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1


NIGHT WON’T PREVENT US


Revna didn’t realize the war had come to them. Not until the factory stopped.


She sat at her conveyor belt like a good citizen, oblivious to the oncoming storm from the west. The organized cacophony of industry filled her to the brim. Shining war beetle parts drifted past, twitching and trembling with fear and faint traces of magic. As the belt slowed, the voice of her supervisor emerged from the din. “Girls!”


The hissing, ratcheting, and clanging died away. Revna’s fingers were half-buried in the oily bones of a leg that shivered and twisted of its own accord. She soothed the living metal, trying to keep the sudden spike in her heartbeat from infecting it with her own unease. In her three years working at the factory, she’d never heard the machines go still.


She turned her wheelchair away from her workstation and pushed toward her supervisor’s voice. Machines towered around her like trees, frozen in the act of spitting out legs, carapaces, and antennae. Revna rounded the base of an enormous sheet press to find Mrs. Rodoya standing at the door to her office, hands clasped over her belly. Other factory girls crept out from behind conveyors and riveters, ducking under cranes. They clustered together in front of the sheet press, gripping one another with slick fingers.


Mrs. Rodoya took a deep breath. “We need to evacuate. Get your things.”


God, Revna thought reflexively, even though Good Union Girls weren’t supposed to think about God anymore. They would evacuate for only one reason—the Elda. She imagined regiments of blue-and-gray men marching through the smoke, bringing the hard mercies of conquest. But the Elda wouldn’t march into Tammin. They’d obliterate it from the sky with Dragons of steel and fire.


And when they came, they’d aim for the factories.


Mrs. Rodoya sent them back to their workstations for their War Ministry–approved survival kits. Revna strapped her kit to the back of her chair, then wheeled over to the factory door. She could walk, but Mrs. Rodoya had doubted her ability to stand on prosthetics day after day, and Good Union Girls deferred to their supervisor’s judgment.


The girls lined up in pairs at the door, clasping their survival kits in one hand and their partners’ hands in the other. Revna went to the end of the line. She had no hand to grab, no one to whisper that it would be all right. She wasn’t going to the shelter for good citizens, for Protectors of the Union, but to the alternate shelter for secondary citizens and nonworkers. She’d sit in the dank cellar and play with her little sister, Lyfa, and try not to see the worry in every line of Mama’s face.


Revna heard a low hum, like an enraged cloud of insects. Elda Weavecraft. Her heart jumped. The primary citizens’ shelter was a five-minute trip, but hers was ten, and Mama worked even farther away. Revna wanted nothing more than for Mama’s hand to be the hand that clasped hers now.


Mama would find her in the shelter, she reminded herself. They’d be together there, and surely safer than out on the street with the Elda and their aircraft.


Mrs. Rodoya opened the factory door and counted each pair with a bob of her head as they went through. Then she grabbed the wooden handles of Revna’s chair and began to push without asking. Anger boiled up like an allergic reaction, mixing with Revna’s nerves and making her feel sick. She could get herself to work every morning—she could walk it, for that matter. Her living metal prosthetic legs had been called a work of art by Tammin’s factory doctors. But Mrs. Rodoya didn’t care what Revna or the doctors thought. “Now, now. We want speed over pride, don’t we?” she’d said in early practice raids. A different Revna would have punched her. But this Revna wanted to keep her job. As long as Revna had a job, there was money to set aside and extra rations for Lyfa.


“I’ll take you the first part of the way. But once the routes split I’ll have to look after the other girls. You’ll be on your own,” Mrs. Rodoya said. She’d said this every drill. But now her voice had an edge to it and climbed a little too high as she called out to the rest. “Quickly, now.” The factory girls began to move. Mrs. Rodoya and Revna followed, lurching as the back wheel of Revna’s chair caught on a loose stone at the edge of the road.


The factories of Tammin Reaching spat out legs, carapaces, rifles, helmets, all that was needed for the churning Union war machine. Oil and dirt coated everything—the brick walls, the windows, the streetlamps that never turned on anymore.


