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Chapter 1




The woman draped over her shrine of pillows looked like a carnival oddity. It was the perfect cover for public enemy number one. 

Sira knew she was being dramatic, but the room leant itself to drama. Heavy clouds of incense swirled, the cloying scent nearly making her sneeze. Flickering light from a dozen candles gave everything a sense of motion in the haze.

“Welcome.” The woman gestured them forward, her legs folded to one side as the light played off her tan skin. “Please, join me.”

Corbin barely restrained himself as he hurried over, lowering his broad frame down onto one of the three oversized cushions laid out for guests. He crossed his legs and leaned forward eagerly, his mahogany eyes taking in the sight before him. Sira trailed behind him. Sweat beaded in the curls of her hair where it rested at the nape of her neck, and she wiped it away as she sat.

The woman played with her braided, light brown hair. She watched them with eyes of molten gold, but it was her ears that gave her away. Long and tapered, they were covered in soft fur the same color as her hair. Small, brown spots dusted her cheeks and nose, larger and rounder than freckles. 

“Amazing,” Corbin breathed. “You look just like a deer.”

The woman giggled. “Certainly. I am the daughter of the Stag God.” She flexed, stretching her arms over her head and showing off her ample cleavage just beneath the neckline of her blouse. Her clothes were dark beige, matching her skin tone closely. 

“Are those real?” he asked her, gesturing to her ears. The woman nodded and turned her head.

“You can touch them.” He extended his arm eagerly, and she added, “Gently, please!” He ran a finger delicately along the length of her ear, causing her to give a little shiver. 

Sira’s suspicions were confirmed as Corbin marveled over the woman’s exotic beauty. She was no daughter of a god; this woman was Fae, her doe-like appearance the tell that marked her non-human. No wonder she chose to work in a carnival, where everyone used magic and makeup to weave unbelievable tales.

Belcester was not a friendly place for Fae these days. The king had seen to that.

The woman stretched out a hand and let Corbin drop a kiss cordially onto it. Her fingers were long and slender, her nails manicured to perfection. They moved with an almost preternatural grace as she withdrew.

“Incredible.” The word slipped like a prayer from Corbin’s lips. He was completely lost in the woman’s charms. “For you, fair lady.” He fished into his pocket and withdrew a coin, dropping it into a cup sitting among the candles surrounding the woman. She sat up and reached toward him.

“May I see your hand?” she asked. Corbin laid his hand atop hers, palm up. The difference between them was enough to quirk a smile out of Sira, his hand huge, thick, and dark as pitch in comparison.

The woman traced one delicate finger along the lines on Corbin’s palm. Something tugged in Sira’s core as the woman called upon the ley lines to summon a faint trace of magic. A soft, warm wind fluttered through the tent in response.

“Ah, a workman’s hands,” she said, making her voice airy and delicate. “Always full of character. I see here that you are liked by many, and friendships come easily to you. You are thoughtful and analytical, but your pinky troubles me. You appreciate order but have trouble maintaining it at times. You must let go of the smaller details to achieve your goals.” 

Corbin watched her closely, soaking in every word. When she released him, the gentle wind faded away, and he looked almost disappointed as he settled his hand into his lap. She turned to Sira. “And you, will you be read?”

“Oh, no, thank you.” Sira shook her head. 

“Are you sure? I am but a deer. I do not bite.” Her ears twitched again, and subtle magic settled over Sira. Her hesitation and skepticism faded, leaving only a deep feeling of satisfaction. Comfort. She forced herself to her feet.

“No, that’s fine. We should get going.” Helping her friend up, she shook off whatever magic the woman placed over her. Fishing an extra coin from her coin pouch, she dropped it into the woman’s cup. Using magic to coerce might be a dirty trick, but she put on a good show—and Sira had a soft spot for Fae. “Well met and well parted.” 

The woman’s features flashed with recognition at the greeting. With a genuine smile, she gave a small wave as Sira and Corbin pushed through the flap to exit the booth.

Outside, they were surrounded by color and noise. The streets in front of the palace had been transformed. The looming wall cast a shadow broken by gas streetlights and the flickering lanterns hung from tall booths. Canvas fluttered from steel poles, announcing to all who looked what waited inside. Callers stood in front of many of them, raising their voices over the din of the crowd. “Come see the newest wonder of the world!” “You’ll never believe what lies within!” “Try your luck, you never know who’ll be a winner!”

“Catch!” a more familiar voice called out as a bag of kettle corn thumped into Corbin’s chest. He brought his hands up and fumbled briefly.

“Damn it, Reed, a little more warning!” He glowered at the taller man wearing a long, colorful tunic and a sly grin. His red hair was tousled, probably by the brunette who clung to his arm. Sira repressed the urge to roll her eyes at Reed’s latest girlfriend, and snatched the popcorn from Corbin’s grasp. “Hey!”

“Too slow, Wood.” Untwisting the bag, she popped a kernel into her mouth. It exploded in a wash of sweet and salty. Reed reached over, snatching a handful for himself. He offered one to Delilah, who opened her mouth like a baby bird.

Gross. Sira and Corbin shared a look and pushed forward into the crowd.

Sira wandered, taking bits of popcorn from Corbin’s bag and watching the people around her. The crowd was a mixture of noble and common, young and old, all come to see the summer carnival that had rolled into Belcester the night before. A breeze wove through the crowd, relieving some of the summer’s heat. It fluttered in the loose shirts of the men, though the more noble women still wore puffy sleeves and tight bodices that, frankly, looked miserable. Sira was glad for her red tunic, airy and casual. 

