

“Quite a sight, isn’t it?” She started at the voice breaking into her thoughts. Beside her, James Hawk leaned with his elbows on the railing. He rested a foot on the lower bar and faced Belcester, a faraway look on his face. A single blue gem sparkled in his ear, standing out against his light brown skin and black, bristly hair. 

“There’s nothing like it, Mr. Hawk,” she told him, looking away. Her attention returned to the city. “I never get tired of the view up here.”

“Neither do I,” he agreed. “And please, call me James. Your flying was quite a sight too. You have a bright future ahead, with a little patience and a little luck.” She swelled at the compliment. Mage or not, he had been chosen to evaluate her flight, and the compliment boded well for her. Turning a smile toward him, she noticed his jaw was tense as he gazed at the horizon. His hands gripped the rail tightly, thick bracers around his wrists covered in crystals that twinkled in the sun, looking almost alive.

Magic, she decided. Not only was he a mage, but he carried an arsenal of spells on his wrists. A few divots stood out where crystals were missing, no doubt plucked and used in the battle. 

He turned his stare on her, his dark eyes serious beneath the goggles perched on his forehead. “Tell me, as a woman in the Academy… Why do you fly?”

She blinked, considering this. Why did she fly? Why did she breathe? But he was looking for something else here, clearly. She was a woman in the Academy, a first of her kind. Women flew on airships, crewed them from stem to stern, but she would be the first on the bridge. The first with the potential to be an officer. She’d fought with her aunt and uncle to attend the Academy, then with the administration to get them to admit her, then with her classmates to prove she could keep up. Not just keep up—excel.

He probably wanted some deep, powerful meaning behind her attendance. Some proclamation she was breaking one of the few barriers that remained for women, one that existed only in upper-class society where they clung to old-fashioned ideals while the working classes allowed women to pursue careers and passions like any man might.

“It just feels right,” she answered honestly. “I love it up here.”

He sighed and pushed off the railing. “That’s good. Keep that passion. You’re going to need it.”

Sira watched him disappear below deck, wondering what, exactly, that was supposed to mean. It felt strangely ominous. Shaking her head, she turned back to the city. Mages, she decided, always loved a touch of drama. She would never understand them.








  
  
Chapter 2




The ship docked at one of the six tall towers making up the Belcester airfield. The towers were an impressive sight, huge pillars of wood and metal reaching into the sky. Each level had a wide opening that aligned with a broad door in the hulls of ships; when docked, great wooden planks were lowered to bridge the gaps while dozens of ropes secured the ship in place. 

Sira stood facing the tower, bouncing on the balls of her feet. The professor and Mr. Hawk—it felt odd to call him James—stood a small distance away, wearing bulky coats for their return to the city and talking in hushed tones as they waited. As soon as a pair of deck hands nodded approval, she darted across the gangplank, surging toward the spiral stairway at the core of the tower.

She blew past three floors of dock workers unloading various goods from the ship before emerging into the evening. Theirs was the last ship of the day to return; seven others were already secured at the towers, hovering silently and blanketing the airfield with a buzz of magic. The feeling wrapped around Sira as she crossed the open field beneath the ships, comforting and familiar. 

Usually, she hated returning to the city after a flight, but today she was grateful to be on the ground. The streets of Belcester called to her. She needed to figure out what to make of her strange, interrupted flight test.

She passed through the gate, unbothered by the guards standing watch. Beyond, enormous warehouses surrounded the airfield, all white-washed bricks with flat tops and wide bay doors. 

“Sira!” At the side of the cobblestone road, Professor Michelson waved to her with a wide smile, flanked by her two closest friends. Younger than Professor Hanes, he was middle-aged, with a portly belly, wire-rimmed glasses, and a fatherly demeanor. Each student at the Academy was assigned a mentor, an instructor who served as the primary guide through two years of education. This was hers.

Maybe he would have an answer.

“Professor,” she said, “you won’t believe—”

“You’re done!” Corbin crowed, flinging himself forward to wrap her in a huge hug. His dark complexion shone with excitement, mahogany eyes dancing. “We all made it!”