Even the propaganda posters developed a coat of soot a few days after the papergirls plastered them to the sides of the factories. Revna rolled past image after image of Grusha the Good Union Girl, her patriotic red uniform already spattered with grease and mud. DON’T CHAT. GOSSIP WON’T HELP BUILD WAR MACHINES, said one, showing her scowling with a finger to her lips. NIGHT WON’T PREVENT US FROM WORKING, said another. PRACTICE MAKES PREPARED, declared a third.


Revna found that laughable now. She’d practiced her trip to the shelter so much that she could go there in her sleep. But real life had surprises. Real life had Dragons.


The eternal lights of the factories flickered out around them and twilight deepened the cloudless sky above. The moon hung like a farmland apple, fat and ripening and surrounded by stars. A few palanquins scuttled from place to place, grim-faced officials perched at their fronts. There was no army waiting to protect Tammin, no squadron of war beetles assembled and ready. They’d have to wait out the attack in shelters and hope something was left when they emerged.


The line of girls undulated as their unease grew. “Calm,” Mrs. Rodoya said.


Calm was easy during a practice raid. With the hum of aircraft resonating against the buildings, calm became a whole lot harder. Revna clenched her hands until she couldn’t feel them shake. Don’t be such a coward, she told herself. But she hadn’t been brave in a long time. Sometimes she thought when the doctors cut off her legs, they’d amputated her courage as well.


Maybe the Elda would pass overhead, on the way to do reconnaissance or bomb another target. She knew how selfish it was, hoping that someone else would die so that she might live. But she wasn’t thinking only about herself. Every quiet moment meant that Mama was closer to the shelter, too.


They made it to the end of the street before the first explosion hit the edge of town. The ground trembled and a sound like thunder washed over them. Two girls screamed. Revna’s pulse throbbed in her ears, drowning out the whine of aircraft. The girls ahead quickened as the balance between order and panic began to destabilize.


“Calm, girls.” Did Mrs. Rodoya have to keep saying that? “Left,” she called, and they turned, joining the current of workers who emerged from the factories and hurried, heads down, toward their designated shelters. Maybe PRACTICE MAKES PREPARED after all. A few men and women sped ahead, carrying rifles. Every Protector of the Union took required rifle practice, and some were designated first responders, on guard for any opportunities to fire back during a bombardment. Mama had excelled with her rifle until Papa was arrested and their Protector of the Union status got revoked. Now their guns were in someone else’s hands.


A crack split the sky and the ground shook again. The Elda were getting closer now. Smoke blotted out the twilight and Revna heard a faint buzzing, like a swarm. Her nose twitched as she smelled the sharp heat of burning metal. Open flame was the enemy of a factory town.


The line stopped. Someone at the front gasped. “Girls—” Mrs. Rodoya said.


A man stood in the road. A man in a silver coat.


Revna’s living metal prosthetics shook. His coat made him unmistakable, as did the blue star pinned below the collar. He was part of the Skarov unit, the Extraordinary Wartime Information Unit. The last time Revna had seen a Skarov up close was the last time she’d seen her father. In the years since, she’d wondered if they would come back for her, too. The Information Unit was always in and out of Tammin, carrying messages and supplies. Occasionally carrying off people.


The man’s eyes flicked over the group. “Get on with it,” he snapped. “You haven’t got all night.” Above them, the hum grew louder.


Compared with a Skarov officer, the threat of the Dragon was less immediately terrifying, but direr in consequence. The girls in front took the risk and edged past him. When he did nothing but roll his eyes, the line began to speed up. For once it didn’t bother Revna so much when Mrs. Rodoya pushed her chair.


No two people agreed on what the Skarov could do. And since GOSSIP WON’T HELP BUILD WAR MACHINES, they discussed it only when their supervisors weren’t around. Even though the memory of her father’s arrest was a fresh scar in her mind, Revna couldn’t recall any proof of their alleged magic. She’d heard they could read minds, change shape, know a girl’s name by meeting her gaze. Revna didn’t believe all that. But when the Skarov’s eyes locked on her, she couldn’t look away. His eyes were a strange brown, almost tawny in the dying light. A thousand fears and confessions raced through her brain.