Reed led them to a game booth, Delilah hovering by his side. She wore a blue dress that clung to her body and flared at the hips, tapering down to the ground in a thin skirt. Her brown hair was piled atop her head in waves that somehow managed to stay in place as she bounced up and down. “You can do it, sweetie!” she trilled. 

Aiming carefully, Reed let the dart fly. It wobbled in the air before sticking precariously to the board covered in balloons. He managed to miss every one of them.

“Oh, so close,” the attendant crooned, sweeping over in his long overcoat and crooked hat. “Another try, sir? A lady so lovely should have a companion soft as her skin.” He gestured to the stuffed teddy bears hanging from the side of the booth. Reed eyed them and nodded, handing over another coin for three more darts.

“Poor sucker has it bad,” Corbin muttered. He watched, shaking his head, and Reed took another poorly aimed throw. 

“It won’t last the month,” Sira countered as she slid her hands into her pockets. “They never do.” Since passing his flight exam, Reed was popular among all the noble women. They loved the idea of the eligible son of a lesser noble who spent his days flying around the country. Like her and Corbin, Reed was in his final year at the Tripower Academy of Flight. He was completing his training to become a navigator, guiding cargo and transport ships safely from place to place. Unfortunately for Reed, the posting on the Cloudrider that made him desirable also kept him busy. Most noble women quickly grew frustrated with his divided attention. 

Good riddance. Most of them were spoiled airheads, not unlike the one currently begging Reed to spend even more money on a stuffed bear that could be purchased down the street for half of what he’d already spent.

“Don’t be so down on them,” Corbin chastised, nudging her with an elbow. “He isn’t the only one acting foolish lately.” Cocking his head, he nodded across the path. Sira followed his gaze and spotted a familiar figure weaving his way from booth to booth. Not quite tall enough to stand out in the crowd, it was the metal goggles perched on his head that made him easy to spot. “You have been spending a lot of time with a certain Tripower big shot lately.”

“It’s nothing. You know James has access to some of the best ships and latest technology. He’s helping me train.” She folded her arms in front of her chest, carefully leaving out what kind of training he helped her with. James may know about her gift, but she kept it from her friends. They didn’t need to know. 

After years of hiding her magic from them, it was better to keep it to herself.

Her gaze lingered on James as he paused in front of a booth whose banner announced a new and life-changing innovation: the Ball-Point Pen. Leave it to him to find an invention among the carnival oddities and games. A cluster of men blocked him from view, jostling each other and pointing toward something in the distance. She turned back to Corbin, who was watching her skeptically.

“Mmhm.” He grinned. “Is that what you call your weekly dinners? Training? For what, exactly?” 

She shoved him, forcing a laugh as he waggled his eyebrows suggestively. Her heart sped up a little, though. He wasn’t wrong. Their Thursday dinners were to discuss their training sessions on Saturday. 

What did it matter that, usually, they ended up talking right up until her curfew at the Academy?

Or that, usually, they said very little about her training at all?

Her cheeks flushed and she had to look away. Corbin laughed at her discomfort, making her shoulder past him angrily. “I’m going to go explore the midway some more. Let me know how much Reed spends on that dart game.” Not waiting for a response, she let herself get swallowed up by the crowd, falling into step behind a random person.

There wasn’t anything to her relationship with James—she’d decided that weeks ago. She had no time or space for a relationship. By the end of the year, she would be a full-fledged pilot, living out her dream of flying around the world at the helm of an airship. There were classes to finish and more hours to log on the Cloudrider. Beyond that, mastering her gift took up a great deal of her free time. For years, she’d ignored her magic, releasing it weekly in one single burst so that she could keep it under control. She’d long refused to acknowledge it or embrace it, and now that she did, there was so much to learn about how to use it effectively.

There was absolutely no time for the weakness and distraction that sidled up beside her wearing a light blue vest covered in pockets, his bristly black hair sticking straight up and his blue eyes deep enough she could dive in every time she met his gaze. 

“I’m sorry about canceling Thursday night,” he said in way of greeting, falling into step beside her. She waved a hand dismissively.

“My fault. I was late. There was a hold-up at the wall, something about the latest Fae incursion.” She spoke the last word with open disdain. “Have you heard?”

“I have,” James said. His voice was tight, and though she waited for him to continue, he said nothing more. 

“Another attack,” she murmured when he didn’t speak. “Crops burned in the night, same as the last.”

“I know.” James nudged her with his shoulder, guiding her toward the side of the midway. She let him. He never wanted to talk about the attacks, and this wasn’t the time or place to push. “Come on, I want to show you something.” His hand reached for hers, his light brown skin toughened by callouses, and she let their fingers intertwine; it would be too easy to get split up otherwise. She ignored the warmth of his grip, the way it spread up her arm and made her heart stutter, as they wove their way through the crowd. James led her to an open space in the line of booths. There was no sweeping banner or canvas tent here, just a patch of tampered-down grass. In the center of the space was a middle-aged man wearing a full suit and top hat. He stood atop a wooden crate, hands spread wide. 

“—show unlike one you have seen before, but only a dim comparison to tomorrow’s extravaganza. Behold!” the man was calling. His voice was deep, carrying easily over the crowd. A few had come over to stand in front of him. 

James edged his way forward, pulling her with him. He leaned over, his mouth so close to her ear that his breath tickled her neck. “Watch this,” he whispered. When he pulled away, his face was alight with excitement.

The man brought his hands up over his head, clapping them together. Magic stirred in the air as tiny lights filled his space. No, not lights; each one tingled on her skin, tiny flames burning white hot. Her lips parted in a gasp. At her side, James nodded.