“Let her go,” Reed chastised the shorter man, shaking his head good-naturedly. He met Sira’s gaze and smiled. “Congratulations.”

Wriggling out of her friend’s grasp, she pushed him away gently. Reed, tall and pale with a dust of freckles across his cheeks, nudged Corbin out of the way and pulled her into a hug of his own despite his admonishment. She returned it half-heartedly. 

“I’ll leave you three to celebrate,” Professor Michelson said. “I just wanted to congratulate you myself.” He turned away, striding toward where Professor Hanes and Mr. Hawk were emerging from the airfield, still deep in conversion. 

“Wait,” Sira said. “Prof—”

“Come on, Sira! You can bask in his approval after we get our official results tomorrow.” Corbin slung an arm around her shoulders somewhat awkwardly, since he was barely taller than she was, and steered her toward the merchant district a few blocks away. “Was that James Hawk?” he asked, casting a glance backward. “I think it was! What was he doing on your exam flight?”

Sira sighed and let herself be dragged along. Corbin was a force of nature.

“He was the Tripower representative for my exam,” she said, sharing a look with Reed, who grinned and gave a little shrug. He wouldn’t save her.

“You’re kidding! That’s James Hawk, the Tripower’s prodigy, developer of the crystal system—and you got to fly with him!” Corbin leaned in closer. “Tell me everything. What’s he like? Do you think you can put in a good word for me? I’d love to spend an hour picking his brain.”

These two had been her lifeline in their years at the Academy. Despite being on different tracks—Reed was set to be a navigator, Corbin an engineer—they became fast friends in their first semester of classes. Both the younger sons of lesser nobles, they didn’t seem to care that she was a woman, unlike many of the stuck-up noble sons who seemed endlessly threatened by her presence.

“I doubt I’ll be seeing him again,” she told Corbin, ducking out from under his arm. His face fell.

“We aren’t here for your man crush,” Reed said over Sira’s head. He fell in stride on her other side. “We don’t really need to ask, but how did your exam go?” The smile on his face was bright as they left the warehouses behind, the street opening up to vibrant lights and the buzz of a crowd shopping and preparing for evening. Businesses shone on either side of the cobblestone road, flickering with a combination of newer gaslights and more traditional lanterns. Their shadows hid tiny piles of snow, the last vestiges of winter.

“Not how you think,” she said as they came up on a row of cabs sitting along a side road. The small, open-seat carriages drawn by a single horse waited for service from the day’s shoppers. She dug into her pocket and dropped a few coins into the cup attached to the side of one. The driver nodded and took his reins. “The Academy, please,” Sira said, climbing in with Reed and Corbin behind her. With a snap, the horse started into the street.

She told them everything—her strong start, the sudden attack, the captain’s praise—and finished by folding her hands in front of her and leaning forward. “I did well, obviously, but … did I pass?” Her doubts crashed over her, a million little problems piling atop each other. “Does that even count as a test? What if it doesn’t?” The gnawing feeling crept upward, clawing at her throat and choking off her words. She stared helplessly out the carriage window. The city rattled past, rows of houses stacked side by side, firelight shining through their windows from candles and hearths within.

“They’d be stupid not to.” Corbin nudged her with an elbow. “You said yourself the captain was impressed. That has to count for something.”

On her other side, Reed looked more pensive. He was the oldest of them, and often the wisest. Certainly the most thoughtful. With a shake of his head, he motioned to the driver.

“Could you take us to the Founders Square instead, please?” he asked over the clop of the horse’s hooves.

“That’ll cost you extra,” the man called down to them.

“That’s fine.” Reed turned to Sira, giving a soft smile. “We’re going out. My treat. We always said we’d celebrate our exams, right? No time like the present.”

“But I don’t even know how mine went!” she protested.

“So? You flew in combat, and you came out on top! If that’s not something to celebrate, I don’t know what is.”