The Skarov looked down to where her prosthetic feet poked out of the cuffs of her work trousers. For a moment his lofty arrogance was replaced with a more familiar but no less unwelcome expression: pity. The chair rolled past.


The humming around them grew higher, more urgent. The girls ahead broke into a run. “Don’t—” Mrs. Rodoya began.


Revna didn’t see the Dragon. But for a terrible moment she heard its deep, haunting cry as its port opened and the bombs fell. It sounded like the mating call of some haughty creature. A creature that brought dust and fire.


The street next to them exploded.


Revna threw her arms up as heat rolled over them. Mrs. Rodoya released the back of her chair and the world rocked, trying to shake them from its surface. A spray of gravel tore through her factory uniform and bit at the arm beneath.


Someone gripped her shoulder and Revna opened her eyes. Mrs. Rodoya bent over her, lips moving soundlessly. “Revna,” she mouthed. A flurry of words poured out of her, lost in the haze and the high whine in Revna’s ears. Then she turned and ran down the road after the others, disappearing into the smoke.


Dust and panic lodged in Revna’s throat. Buildings leaned out over the road. Garbed in their peeling propaganda posters, they looked half-demolished already. She tried to take deep, slow breaths, but how could she with the wreckage of Tammin threatening from all sides? She pressed her hand over her mouth. She had to identify the problems, as Papa used to tell her. Clear thought led the way to real understanding. And you can’t overcome a problem if you don’t know what the problem is, he’d said.


Problem: Mrs. Rodoya was gone. If Revna wanted to get to the shelter, she’d have to move herself. Which had never been an issue before, when the skies were clear and the Dragons were a distant threat. She tried to push herself into the street, but her wheels caught on the rubble.


Problem: If she didn’t get to the secondary citizens’ shelter soon, she’d be locked out.


The city was silent for a breath. Maybe the Elda and their Dragon had already gone. Maybe they’d left a little greeting as they made their way to some other target. Or maybe she couldn’t hear them dipping through the smoke to come find her. In the gray half-light of the world, she could hear nothing, see no one.


Which meant that no one would see her if she used the Weave.


The Weave sat like an extra sense in the back of her head. Invisible strings aligned the world, crisscrossing like crowded threads on a loom. Loose threads hung ragged where the bomb had torn them apart, though they already reached for one another, trying to smooth over the gap. Revna could feel the threads, even grasp them. They shivered with magical energy. She could make it to Mama if she used its power.


But the Weave was illegal magic. While spark magic gave energy to the world, Weave magic distorted it. The Union declared it immoral and unlawful. Tonight, it might be the difference between life and death. And what did it matter if using the Weave warped the fabric of the world? The world was a mess as it was.


A better daughter of the Union, the good girl who took her cues from propaganda posters, wouldn’t even think about it. She would place her own life far below the well-being of the land, and not for dread of the Information Unit or of a long sentence on a prison island. She would do it for the love of the Union. But Revna didn’t love the Union. It had taken her father and worked her mother twelve hours a day. It had put her in a dirt-lined cellar for secondary citizens instead of one of the strong, concrete shelters built for the other factory girls. To the Union, she was a burden.


Revna pushed herself out of her chair and started up the street. She picked her way around the debris scattered over the road with her hands extended, ready to grab the Weave if she lost her balance.


An explosion rumbled somewhere behind her, and she caught a high scream through the cotton feeling in her ears. Her heart pumped liquid terror. Mama might still be out here, fighting to reach the shelter through closed-off roads and Skarov checkpoints. The shelter would close soon. But if she made it there, and Mama didn’t—


The world thrummed. The Dragon was making another pass. Ash fell on her upturned face like snow, the little flakes clinging to her sweat-soaked forehead.


The old half-timber house next to her sagged, as if hundreds of years of standing upright had taken their toll at last. Fire bloomed behind its windows. Shingles tumbled from the roof. Revna stopped, transfixed.


A silver blur grabbed her by the arm and the Skarov officer began to haul. His fingers dug into her shoulders hard enough to leave a bruise. “Come,” he shouted.


His voice seemed so far away. Revna stumbled after him, wheezing as ash filled her mouth, bitter and hot.