Stamping a foot, the man began to dance. There was no music except the slow tapping of his feet on the crate to create a rhythm. Some of the gathering crowd started clapping along, and Sira pulled her hand out of James’s to join in.

She froze, surprised, when the man swept his arms wide and the lights started to dance. 

The beat began slow and rhythmic, then accelerated. Arms reaching and swinging, he wove the tiny flames into a dance that filled the air around him. They were like fireflies glinting as evening fell, moving in swarms, spiraling and swooping in intricate patterns that took her breath away.

The man brought his hands together for a final, resounding clap that made all but a singular flame wink out of existence. The lingering flame, no larger than a pinprick, floated in midair. It drifted slowly toward the ground where a metal dish waited. As the man took a bow, the light danced lazily above the collection plate. Sira applauded with the crowd, absolutely delighted by the display.

She never would have thought of using her gift in such a way. It was absolutely dazzling.

Fishing into her coin pouch, she pulled out a few coins and tossed them into the tray. Many others surged forward to do the same.

“That was amazing,” she said, standing back as coins rained into the performer’s plate. He stepped down off the crate to join the crowd.

“Breathtaking,” James agreed from beside her. His voice was soft and earnest. “You should join me for the noon show tomorrow. I’ll see about getting us the best seats. If the show tomorrow is anything like this, it’s going to be spectacular.”

She opened her mouth to agree when Corbin’s jibe came back to her. Training? For what, exactly? Sighing, she turned away from the performer, who was shaking hands and accepting donations graciously. “I promised to spend the day with my brother,” she told him apologetically. “Remember? We bumped training to Sunday because he’s coming in to start getting things set up for their move. I haven’t seen him in months. Besides, I’m sure there’s someone better suited for you to take to the show. Who was the latest one the Tripower was encouraging you toward?”

James gave her a disgusted look. “Don’t remind me,” he muttered. It was a sore spot for him and Sira knew it, guaranteed to get him to drop any subject. “This way.” James angled toward another booth that caught his eye. “If you have time tonight, I want to show you a few more things I’ve found.”

“I came here with friends. I should get back to them. Reed and Corbin—” she started to protest.

“Will understand if you get caught up in the excitement. There are so many sights to see, and it would be difficult to track them down in this crowd.” He pressed forward, assuming she would follow despite her protests. He wasn’t wrong. Against her better judgment, Sira slipped through the crowd to walk beside him, letting James lead her deeper into the evening.








  
  
Chapter 2




The next morning was a chore in more ways than one. Sira woke earlier than she wanted to, dragging herself out of bed while the sun was still low and dressing in a bit of a stupor. James had kept her at the carnival far too late, exploring every nook and cranny until the sky was fully dark, then insisting she join him to watch the fireworks that lit the sky above the palace grounds. 

She could still feel his arm around her shoulders as they craned their necks, watching the colors explode overhead. 

Her reflection stared at her scornfully, shaking its head in the mirror that sat atop her desk. She forced herself to look at anything else—skirting over her short brown hair and hazel eyes to take in the small bookshelf against the wall, the red quilt on her bed, the nightstand with her sketchbook laying open—rather than acknowledge the thoughts stalking the edges of her mind. 

Sam waited for her at the entrance to the Academy dormitory, a cab lined up against the curb. The driver sat atop the black open carriage, thumbing through a newspaper. 

“You look lovely.” Though a fine greeting, her brother said it with a quirk to his lips that made her give him a playful shove. “What?” he cried, throwing his hands up in the air. “I don’t see you in a skirt that often! You didn’t need to dress up for me.”

“It wasn’t for you,” she answered. She allowed Sam to help her into the cab, and the mottled horse started to pull them forward. “It’s been a long time.” Tugging at the sleeve of her blouse, she watched the three buildings of the Academy quickly disappear behind them. Sam set a comforting hand on her arm.

“Don’t worry, firefly. They’ll be thrilled to see you. Who wouldn’t?”

She wasn’t sure she agreed with that. Her aunt and uncle were kind people, but the last time they’d seen each other, things had been touchy at best. “How’s the townhouse?” she asked, blatantly changing the subject. Sam looked skeptical but allowed it.

“It’s just so quiet!” He sighed, leaning his head back on the seat to stare at the cloudless sky. “I hate leaving Layne behind, especially with all the work of packing up for the movers. And … I don’t sleep well alone,” he admitted. “Bad dreams.” 

Sira’s stomach twisted as she realized that marriage was doing exactly what she’d feared: making him dependent on Layne. He looked so much like their father in the soft lines of his face, his broad nose and narrow chin. 

It was too easy to imagine him hollowed out and broken. Her father’s appearance in the end still haunted her.

“It’s only a couple weeks.” Edging toward him on the seat, she threw an arm around his shoulders. “She’ll be here before you know it. And the Tripower will keep you busy until then; there’s no way such a prestigious posting wouldn’t come with a ton of work.” 

He cracked an eye open. “That’s true. What about you? Visited anywhere special while you’re logging hours?” As they passed through the wide gates of the district wall, crossing from the noble residences into the outer ring that formed the rest of the city, he pulled away from her gently. “And stay off. You’re too warm for a day like this.” With a flick of his hand, he sprayed a fine mist of water onto his face and sat up looking refreshed.

“Sorry,” she chuckled. Her fire magic kept her warmer than most. The heat of the day was already starting to build, though not enough to bother her just yet; it would be the humidity that caught up to her later. “The Cloudrider has been incredible. We went as far as the mountains once. We could see the snow on their peaks even in early summer!” 

“You’ll have to take me someday; always wanted to see them.” 