“He’s right!” Corbin agreed. “Nothing to be done tonight but paint the town red.” He produced a flask from a pocket and took a swig, offering it over. Sira shook her head. “What? It’s just water…”

Rolling her eyes, Sira relaxed back, letting the boys plan the evening for her. It was touching how they wanted to distract her, how hard they wanted to cheer her up, but her thoughts dwelled on her interrupted exam.

Corbin was right. It had to count, didn’t it?

They rode alongside the wall that divided the upper, noble district of Belcester from the rest. Once, the entire city had dwelled within this towering stone wall, but now it burst through and spread for miles around it. The houses on the border were a lot like what Sira grew up in, two-level Victorian homes with peaked roofs and fenced yards. Small flyers were stuck to the wall, fluttering as the carriage went past them. Sira reached over and plucked one off.

Corbin huffed. “Another round of recruiting,” he said as she skimmed the paper. It was an advertisement of sorts for the Tripower. Give the gift of life! it proclaimed. Mages needed for projects that make the world a better place! 

“It used to be anyone with the gift was clamoring to use it. None of this was needed,” Reed commented. “Now they just … what? Get a job? Shirk their duty?” 

“I can’t imagine not joining if I had magic!” Corbin sighed wistfully. “Even if it was bound, I wish I had some.”

Sira crumpled the paper and tossing it out of the carriage. She regretted picking it off the wall as her friends railed about how magic was becoming less common with each generation and the importance of those with the so-called gift to use it.

But it did make a good distraction from her worry. She chimed in, trying to push the exam out of her mind. “We have more technology now. Machines on farms, in factories, practically everywhere. You can’t just force people into something they don’t want.”

“No,” Reed agreed. “Free choice is a fundamental right. But our society was built on magic! The king has the right to draft men into the military. I don’t see why we can’t require a mandatory enlistment in times of need. If too many mages decide not to use their gift, we’ll suddenly find ourselves cold and starving in the dark.” He puffed out his chest and threw his shoulders back, sounding every bit the noble he was. 

“There’s that new current—electricity? Think gaslights, but for more than just light. I wonder if they can get James Hawk onto that instead of his crystal system.” Corbin perked up the way he always did when he talked about technology. “We had a class the other day about the possibility of combining the two. They’ve already started using crystals in generators to create current. They’re putting in gas lines across the city, but if you ask me, they should be focusing on installing electric instead.”

“We can’t just abandon magic,” Reed insisted. “It’s how things have been done for generations.”

Corbin scoffed. “Change is inevitable. I would hate to live in a world that doesn’t iterate! Someone’s patented an electric light bulb that’s less expensive than crystals and less dangerous than gas. If we can get magic out of basic infrastructure…”

Sira sunk deeper into the seat, glad to let Corbin continue his lecture. Arguing with Reed about magic was pointless, just one of the many differences she’d come to accept being a merchant’s daughter in the noble’s Academy. 

The carriage rattled on, carrying them into the night as they debated. It was good to be home.








  
  
Chapter 3




Sira rose before dawn, alternating between pacing in fits of anxiety and sitting at her desk, a piece of charcoal in her hand as she stared at a blank page of her sketchbook. Dinner had been lackluster tavern fare, but the new dancehall across town was exactly what she needed … until they got home and she was alone with her thoughts. 

Sira slipped out of her room when she heard the first rustling of other students out in the halls. Wrapped in her thick work coat, she sat on the steps of the administration building to wait for the first professors to arrive. The brick building behind her was squat and narrow, dwarfed by the sprawling dormitory on one side and equally large teaching building on the other. 

The weather was gray, the first glimpses of morning sunlight battling through heavy clouds. A breeze that smelled of coming rain tugged at Sira’s hair. Across the street, a few students were already running laps around the training yard. She’d spent hours, probably entire days of her life on that field, running laps on the hard packed dirt at Corbin’s side, sparring with Reed on the patchy grass in the center, working on new patterns with her quarterstaff in a sparring ring by the weapon’s shack. The Academy ensured their recruits were kept in good shape and trained to defend themselves. Piracy wasn’t entirely common, but as more people commissioned airships outside of the Tripower fleet, it was best to be prepared. 