She didn’t know whether to pull the Skarov closer or push him away. Her hands clawed at his coat. My mother, she tried to say, but when she opened her mouth nothing came out. Her ears filled with the sound of her heart.


The world began to darken. A massive shape dispelled the dust and ash—death streaming in for a final kiss. Certainty seized her like a vise, certainty that she was going to die. And it might be her fate—it might even be what the Union expected of her. But it wasn’t what she wanted.


The cloud parted. The sky fell.


She didn’t think about finesse or delicacy. She didn’t think about whether she’d be shot later. She wanted to live.


Revna reached for that sense at the back of her mind. She grabbed two threads with one hand and looped her arm around the Skarov’s waist. Then she pulled with everything she had.


They shot forward. Revna clenched her fists until her knuckles pushed against her skin. The threads slid against her fingers, trying to break free and rejoin the Weave. She didn’t dare let go. She floated in her own thin universe of dust, of smoke, of destruction, and for that moment it was hard to tell whether she was living or dead.


The Skarov yelled, digging his fingers into her arm. Living. She was definitely living. The threads of the Weave slipped through her hand, and the world rushed up to meet them.


She hit first, landing hard on a pile of rubble and rolling onto her back. Dust puffed up as the Skarov came down beside her.


Loose pieces of brick and mortar bit into her spine. Pain shot through her calves and the bottom of her residual limbs. Her torso was agony. Her phantom feet burned. She blinked through her tears. Pain was good; pain meant her back hadn’t broken in the fall. She tried to push herself off the rubble, but her hands only scraped on gravel and brick dust.


Her prosthetics. Had they broken? She fumbled for the straps.


A shape disturbed the smoke around her. The Skarov officer had gotten to his feet and was dusting off his coat. But his strange eyes never left her face.


She should have known she couldn’t hide forever. Weave magicians were evil. How could she think that she was special, that she was different? What right did she have to ruin the world?


It’s already ruined, she thought. Then she thought, I never meant for it to go this far. I don’t want to die. God, I don’t want to die. But there was no God to beg. So said the laws of the Union.


The Skarov stepped forward, bracing his back foot on the ground and leaning in to grab her by her prosthetics. She groaned as they twisted and scraped on her residual limbs. He’d break them if he wasn’t careful. “Stop,” she pleaded, coughing ash.


His hands moved up, gripping her waist just under her rib cage. And then she stopped worrying that he might break her legs, and started worrying that he might break her.


I saved you, she tried to say. Please. But the words wouldn’t come.


He pulled her to her feet. “Walk,” he said with iron in his voice. He gripped her shoulders, steering her.


She could do nothing but obey.
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I GIVE MY SON GLADLY


Linné stood at attention outside her colonel’s office, cursing herself. Colonel Koslen’s voice cut through the thin walls, and she caught words such as honor, disgrace, and stupidity as he blasted the unlucky Lieutenant Tannov with the full force of his wrath. Linné’s blood sang. She’d be trembling if she let herself relax. But that was her secret to being in the army: Never let your guard down.


That had been her secret to being in the army. Then she’d been stupid and allowed her guard to slip. Now she was here.


The few men who walked by shot her curious glances. She ignored them all, as she’d ignored the catcalls from those who thought the humiliating discovery of her sex was somehow hilarious. When she realized the game was up, she’d swiped some brandy from under Tannov’s bed, hoping to fortify herself. She’d taken only a swig or two, but now she couldn’t decide whether it was the brandy or the fear that turned her thoughts upside down.


The slate sky gave way to a bleed of color with twilight, and the temperature was fast dropping toward night. Clouds piled on the horizon, as they always did in early autumn, becoming darker and colder until they finally rushed in to unleash the first howling storms.


The shouting ceased. Linné wished she’d had time for a rascidine cigarette. Maybe she should’ve taken the rest of Tannov’s bottle.


The door creaked. Tannov’s voice came from over her shoulder. “The colonel wants to see you, Private—” He stopped. “Um, miss.”