“They’ll take your breath away.” Leaning forward, she recalled the trip a month earlier, the thrill she’d felt as she stood on the top deck watching the mountains draw near. “Bigger than anything you can imagine. Even the Tripower Tower is miniscule in comparison, and they stretch on and on as far as you can see! One day I’ll fly across them. Yosef, the chief pilot, says you skate atop the clouds and navigate the peaks like rocks in the sea. Oh, and the sea, Sam! In a few weeks, the Academy has arranged for me to take a week and travel to the Alabaster Shore on a cargo vessel. The route takes us up along the coastline, and I’ll fly above the open water.”

When her brother chuckled, she clamped her mouth shut, realizing she was babbling. Her heart raced, her face flush in a way that had nothing to do with the morning heat. 

She was so close. Six more months and she would become a full pilot, making these kinds of trips her everyday life. Mountains and oceans and deserts and far off lands, all within her grasp. It was literally a dream come true.

They arrived at her uncle’s estate, the cab dropping them in front of a wrought iron gate. Located in the more affluent part of the merchant district, it wasn’t quite the enormous noble estates that surrounded the Academy but instead a pleasant yard surrounded by a waist-high stone wall. The excitement over her progress at the Academy was immediately dampened as she looked past the wall to the house beyond.

Sam paid the driver and stepped up behind Sira, throwing an arm around her shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he whispered in her ear. “I’ll steal all the attention. I promise.”

She rolled her eyes. That’s what she was expecting. 

The house rose above them as they pushed their way through the gate. Two stories tall, the home was white and boxy, windows staring out beneath the overhang of the low-pitched roof. A covered porch wrapped around the lower level, her aunt’s favorite wicker chairs sitting in the shade with a low wooden table. She had spent so many days playing in the yard while her aunt sat in one of those weathered chairs. Sam knocked on the door, and within moments, an unfamiliar face greeted them. A young woman not even Sira’s age, with shining raven hair tucked under her white servant’s cap, wiped her hands on her apron and smiled brightly.

“Oh! Mas... Samuel, welcome back,” she caught herself, stepping back and holding the door open wide. “And you as well, miss. Sira, right? Your uncle is already in the dining room with breakfast about to start. Please, come in!” 

“Thank you, Lilah.” They entered the front parlor, decorated with plush cushioned seats and floral wallpaper faded with age. Even though it had been two years, little had changed. There was still the expected newspaper laid on the table by the fireplace, the same tea set on the coffee table, the old basket of yarn tucked behind the chair next to the window. 

If Sira expected to feel any kind of homecoming, she was disappointed. This place was familiar to her as the back of her hand, but it held only trepidation. Echoes of her last days here, full of disappointment and anger, settled over her as she trailed her brother past the stairway and into the dining room.

Her uncle and aunt both rose as the twins stepped through the archway. The room was full of sunlight, windows that stretched nearly from floor to ceiling facing east over the yard. The walls were decorated with various ornate plates, and a small shelf ran around the top of the room with a collection of statuettes.

“Oh, Sira!” Her aunt Cordelia was the first to reach them, throwing her arms around both of them. “I have missed you so!” Her hair was dark, streaked with hints of gray and pulled back into a French twist. She beamed at them both, fresh wrinkles creasing the skin at the corners of her blue eyes. Turning her gaze to Sam, she gushed, “Come. Sit. Are you ready for your grand beginning tomorrow?”

She ushered them to the large, wooden dining table. All the leaves were out, making a six-seat table that was dwarfed by the room it sat in the center of. It allowed them to sit across from each other though, Sira and her brother on one side, their aunt and uncle on the other. As she sank into a cushioned seat, she briefly felt ten years old, sitting at this same table with her feet dangling above the floor.

“Definitely,” Sam said, tucking his chair in. As soon as they were all seated, a pair of servants appeared from the kitchen with trays. Lilah was joined by an older woman who must be her mother, they looked so similar. A plate laden with food was set before each of them. 

Her brother gasped. “Creamy eggs!” he exclaimed, turning to smile broadly at the servants. They gave a small bow and disappeared back into the kitchen. “You shouldn’t have.”

“I remember it was a favorite of yours. I had to request it.” Aunt Cordelia gave him an indulgent smile. “It isn’t every day your family is reunited.”

“Might be more often now though, with you living just the other side of the wall, right son?” Uncle Terrence was a large man, both in stature and personality. He leaned forward, taking a sip of coffee and raising a toast. “To family!”

“To family,” Sira echoed weakly, clinking her water glass with the rest. 

As they settled into the meal, she allowed her brother to do most of the talking. Her aunt and uncle were happy to let him. She stabbed at the mixture of hardboiled egg, mushroom, and cream sauce, something she had never enjoyed, while they quizzed Sam about the townhouse he was moving into. He told them about his work with the mage guild, how he spent the last six months working on runecraft and was now moving into other forms of enchanting, including work with the crystal system. Sira glanced up, seeing the crystals twinkling in the bulbs of the chandelier overhead. Leave it to her uncle to spend an extra expense of magical lighting when all of Belcester had access to gas. 

“And what about you, Sira?” her uncle’s voice broke through, making her look up with a mouth full of mushroom. “What’s the latest news at the Academy?”

She swallowed quickly and set down her fork. “Things are going well. I’m flying at least twice a week to get my hours in, and all my courses are easy enough. The first members of our class should graduate at the end of the year, and I expect to be among them.” Wiping her mouth with her napkin, she watched their expressions. Aunt Cordelia clapped her hands together and gave a wide smile. Her uncle merely settled back into his seat and took another bite of his food.

“That must be so exciting for you,” her aunt gushed. Sira took a drink, not missing the phrasing. It was exciting for her, not for them all. 