Stupid pirates. Stupid, selfish, interrupting pirates…

She rose from the stoop, pulling her watch from her pocket. Where were the professors? Other students from her year were gathering now, huddled in pairs or groups and whispering to each other. She didn’t see Reed or Corbin yet, but knowing Corbin, they’d stopped for breakfast at the cafeteria.

The thought of food turned her stomach, and she tapped her fingers on her leg. The others waiting gave her a wide berth, and a few shot her annoyed looks. Most of her classmates were accustomed to her by now, but they had been raised believing a woman had two uses: housework and babies. She was an anomaly that didn’t fit into their noble worldview.

Antiquated, but it’s the world she’d chosen to live in.

The sound of hooves echoed down the street, along with the clatter of wheels. A pair of white horses pulled a bright blue omnibus, a long carriage with a row of square windows on either side. At the front, the driver sat on a raised bench seat, the railing behind him running around the upper seats of the bus—predictably empty this time of year. He tugged on the reins, drawing the horses to a stop in front of the Academy. Three men in long dress coats stepped out of the door on the back, coming around the narrow stairs that led to the top deck.

Professor Michelson, his head ducked in conversation with two other professors she’d had in previous years, waved to the driver and strode up the path. The crowd hushed and parted for them, then merged back together to follow in their wake. 

Her classmates jostled and shoved, everyone jockeying for position. It was a strange combination of reverent silence and taut anticipation. Sira let herself be swallowed by the mass of students—only a dozen, but it felt like so many more—as they pushed through the double doors into the cramped lobby. The professors went to a large posting board to the right of the small office that handled administration for the Academy.

They all watched as one professor withdrew something from a briefcase. Professor Michelson took it, tacking the paper in place at each corner. The first man closed the case, snapping the locks shut as the third man unlocked the office door and led them inside.

The moment the door latched, the silence broke. Chaos descended as students lurched forward, shouts of victory and moans of defeat echoing in the tiny space.

Sira held back. Suddenly, she wasn’t ready. Her stomach churned as Franklin, a fellow pilot aspirant, snarled and threw himself out of the crowd, slamming through the front door with a clatter. Evidently, his test hadn’t gone well, or his grades in classroom work were too poor to pass; he frequently took naps in the back corner of the room. Others swept out of the lobby with hearty pats on the back or arms slung over shoulders, both in celebration and consolation.

It ended as quickly as it began, and Sira was left standing alone in front of the board.

She inhaled deeply, let it out, and approached.

“Miss Brightlance.” 

Ignoring the words, she swept her eyes over the two columns of names, each with a simple P or F beside them. Pass or fail. Either you were going into the next phase of training or you were dismissed from the program—there was no in between.

“Miss Brightlance, please join me for a moment.” Professor Michelson stepped all the way out of the office, voice more insistent. She gave a little shake of her head and found her name.

Sira Brightlance ………… F

They’d failed her.

Her mind swam with her vision, tears brimming before she could stop them. A hand landed on her arm, and she snatched it away. 

“My office. Now.”

The tone brooked no argument. The usually jovial professor, the man who has counseled her through hard classes and encouraged her to challenge herself in the easy ones, gripped her arm and forced her to face him. He pressed his briefcase into her hands and turned, striding away from the board with clear expectation.

She followed blindly, her mind already turning.

There had to be a way to fight this. There must be a way to get them to rescind the decision.

She followed the professor down the hall, entering the third door. Within, a cozy office welcomed her, dim in the meager sunlight from the window. Professor Michelson went around his desk, gathering up a few scattered papers from the top. He straightened them, then opened a drawer and dropped them inside, closing it with a dull thud. “On the desk, if you please,” he said, patting the top before turning to the hearth.

Sira shut the door and set the briefcase down gently. This was her chance. He would listen. She stood between a pair of comfortable high-back chairs she’d spent hours in, discussing course selections and future plans. Bookshelves lined one wall, and behind the desk, a painting hung of blues and greens and splashes of color where flowers grew in a day-lit forest. 