Miss. He said it like he didn’t even know her. They’d served together for three years. Tannov had screamed at her, sworn at her, threatened her, punished her. She’d gotten him drunk the night before his promotion, and she’d shot the Elda by steadying her rifle on his shoulder. When she roared at a charging Elda soldier, he’d laughed and called her “little lion,” and everyone in the regiment followed suit. Once, they’d sworn they’d get their Hero of the Union medals together. Now he averted his eyes and stepped smartly to the side, leaving the door open for her.


March, soldier, she told her feet. She could do that, at least, even with the cocktail of rage, nerves, and brandy inside her.


Colonel Koslen’s office smelled of sweat, earth, and oil. Papers lay scattered across his desk, the aftermath of a bureaucratic war. Koslen stood behind the desk, clenching and unclenching his ham hands as Linné came in. The colonel cut an impressive figure, tall and broad and with biceps the size of Linné’s head. Tannov and their friend Dostorov had joked that before the war, Koslen was a goatherd who liked the smell of goats better than the smell of women. Linné preferred to mock his glorious mustache, waxed to a curl. It twitched whenever he spoke, whenever he sighed, whenever he lost his temper, or whenever it seemed a particularly difficult thought was pushing itself through the sludge of his brain. After any ordinary disciplinary action, Linné would return to the barracks with her finger over her upper lip, wiggling it back and forth as she described Koslen’s temper.


No one would laugh at the joke now. They’d laugh at her.


Koslen studied her round face, her dark hair, her thin body, searching out the little touches that branded her as female. Linné pushed her shoulders back, daring him to say something.


They stood that way for several long moments. Then he sighed. “Please, take a seat.” He gestured toward his chair, the nice chair. “Would you like some tea?”


Linné’s palms began to burn. For three years he’d treated her like a soldier. And suddenly she was a girl. A miss. She fought to keep her face neutral. If she took his offer, she’d be relegated to the status of a woman, an outsider, unfit to serve. If she refused, he could claim that she was incapable of following orders.


Koslen went over to a silver samovar, squeezed onto a side table next to the company’s hulking radio. Wasting precious metal had become a serious offense around two years ago, when the heads of the Union had realized just how bad the war was about to get. But officers always managed to squirrel something nice away.


Linné slid into the hard chair reserved for the colonel’s subordinates, sitting rigid with her wrists propped on the desk. “Thank you, sir.”


Koslen stopped midstep toward the chair she’d taken for herself. Then he turned and went to his own as though he’d meant to all along. He placed one cup of pale golden tea in front of her and took a sip from the other.


“You’ve turned our little regiment quite upside down, miss.” His tone was all exaggerated courtesy. A gentleman could never shout at a lady.


“Have I, sir?”


Koslen frowned. The mustache twitched as he inhaled, slowly and deliberately. He could smell the brandy on her. She should’ve left it alone.


He was silent for a moment, and behind his eyes she saw some sort of argument raging. Then he seemed to make up his mind. “I’m not going to waste time. If you have no shame for your actions, perhaps you should consider how you have endangered the men of your company.”


Linné pressed her lips together. Arguing got a soldier latrine duty, or graveside duty, or watches for the witching hours.


Perhaps he mistook her silence for contrition. “War is simply not women’s work, miss,” he said.


Though apparently it is goatherds’ work, Linné thought. She couldn’t help herself. She imagined her next words running along an iron beam, strong and steady. If her voice shook, Koslen might think she was close to tears instead of holding back her rage. “I have served faithfully, sir. I have been loyal to the Union and the regiment.”


“You have distracted the men,” Koslen replied. “They cannot spend their time at the front worrying for your safety. Don’t you understand? You don’t just endanger their lives by coming out here. You endanger their minds, their ability to think.”


Cowards. She recognized the lie, even if Koslen didn’t. The men were afraid that she could no longer do her job. They were afraid that she’d never been able to do her job. That every mistake she’d ever made was because she was a girl, and not because she was human.


“I admire your heart. And your courage. And the Union appreciates the… enthusiasm with which you have risen to serve.”


“Then why not keep me?” she burst out. Damn it, she had to stay calm. She wouldn’t let Koslen’s last memory of her be some hysterical thing who confirmed his suspicions. “We’ve just lowered the draft age. Again. I can fight better than the new recruits.”