“Maybe once that’s done, you’ll do a spell at the guild with your brother,” Uncle Terrence rumbled. He leveled his gaze at her. “Something more fitting to your abilities.”

Sira shrank into her seat, taking another drink. This was why she never came home. It was always the same argument. Aunt Cordelia put a hand on her husband’s arm, but he shook it off. “No, dear. First, she refused to become the mage she ought to, then she refused to ally herself for the business, all to follow this whim. I’ve been patient. I’ve supported her desire, funding this flight of fancy. But you need to make something of your life, Sira, instead of playing around on airships.”

Sira knew he meant well, she really did. He wanted the best for her, but to her uncle, the best was money and influence. Uncle Terrence’s idea of a good future was one where she was financially stable and reached even closer to nobility than he did. Being a mage would allow that kind of access. 

Being an airship pilot would not.

“I hear there’s a gala coming up,” Aunt Cordelia broke in, piercing Uncle Terrence with another glare. “And did I catch that the Academy students were attending?”

Sam chimed in. “That sounds like fun! Think you can sneak me in?”

“The senior students are invited, yes, but I don’t plan on going,” Sira said with a duck of her head. “I have a project to complete, and I might be able to get some extra flight hours that weekend.” 

“You should consider it. It could be a great way to make connections if nothing else,” her aunt encouraged. Uncle Terrence huffed, turning his attention back to his plate. “Maybe you could find a handsome gentleman too—unless there’s someone at the Academy who’s caught your eye?” This turn caught Sira flat footed. She cast Sam a pleading look, but he chuckled under his breath and took a bite, chewing it slowly.

She kicked him under the table.

“No, Aunt Cordelia, there is no one at the Academy,” she said. Sam shot her a quizzical look that she answered with a glare. “Most of them are lesser nobles who wouldn’t be caught dead with someone like me.”

“And what is wrong with ‘someone like you’?” Uncle Terrence challenged, setting his mug down with a thud. “Is someone treating you poorly?”

“Gods, no, calm down.” She looked away, wishing she could be surprised by his sudden change. He could spend all dinner tearing her down for her decisions, but as soon as anyone else challenged his niece, he became full of blustery pride. “You know how nobles are. They think a woman’s only place is in the house. You taught me I deserve to choose whether I work or not.” 

“Speaking of women in the house,” Sam said around the last of his eggs, swallowing quickly. “I have some news about my lovely wife.”

Uncle Terrence’s demeanor changed again, a bright smile suddenly taking over his face. With Sam a mage and Sira off on her own pursuits, Sam’s wife was training to become their uncle’s business heir. “How is Layne?”

Sam took a long drink, a slight grin touching his lips as he slowly set the glass down. He savored the attention, then announced, “Pregnant.”

A lump rose in Sira’s throat. Pregnant? She swung around to gape at her twin, who wore a mollified smile as he rubbed at the back of his neck. Layne was pregnant? 

He was going to be a father. No wonder he was willing to uproot his life. He loved living in Winfield, their childhood home, but an opportunity with the Tripower would be impossible to pass up as he prepared to support a family. 

Skies above, she was going to be an aunt! What did that even mean? She knew nothing of children. She didn’t even want to think about her brother married, open to the kind of loss and disaster their parents had been through. How could she think about a baby? 

Their aunt was the first to recover from the shock. She leaped from her seat, circling the table and pulling Sam to his feet to crush him in a hug. “A baby!” she crooned, and great big tears streaked down her cheeks. “Oh, a baby! Terrence! We’re to be grandparents!”

“Yes, well.” He coughed, but the smile he wore took up his whole face. “I suppose a bit of a celebration is in order this morning.”

And with that, Sira was forgotten. She was grateful, happy for once to sink into her brother’s shadow as she wrestled with the idea of Sam having a child. He looked elated as he basked in the attention of their uncle and aunt, and she let herself think maybe, just maybe, his story would be different from their father’s.

They excused themselves after nearly an hour of their aunt gushing about babies and discussing all sorts of plans for a nursery in the townhouse. Sam received one final hug from Aunt Cordelia, a firm handshake and clap on the shoulder from Uncle Terrence. They offered the same to Sira, though the gestures were practically an afterthought. 

For once, she didn’t begrudge her brother this unbalanced attention.

“A baby, huh?” she asked as they left the manor behind, starting down the street toward the heart of the merchant district so they could find a cab.

“You haven’t said much,” Sam pointed out. 

She gave him a sideways glance. “When could I?” They both laughed quietly. 

“I suppose Aunty didn’t leave a whole lot of room for outside comments.” Sam slipped his hands into his pockets. He was still grinning. “I told you I would steal all the attention.”

“You always do.” Sira said it ruefully, grimacing at the way it came out tinged with bitterness. It wasn’t fair to hold their favor against him. In truth, she hated how much she wanted the approval of her aunt and uncle. She didn’t need it, and she didn’t want to want it, but she did. She just wanted them to see her as she was and to be proud.

If they were, maybe it meant her parents would have been, too. If they were still alive.

“Boy or girl, what do you want?” The question blurted from her without thought, the first thing that came to mind to recover from the tense silence her earlier words left behind.

His answer came quickly. “Boy, of course. I saw firsthand how much trouble girls can cause.” 

Gasping, Sira took a backhanded swing at his shoulder, huffing as he ducked easily out of the way. Her brother always brought out her most carefree, and violent, tendencies. Laughing, Sam reached over. He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her to his side.

“Doesn’t matter,” he told her in a softer voice. “I’m going to be a father. You have no idea—no idea—how that feels.”