“Professor—”

He lifted a hand, not even looking back at her, then went back to starting the fire. Light sprang from the hearth, and warmth filled her. It sang to her in a way she tried to ignore, gnawing on her lip as the professor sank into his leather armchair and leaned forward. “Now then. Have a seat.” He waved to the chair beside her, but she shook her head.

“Professor,” she started, hands clenching. “I want another chance. I think it’s only fair. The events of yesterday’s exam were completely out of my control, and the captain praised both my actions during the test and in response to the attack.”

She rolled onto her toes, resisting the urge to plant her hands on his desk as a desperate plan came together in her mind. “I know results are due today, and I’m willing to go to the airfield myself and petition for a flight if the Academy will sanction and provide a test administrator. If necessary, I’ll overnight at any location the ships fly to. I’m also willing to pay for a message to be sent back by telegraph or the local mage guild to relay my results. That should allow me to be included in the pool of apprenticeships.

“Further,” she pressed on, “I believe my exam results as they stand, along with my class scores, warrant consideration. Failing me on a technicality, dismissing me from the program based on bad luck, isn’t fair. Let me continue my studies in my other classes so that I can stay on track with my classmates until a new exam is scheduled. I’d be behind in training hours, but I could log extra during off days so that I can graduate with my class.”

By now, her hands clenched so tight that her nails dug into her palms. She met his gaze steadily, trying not to think too much about the amused smile playing on his lips. If she tried to decipher it, she would lose her momentum, and everything rode on this. “Professor Michelson, you know I can fly as well as any of the pilots passed today. Better. Give me another shot.”

There. She’d said it. Falling back onto her heels, she felt her throat tighten as the professor studied her. His eyes were keen behind his glasses. He looked indulgent in that way adults sometimes get, like the first steps of a toddler or the first meal prepared by a child, even if it’s just a sandwich.

She gritted her teeth at his patronization, clasping her hands behind her back to keep her calm. 

Whether or not he was amused by her petition didn’t matter, only his response did. If he didn’t accept it, she didn’t know what she would do. Push the issue further with Professor Michelson? Take it to the office, demand Professor Hanes hear her out?

She wondered if she could still go straight to the airfield and convince someone to give her a flight anyway. 

The snap of the briefcase opening brought her attention back to the room. Professor Michelson reached within, taking out a manilla envelope and setting it on his desk. He closed the case and put it on the floor with a slowness that felt deliberate and made Sira’s temper swell. Why wasn’t he answering her?

He looked so pleased.

“Professor,” she ground out, failing miserably to keep her voice neutral. It came out as a half growl, half whine that made her grimace. This was the man who’d been in her corner for years. She needed to remember that. Anger never got much ground with him and begging was beneath her, so she decided to be frank. “Please tell me if there’s a chance.”

He pushed the envelope on his desk toward her. 

“The Soaring Eagle departs for Winfield in just over three hours,” he told her. “You are due at the airfield in half that. Present these papers and they will put you to work until they are ready for the exam.” 

“What?” she asked, snatching the envelope. She tore it open, pulling out the papers within. The top one was a brief letter to a Captain Orland. Her eyes skittered over it, falling on the embossed symbol of the Tripower in the bottom corner. “How did this…?”

“Misters Hawk and Whiteshore were quite insistent that, if yesterday’s exam could not stand, another be given,” he said, leaning back in his chair. His smile grew to full strength as he steepled his fingers. “Mr. Whiteshore used a few connections to find a flight and took leave so he could administer the exam. It isn’t a dedicated flight; the Soaring Eagle is a transport ship carrying passengers to Winfield today. It will make its return trip tomorrow. One of the deckhands’ wives just gave birth to a son. She’s in ill health from the delivery, leaving the crew short-handed. You’ll be working both flights.”

“That’s fine!” Sira said in a rush. Hope flared, and she stuffed the papers back into the envelope, clutching it tightly to her chest.