Koslen’s jaw clenched. “Everyone has a place in this war, miss. And I’m certain we can find a role for you. A role that suits you, that helps the men focus and provides stability and strength to the armed forces. Won’t that be best for the Union?”


A role. He was bullshitting to get her to agree to be some administrator in the city while her friends went to the front. No one won a Hero of the Union medal by sitting behind a desk. Heat pricked at her eyes, and for the first time Linné worried she might cry in front of the colonel.


She had to say something before her fate was sealed. But she didn’t know what.


Koslen pulled out her file. He examined the photograph, then her. Then the photo. Her bronze skin was washed out by the flash, which only made the freckles across her nose more prominent. The photo made her look defiant. It dared anyone who saw her to underestimate her. “It is me,” she said.


“I beg your pardon?”


“The photograph. I didn’t fake it or anything.”


“I see. But I presume Alexei Nabiev is not your real name.” Koslen dipped a smooth, glass-tipped pen into an inkwell and drew a line over Linné’s alternate identity. Three years of her life, three years of faith and loyalty, erased from record. “Whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?”


“Linné Alexei Zolonov,” she said. She deliberately left the feminine a off the end of her name.


His pen jumped across the page, trailing a streak of thick black ink. Koslen cursed and blotted at the paper. Linné turned her snort into a cough, though her amusement stalled as he scrawled her real name in a free, unblemished space. He focused on her photo again, but this time he was looking for someone else. He was trying to see her tall, pale father in the lines of her face and figure. He wouldn’t find the resemblance. She took after her mother in far too many ways, including her looks. “Your father’s name?”


“Alexei Ilya Zolonov,” she confirmed. General. Hero of the Union. Second commander of all land units in the armed forces. He’d been called the fourth-most-powerful man in the nation. At home he’d once joked that it was lucky he had such influence over the first three.


His voice rose to a squeak. “Does… your father know that you are here?”


Linné took a moment to savor the sheer panic on his face. “Of course not.” Her father was powerful, but even he had rules.


Koslen’s eyes rested on the scrawl he’d made. She could see the battle raging behind them—or perhaps, more important, behind his mustache. “Would you wait outside for a few minutes, miss?”


“Yes. Sir,” she added. Koslen ignored the jab. As she left she heard the whir of the radio starting up.


The air outside was crisp and thin compared with the stuffy interior of the colonel’s office. Linné took a deep breath. Maybe if she thought of a convincing enough argument, Koslen would reconsider. She could tally her confirmed kills, her sharpshooter skills, her last score on a spark exam. She could remind him of the time she’d saved his life by caving in the skull of an Elda soldier. Not that she particularly wanted to remember that herself.


Her thoughts evaporated. Tannov still stood outside the office, with the patient expression of a soldier who might, at any moment, be called back in for another verbal beating. Dostorov stood next to him, his stoic look marred by the dead end of a cigarette clamped between his lips. He’d once said he joined the army to save money on rascidine, and Linné was only three-quarters certain that was a lie. The sour smoke drifted in a perpetual cloud around his head. The fiery hues of sunset had turned to deeper colors behind them, and no doubt they had better places to be. What were they doing here? Don’t let your guard down.


“So,” Tannov said at last.


So what? she wanted to ask. But that would invariably lead to So, you’re a girl, which would be a stupid way to start a conversation after he’d been the one to walk in on her with her shirt off. And enough bureaucratic garbage had spewed from Koslen’s maw to fill her with rage for months.


Dostorov spat his cigarette butt into the dirt. The barracks were quiet around them as the men went in for dinner on the other side of the base. The few living metal constructions that passed were little messengers, scuttling like brainless spiders as they ferried notes and small supplies. Linné forced herself to ignore the boys next to her rather than to wonder at their strange, silent vigil.


They stayed that way for some minutes. Then Tannov said, “How’d you do it?”


“What?”


Light crackled over Tannov’s fingers, tiny pops of spark magic that flashed as they disappeared into the Weave. He’d always been the worst of them with his spark. But he wasn’t paying any mind to the way it flickered. He gazed at her with earnest, too-bright eyes. Maybe he’d been at the brandy himself. “Three years. I never thought—I never suspected—” He turned to Dostorov. “Did you know?”