She leaned her head on his shoulder. There wasn’t anything she could think to say to that, so she let the silence settle around them as they walked.








  
  
Chapter 3




Sweat trickled past the collar of James’s shirt, snaking its way down his back. The sun beat down on Royal Square, heat reflecting off the cobblestone. There was no escape. Flags hung limp from the giant tent that stood in the center of the square, gaudy with its alternating blue and white stripes. It stood out against the palace behind it, glistening with glass and white stone behind its protective wall. 

Shoulders back and smile carefree, he slipped past the crowd lined up to enter the tent. He flashed a ticket to the bored-looking woman standing at the entrance. Not waiting for a response, he ducked inside and ignored the dirty looks of those waiting their turn to enter. The relief of the interior, with an enchanted breeze that circulated the air within, was worth their enmity.

Being faux nobility came with its perks. Unfortunately, they weren’t always enough. He returned the ticket into his inner vest pocket, tucking it alongside the second, unused one he’d secured for Sira before being turned down.

He should have gotten a third for her brother. He wished he’d remembered the man was arriving in town. They all could have watched the show together, if she let them. How many times had she evaded an opportunity to do more than their weekly dinners and morning training sessions? 

It was starting to wear on him.

The inside of the tent was filled with benches in concentric ovals stretching the length of the tent. Farthest from the center, a short four-tier bleacher ran along the tent wall. The canvas rose overhead, thick timbers holding it aloft. He quickly maneuvered to a roped off section at the front, stepping over the partitions and settling onto the bench. The seats were no more comfortable, but he would be afforded a front row view of the show. If last night’s preview was true to form, it had the potential to be spectacular. 

Only the best for the King’s Faire. They’d no doubt have a private performance in the palace to celebrate the king’s birthday, with only the most important of visitors invited. He was glad not to be counted as such.

James pulled a notebook from his vest and flipped it open. A pencil lay holding his place, and he jotted down a few quick notes. The tent had small crystals woven into the top of it, and they glowed as though the sun was filtering through the thick canvas. It was a subtle, ingenious use of the crystals, and he thought he might find more use for it. Survival gear perhaps, or mining, where crystal lighting was currently used in a more traditional way. It would be a hit in the tents used for entertaining among the nobles, but he preferred to solve real problems. 

When the light began to fade, he set the pencil back into the book and tucked it away. The bench around him had filled. He recognized some faces from the Tripower council, a few others he knew vaguely from the noble functions the council insisted he attend. 

The old man beside him was one he’d never met. It freed him from conversation. He settled back and watched as a spotlight illuminated the center of the tent, the single figure standing there in a top hat and suit. 

“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen of the capital!” His voice carried easily in the still air, deep and booming. “What we have prepared for you today is no less than the very best talent assembled from every corner of our fair country. From the Alabaster Shore, you will see amazing dexterity and feats of skill that will leave you speechless. From the ridges of the Torren mountains, storytelling in a manner I guarantee you have never seen before. And from right here in the heartland, sweet and soaring music that will move every heart. But first, I present to you, the incredible Bolero Brothers!”

Incredible was a bit of a stretch, but the young men who rode out into the ring on horseback were obviously skilled as they went through their tricks. James was more impressed by the horses themselves, who remained calm while their riders stood, balanced on their hands, did trick shots with a bow, and even jumped between mounts as they galloped past each other. When they finally rode off, they were replaced by a woman with long ringlet curls piled atop her head. She stood center stage, a single spotlight on her as she sang an aria. She finished, making way for a troupe of clowns that stumbled, rolled, and chased their way to center stage. 

It was the illusionist who gave James pause. He strode out with bright green hair, a pair of colorful wings like a butterfly trailing behind him. When he stopped in the center of the ring, he bowed, and the wings turned into hundreds of orange and black butterflies that flew over the crowd before disappearing. “I encourage you all to remain seated,” he began in a slightly nasal voice, “while I take you on a journey. I invite you to join me hundreds of years ago, when we farmed the land and lived simple, unassuming lives.”

The picture he painted came to life around him, filling the center of the tent. A town blossomed into being, little more than a dozen homes of clay and straw. The perspective shifted forward, approaching a young boy, no more than ten years old, skipping down the gravel road. “These were simple times, happy times, but also times full of danger. Wolves prowled the countryside, bandits roamed from village to village, and then there were the most frightening of all: the Fae.”

James swallowed a groan and fought the urge to simply stand up and walk out now. He knew an absolute truth: anyone who professed to know about the Fae knew nothing at all. It had been decades since Fae and humans interacted freely. Even in his parents’ time, the Fae were pulling away as the use of iron and industry became more commonplace. They created their own villages, hid them from the rest of the world, and formed two groups, those who wished to live peacefully alongside the humans and those who wished nothing to do with them.

He should know. He’d grown up among the latter.

Behind the illusionary boy, shadows twisted. They grew into a monster with glowing yellow eyes that descended on the boy and enveloped him. When the darkness scattered, the boy was gone.

“The Fae stalked the shadows, preying on our senses and our sensibilities. Some they enticed with their wicked promises. Others they bribed or threatened to get what they wanted. A few, our most innocent, they devoured whole.”

Ridiculous. James crossed his arms, trying to keep his face neutral despite the storm of temper building within him. Certainly there were bad Fae, just like there were bad humans. But this completely ludicrous campaign cooked up by the king had nothing to do with the truth of things. Supposedly, the king had sent an envoy to a nearby Fae village entreating aid, seeking an alliance where they used their magic to help bolster the kingdom’s dwindling supply of mages. And supposedly, the Fae had responded with violence.