“You will test on the flight out,” he explained. “Mr. Hawk has volunteered to relay a message later today with your results so we can include your name when we begin flight assignments. The ship won’t return until tomorrow evening, though. You’ll be unable to choose your first placement, but I know a few of your classmates who could speak on your behalf.”

She felt the smile practically bursting on her face. Of course, the professor knew she was hoping to do her placement with Reed and Corbin. With all three of them on different tracks, it was possible for them to make many of the same flights in different parts of the ship. They wouldn’t see each other in the air necessarily, but downtime at their destinations could be spent together. 

Traveling the world with her two best friends, exploring new places and showing them the ones she’d visited as a child at her uncle’s side was going to be a dream come true.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Professor Michelson said, shaking his head with a grin. “I’m sure you have preparations to make. A large exception has been made for you, Sira—don’t let us down.”

“I won’t,” she vowed. 


      [image: ]The race back to the dormitory passed in a blink. Envelope clutched under her arm, Sira fumbled with the lock before throwing open the door to her room. She slapped a hand against the crystal on the wall as she kicked the door shut behind her, enveloping the space in a warm, magical glow from the inset crystals overhead. 

Alone in her room, she withdrew the small bundle of papers again. Academy letterhead stared back at her, the handwritten letter below thanking the captain for his flexibility and assuring him she was both hard-working and capable of the task ahead. Thumbing through the pages behind it, she recognized instructions for the exam and credentials of the examiners, as well as a form for Captain Orland to give his own critique of her abilities when the exam was complete.

“Winfield,” she read when she found the standard flight papers for crew. Their destination was a city only half a day’s flight away. Her heart leapt as she slid the papers carefully back into the envelope. Setting them on her desk, she pushed down the twist of nerves in her stomach that came with returning to her childhood home. It had been over a year since her last visit to Winfield, an awkward reunion where she met her brother’s then soon-to-be wife and attended his graduation from student to apprentice at the mage guild. 

She should visit him while she was in town.

There wasn’t time to sort out the swirl of emotions that came with the idea. Shoving it aside, she let her eyes wander the room. They skimmed over her bed, her bright red quilt a mounded mess, and settled on the open closet. She crossed the room in a few quick strides. Her room was small, barely enough to hold her bed, nightstand, the desk with a small mirror atop it, and a wooden bookshelf stocked with leather-bound books, loose sheets of paper, and a handful of knick-knacks collected over the years. It wasn’t much, but it was enough.

She pulled a worn leather pack from the bottom of her closet and tossed it onto her bed. Once her father’s, it was faded and cracked, the buckles tarnished, but it was sturdy. She stuffed it with leather pants and a white shirt with a drawstring neckline, standard issue for the Academy and not too different from what the crew would be wearing. The men’s cut was awkward on her, so she’d taken her shirts to a tailor to have them altered for a better fit. The tailor also wove in some red thread for trim, accenting the clothes so that they were feminine without being overbearing. Socks, undergarments, a couple of hair ribbons, and her personal effects went in afterward. Briefly, she grabbed the standard pair of gloves and muffs offered to students for flights in case of poor weather, but she laid them back down. The gloves made it difficult to manipulate the lines, the muffs impeded her hearing, and she didn’t need either.

She buckled the pack with satisfaction. Another test, another chance—this one had to be perfect. Going to the mirror, she noticed the red shirt she wore and stripped it off, tossing it into the corner without a second thought. She grabbed a fresh uniform from her closet instead. She tucked in the shirt, cinched a leather belt around her waist, and ran a brush through her brown hair before pulling it back and tying it in place with a red ribbon. 

Perfect. She looked professional. Ready to work. 

Ready to ace her exam and impress the hell out of anyone who was watching.

She clapped her hands. “Let’s do this,” she said, then muttered a curse as a tiny tongue of flame leapt from her hands when they met. The heat radiated on her face.

A quick check of the calendar on her wall made her sigh. Two days were marked with a small red dot so far this month, the most recent ten days ago.