James was still trying to figure out just what the king meant to accomplish with it, and a dreadful instinct warned it had to do with him. All of this—the so-called incursions, the public rumors that painted Fae as violent fiends—started shortly after the king discovered James had Fae blood.

“This is no hopeless tale, however. I introduce you to our hero, a young man who has just come of age.” To absolutely no one’s surprise, the illusionist took on the role of protagonist himself. Age faded from his face until he looked younger than James—seventeen, eighteen, somewhere in there. His blond hair was long and dirty behind him, tied back lazily with a strand of rope, and he wore a straw hat cocked slightly to the left. “He was a farmer like his father before him, and his farm was struggling. Drought threatened his crops, leaving them brown and withered, and the animals he raised were thin and sickly. He was a desperate man in difficult times, and so when a stranger arrived at his door, he was hesitant to welcome them in.”

A shadow swelled up, taking the form of a crooked old woman. “I can save you,” the illusion croaked, waving a hand. “I may look old, but I am from the lines of Fae and have magic that can make your crops flourish.”

“Our hero was curious,” the man narrated, “but his father raised him to be wise. He did not trust anything that came without a cost. He turned the old woman away, and she snarled at him.”

“You will regret this!” The woman stalked away into the shadows she’d come from. 

“For the next seven days, a different person knocked on the man’s door, each with the same offer. When he turned the last away, a beautiful woman who tempted him greatly, he returned into his home and cooked a meager stew. As he ate, he smelled something amiss. Outside the window was a flickering light. When he rose to his feet, he found his fields ablaze.”

Illusionary fire bloomed into life, dancing throughout the tent and making the crowd gasp. For all his faults, James had to admit this man was good at his craft. The fake firelight played off the illusionist’s features, making him seem sinister. He rose to his full height and continued dramatically.

“The man grabbed his father’s sword and rushed from his home. The fire raged high around him, but he surged forward, intent on finding the demon Fae.”

James could take no more of this drivel. The king had to have put them up to this tale, or perhaps they had crafted it for him, knowing his disdain for Fae. Either way, it fed too well into the current fiction being spread as news that Fae were attacking villages, burning crops, and harrying caravans. They had absolutely no reason to do those things, and from what James could tell, there was no proof beyond hearsay, so-and-so told so-and-so they saw someone who might have been Fae. A thinly veiled deception, but the people were lapping it up.

He’d have to tell the council on Monday about this latest development in the anti-Fae campaign.

Tuning the man out, he watched the magical flames dance around the crowd. Some of them were translucent, casting off just the barest of light, while others licked their way up the canvas of the tent as though they were real. Some even seemed to cast off heat, waves of it rolling over the crowd as the fire danced its way along the straw covering the ground.

Wait, that wasn’t right. Illusionary fire wouldn’t follow very real trails of straw. Reaching up for his goggles, he tugged them down over his eyes. His finger touched the crystal on the left that allowed him to detect magical auras just as a cry rang out over the crowd.

“Fire!” He recognized the voice immediately. If anyone would know for certain whether these flames were true, it was Sira. “Everyone, get out of here!”

“Sit down!” another voice called back. “It’s just a performance.”

But it wasn’t. The illusory fire stood out purple in his vision, and beyond it, real flames danced their way along the canvas of the tent, climbing ever higher. 

With a ripple of magic, the illusions were dismissed. The field, the crops, and some of the fire disappeared, leaving only the orange and yellow horror that was spreading around them. The illusionist must have taken heed where the crowd had not.

It was impossible to tell where the first scream came from. In a moment, the tent became chaos. People shouted, pushing and shoving to get out. Those seated on the far side of the tent were now rushing through the center, and people tumbled off the bleachers. Fed by dry canvas and straw and wood, the fire surged. It would envelope the entire tent before long, and good riddance when it did. The propaganda spread against the Fae was rubbish and deserved to burn. 

But the innocent people who swarmed around him did not. If the fire went unchecked, there was no telling how many would become trapped.

He jogged his way around the edge of the tent, following its curve. He needed to get behind the crowd to give him room to cast. Already, he was mentally going over the spells that sat in the jeweled bracers around his wrists. Each of the two dozen crystals in either bracer held a different magic. He’d imbued them himself, spells for strength and combat, spells for defense and utility, spells for survival and communication. There was one that could summon water on the back of his left wrist, and another that could levitate something for a limited amount of time. That could come in handy if the tent collapsed. The wind cantrip would do little more than stoke flames this large. Could he use it to wrap around someone, though, and create a bubble of clean air? 

He kept that crystal, embedded on the outside of his right wrist, in mind as he turned toward the center of the tent.

The flames were starting to spread along the canvas overhead. The illusionist was gone, lost in the tide of the crowd, but movement caught his eye from the flaps on the far side, where the performers had waited for their turn in the spotlight. The fire was worst there, and one of the beams had already snapped, laying across the exit. It burned violently, and just beyond, an arm waved frantically from behind white canvas.

He raced forward, spinning one of his bracers around to pluck the water crystal from its setting. He clenched it in his fist and darted through the center ring. 

A flicker of light caught his attention. He threw himself to the side, diving into a roll as flames shot over his head. They were self-contained, attached to nothing at all and flying as though possessed. As he rose back onto his feet, James turned, tracking the flying ball of fire across the tent to a figure standing above the crowd. He was tall and lanky, with a beard drenched in sweat and a harried look on his face. He pointed and a spray of water came out of nowhere, drenching the flames that were making their way along the ground toward him. 

“Watch your feet, it’s slick!” The man’s shout carried over the crowd. He spun away, leaping to another bench and revealing a second figure, her familiar back to him.

James gaped as he watched Sira reach out. The fire touched her hand and winked out of existence. Whether she absorbed the flame or simply willed it away, he couldn’t tell. She stood there panting, her face a fury of determination as she turned, drawing fire from another section toward herself. He stood frozen, watching her attempt to master the inferno around her. She was incredible.

Behind her, the man was still moving, water spraying around the tent as he smothered flames and soaked parts of the tent near the fire so it could not spread. That must be her brother. He circled her protectively, keeping watch for any uncontrolled flames that might get too close. Sira seemed completely unaware of anything but the fire itself.

Pulling himself away from the sight of her, brilliant and commanding, he turned his attention back to the task at hand. It was a short run to the burning beam that kept the flap of the tent shut. The fire had spread to the canvas itself, inching its way upward. Shifting his fingers, he pressed his thumbnail to the small blue crystal in his hand with enough pressure to crack it. Tossing it forward, he watched it blossom into a rush of water that landed on the fire and sizzled with a burst of steam. When the steam cleared, a blackened beam of charred wood was all that remained. The canvas still crackled with fire, though, as he jerked the beam to the side. 

It took a heaving effort, but he managed to drag it off the pinched tent flap. Once it was free, a woman tumbled out. “Oh, thank all of the gods,” she cried as she lay in a heap on the ground. It was the singer from earlier, her brown curls now fallen in a mass around her face. “My ankle…” She rolled onto her hands and knees, then raised up and reached for him. “Help me up. Please?” 

Bending, he wrapped an arm around her, hoisting her to her feet. She leaned heavily against him, putting all her weight onto her left foot. From a distance, her presence had been large, but up close he realized that she was nearly a foot shorter than he was. She was also older than he’d assumed, with tiny strands of gray in her wild curls and crow’s feet wrinkling at the corners of her eyes.

“Is there anyone else back there?” James asked. The woman shook her head.

“Everyone else made it out before the beam fell.” The crowd was mostly gone now, the last of them pressing through the openings without glancing back. Selfish, but not unexpected. He didn’t let himself look back at Sira. It was no surprise she would stay to help when everyone else ran. She’d proven she was fearless to a fault. He had to trust her—and trust her brother to keep her safe.

“Watch your step!” the woman called, drawing his attention back. He glanced down and narrowly avoided walking his shins right into a bench. The smoke was getting thicker, swirling gray and black around them. His throat burned with it.

When they made it out of the tent, he swallowed deep, grateful breaths of clean air. They stumbled away from the entrance, James maneuvering them through the anxious crowd. Bodies pressed together in a tight group, watching in awe as black smoke billowed from the tent to smear across the otherwise blue sky. 

The crowd closed around them, and he angled toward the shade of the castle wall.

“Not that way,” the woman snapped. She tried to pull away from him, crying out softly when her weight shifted onto her bad ankle. She took a breath, clearly struggling to temper her voice. “Please, I can’t stay here. Is there any way you can help me back to the Happy Hearth? It’s only a few blocks away.”

A loud crack echoed over the crowd. James whipped around and watched with growing horror as the tent leaned preciously. 

“Shit,” he cursed, starting forward automatically. The woman held him back.

“Not that way!” She spat the words out furiously. “We need to leave!”

His heart leaped into his throat. The fire continued to rage, and the crowd was swelling against him, voices shouting and cries going up in every direction. Bodies pushed in against him, some of them pressing forward, others turning to flee. Images assaulted his mind, overwhelming him: the tent collapsing, Sira disappearing into a swell of flame, trapped under a beam, crushed, burned, calling out for him, falling silent. He couldn’t breathe.

“Now!” the woman called, forcing him back to reality. The crowd was so dense he could not see the tent or the fire. The shadows from the flames danced on the palace wall, and he could hear the fire crackling over the shouts of the King’s Guard fighting it. With the throng of people between him and the tent, he could not help Sira. Not safely.

But he could help the woman leaning against him. 

It wasn’t enough. 

He had to accept it.

Turning away, he dragged in a breath as he shook away the images of horror and loss, all the worst-case scenarios, and spoke directly into the woman’s ear. “Can you stand on your own?” When she nodded, he slipped his arm out from around her and spun the bracer on his left wrist. He pressed a finger to a pale green crystal and watched it light up in response. A ripple of magic surged through his muscles.

“Up you come,” he said, scooping the smaller woman into his arms. He cradled her against his chest.

She gasped as he tightened his grip and started forward into the crowd. Her body was rigid, and when he looked down, she wore a stormy expression. Realizing he barely knew the woman, didn’t even know her name—and admitting that he himself desperately needed a distraction—he drew on some of the charisma he’d developed with the Tripower to give a disarming smile.

“My name’s James. I’m sorry, truly,” he told her candidly, “but it’s the fastest way out of this mess of a crowd. I promise I’ll let you down as soon as it’s safe. Trust me for a few minutes longer?” He kept his tone light, the words soft enough that only she could hear them. It wasn’t hard to be muffled by the growing chaos around them. He bit his lip, just a little, and her muscles relaxed.

“You’d better,” she muttered without much bite. “Name’s Tammy.”

He looked at her and saw Sira. It was the strength in her features, brows furrowing, eyes steely. He sped up their pace a little.

The crowd was still shouting, still shoving and jostling for a better view of the burning tent behind them. Squaring his shoulders, he walked with purpose, trying to give off his own aura of importance. “Let me through!” he shouted occasionally. Those who noticed did their best to shift out of the way. He would have chuckled at the ease with which he slid into his noble trappings, how easily they all bought into the act.

Would have, if every step didn’t take him away from the one person he wished he was escorting away from this nightmare. 
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