Her magic had built up again. Heat continued to radiate from her hands as she threaded her fingers together, and she made herself take slow breaths. In for five, out for ten, just like her brother taught her. She repeated this twice, feeling her heart beat in steady thumps. The heat tapered off until she could no longer feel it on her skin. She glanced at the clock, a small wooden piece her uncle bought her for her tenth birthday. Plenty of time.

Spinning away from the desk, she lowered herself to sit cross-legged on the floor, facing the door. She had to do a release. Her gift demanded it. She scoffed at the term, feeling nothing but annoyed by the supposed “gift” that dwelled within her. It demanded much, this spark of fire that burned in her core and raced along her veins. 

Closing her eyes, she allowed herself to slowly become aware of the threads of magic around her. 

Usually, they were nothing but background noise, something felt but not seen. They were a soft and buzzing energy that felt like the warmth of a hearth on a winter’s night. She learned to tune them out, paying them no more heed than the hum of a crowd in a busy restaurant.

When she released, though, she felt them all. Tiny flames of candles in nearby rooms rippled idly. The fires in the kitchen, dwindling after preparing the morning meal for students, had nearly faded to coals. Each one prickled on her skin, her own gift answering in kind. It burned always, keeping her warm no matter the weather, but once a week she sat and let herself truly feel its power to prevent it from burning out of control. If she forgot, well… Her mother once told her that fire had a way of making itself known.

“You must always tend a fire,” she warned. “It requires attention. If you ignore it, it will either fade out, leaving you cold in the dark, or grow too large and cause calamity.” Momma was talking about the hearth in their home, teaching how to build the logs and keep it alight, but Sira found her magic was no different—it tried to escape if she didn’t care for it properly.

Cupping her hands, she called into life a flame that flickered orange and red. She opened her eyes and watched the fire play on her skin. It was beautiful, casting light into even the darkest corners of her room as it danced along her fingers. She shaped it into a sphere that sat cradled in her palms. Carefully drawing on her power, she poured her built-up magic into the controlled flame. Kept from growing in size, it burned with increasing intensity, flickers of blue slowly taking over until it radiated intense light and heat. 

Years before, when Sam was just beginning to study as a mage, her brother told her their gift was an uncommon one. Sorcerers—an old word for those with their kind of magic. Those who created. One of the three spokes of the wheel of magic. Both Sorcerers and Fae, whose bodies were part of the magic of the world, were all but gone now. Only the Magi, mages who learned spells to manipulate the power around them, still thrived.

Sparks drifted upward from the fire as her concentration drifted. Squinting, she gave one last thrust of power into the flame and then willed it away. It winked out of existence, though she felt the remnants of her power and the heat of the fire dissipating into the air. Inside, she felt calm, drained in only the best way. 

Pushing to her feet, she put on a coat and slung her pack onto her back. She strode out of the room, locking the door behind her and wishing she could lock her gift away as easily.








  
  
Chapter 4




Winfield had two claims to fame: the headquarters of the mage guild and a vast marketplace that drew in farmers and traders from all over the region. From above, it was easy to see the triangle created by the mage guild towers. The city clustered between them and spilled out at the edges. Rolling prairie sprawled around it, still yellow and brown from the winter, with the Bellever forest they’d spent most of the trip flying over to the west. 

When she was young and living here with her parents, she thought of Winfield as a bustling center of commerce and culture. Mages from all over the kingdom and beyond came here to train, so the crowds were full of different shades of skin and styles of clothing. Now, having lived for years in Belcester, it looked tiny.

Still, she practically floated down the docking tower. While the rest of the crew of the Soaring Eagle tugged their coats tight against the chill wind, she reveled in the scent of rain it carried, happier than she’d ever been to step onto the familiar streets.

Her exam had gone perfectly. Every maneuver was textbook precise, her feet planted on the deck so she and the ship were practically one. Captain Orland had invited her to log hours on board his ship “any time the Academy allows,” and both Mr. Whiteshore and Mr. Hawk had congratulated her, making it clear what their recommendation would be.

“Sira!” Mattias, the deckhand paired with her for the flight from Belcester, slipped through the crowd of men and women streaming through the bottleneck of the airfield gate. He was a thick man, easily twice her age with a clean-cut face and a sleeve of tattoos that peaked out beneath the cuff of his coat. “Let me show you to the inn we always use. We usually drop our gear and then go out for a meal and drinks.”

He gave her the kind of smile that made her squirm—an appreciative twinkle in his eye that had her taking a slight step backward. He’d been kind during the flight, filling her in on the tasks she was responsible for, encouraging her when she went below for her exam. She didn’t want to believe it was only so he might get in her pants.

“Yeah, come on!” Jerry echoed, coming over to sling an arm over Mattias’s shoulders. “I’ll buy. I remember being a student and how tight money could be.” He ran his free hand over his long hair, trying to get the frizzy strands to lay flat. 

“Can’t,” she said. “I have family in town I’ll be spending the night with. Already logged it.” She turned quickly so she could pretend not to see the fall of Mattias’s face as she slipped out of the crowd. 

“Too bad,” Mattias said. “Well, if you change your mind, we’ll be at the Rose and Raven. Offer stands, meal’s on us.”

Sira started down the sidewalk with a small twinge of regret. Most everyone from the crew was heading toward the center of town, where the market still had a few hours to run before shops closed and attention shifted toward the city’s nightlife. They’d been a fun crew, instantly accepting her into their conversations and happy to have someone new to tell their stories to. Her destination lay south, though, past the usual warehouses that always surrounded an airfield, beyond the rowhouses stacked side by side with chipped paint and crooked stairs, in a neighborhood not unlike the one she’d grown up in.

The high of her exam began to fade when she saw Sam’s house in the distance, a small home with white trim and bright green shutters. A tree rose in the front yard and shaded the path to the door. She’d given the captain his address in case there was a change in orders before their assigned flight time in the morning. That meant she had to follow through, right?

This rift between her and her brother still felt new, probably because they’d only seen each other a handful of times since the big fight. Remembering it made her flush, how he’d shaken his head in disappointment, told her she was letting down not only him but their parents as well. How she was betraying the nation by not studying magic, betraying him by not staying by his side.

He was her other half, her secret-keeper, her staunch defender. It had stung so badly that she’d ran from the room in tears, locking her bedroom door against him when he chased her down to apologize. 

As she stepped onto the porch, she tugged at the bottom of her coat, straightening it. Reaching up, she checked the ribbon tying her ponytail was in place. This was her last opportunity to flee, and she glanced behind her at the street, considering it. She knew she wouldn’t.

Even if she was a disappointment, she missed him. She raised her hand and knocked.

Shifting her weight side to side, she shoved her hands into her pockets. There were footsteps, a figure passing by the curtained window, and finally the door opened. Her stomach flipped, but it was only Layne who smiled out at her, the woman’s blonde hair pulled back behind a plain white kerchief and her round face bright with surprise.

“Great skies above, look at you!” she exclaimed, dusting her hands off on the apron she wore. Sam’s wife placed her hands on Sira’s shoulders and raised onto tiptoes to plant a kiss on her cheek. “It’s been too long. How are you?”

Chuckling, Sira returned the kiss with one of her own. It was hard not to match the woman’s enthusiasm, even as Sira’s gaze drifted over Layne’s shoulder into the home. “I’m well, and you?”

“Oh, you know, busy as always. There are dinners to make and a house to keep, and a business to learn besides.” She gave a little shrug and a self-deprecating smile. “Such is the life of a new wife.”

“And a fine wife at that,” a soft baritone answered warmly. Coming around the corner, Sam slipped an arm around Layne’s waist. He dipped his head, pressing a kiss into her neck and pulling her against him. “Who visits us this late, dear? Do I need—”

His voice broke off as he looked up. He froze, jaw going slack, and it gave Sira time to look him over. He kept his black hair shaggy, a boyish cut that fell just slightly into his rich green eyes. He wore a trim beard that clung to his face, despite him vowing the last time she’d seen him to never grow a “cursed tangle of facial hair” again. Nearly the opposite of Layne, he was tall and thin with a ruddy complexion, but they complemented each other well.
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