“Course not,” said Dostorov, looking up at a break in the cloud cover, where the first bright stars of night peered through.


What little hope Linné had shriveled away. Maybe they didn’t catcall, but she wasn’t good old Alexei anymore.


“I’ve never even seen you piss. I mean, um, urinate,” Tannov said. Dostorov punched his shoulder. “I mean—”


“Just stop,” she snapped.


Tannov stiffened. He looked hurt in a way he’d never looked when she’d lost her temper, or hit him, or stolen his cigarettes or beaten him at cards. And she knew why. And all the things she needed to say bottled up in her throat, refusing to come out as anything but righteous fury.


Linné’s palms itched. She was as good a soldier as Tannov. Better, even, in some ways. She could hit a bull’s-eye every time she tried. She could shoot that ridiculous mustache off Colonel Koslen’s face without drawing blood. And she could let out a blast of spark that would knock an Elda soldier back ten feet. Yet Tannov and Dostorov and their fumbling magic would be at the front again in a few days’ time, and she would be headed north to an office and the displeasure of her father.


The itch in her hands became a burn. She knew she shouldn’t, but she brought them forward, letting her spark form into a hot glowing orb in front of her. Women weren’t forbidden from doing spark magic. Perhaps she could set Tannov’s shoelaces on fire. He’d be sloshing around in unlaced boots for weeks until he could requisition new ones. Or she could blow up the new cigarette that Dostorov was failing to light with a flicker of his own spark.


Why are you here? she wanted to scream. Would they swagger back to the mess when she was gone, reenacting the downfall of Alexei Nabiev?


The door of Koslen’s office opened. They dissipated their spark like three guilty schoolboys. It flashed along the lines of the Weave, and Linné let hers go.


Colonel Koslen watched her, with his eyebrows—and, somehow, his mustache—raised. “You two,” he said to the boys. “If you have so much time to waste, you can waste it on pot duty in the kitchen. Get out of my sight.” His voice turned slightly soft, slightly sweet. “Would you care to join me inside, miss?”


“Yes, sir,” Linné replied. He stepped aside, and she had no choice but to let him hold the door for her. When she looked back from the threshold, Tannov and Dostorov had already disappeared in the fading light.


Maybe she should have said goodbye to them. But the old Alexei wouldn’t have, either.


She and Koslen sat again. “I’ve spoken to your father’s staff,” Koslen said.


“That was quick,” Linné murmured.


She hadn’t meant for him to hear, but Koslen said, “He’s quite concerned with your welfare. He was under the assumption that you were at a school.”


Which demonstrates exactly how much he cares. She had never worried that her father might come to look for her when she’d run away. His life and love was the war, and it left him no time for children.


“It turns out that you are very much in luck, Miss Zolonova.” In luck. That probably meant her father was coming to pick her up personally. “It is still an unofficial decision at the moment, but…”


“But what?” Linné leaned forward. Too late she remembered she should call him sir, but he didn’t seem to notice.


“There has been a decision to found a regiment devoted to women’s service at the front,” he said.


Don’t get too excited. It was probably nursing, or preparing the dead for burial, or something else that involved staying behind the lines.


“What do you know of flying machines?” he said. His mouth twisted, like the very speaking of it left a bitter aftertaste.


Her heart crashed. “Airplanes? The Weavecraft of the Elda, sir. Illegal witchcraft.”


“Hmm. Well, the commander may still have a use for you. She’s searching for girls with experience in engineering, weaponized spark, or—” Koslen hesitated, frowning. “Other kinds of magic.”


Other kinds of magic. He could only mean Weave magic. The thought of it sent a shiver along her skin. The Weave blanketed and protected the world. But those who used it pulled its threads out of order, warping them so that swaths of land lay dead and abandoned, while the tangles fostered a dangerous crush of magic. The Elda worked the Weave and didn’t seem to care about the consequences. But Weave magic had been illegal in the Union since before it had become the Union. Were they so desperate that they’d turn their backs on their principles?


Or perhaps they were only desperate enough to let the women turn their backs on their principles. Linné fought, once more, to keep her voice steady. “With all respect, sir, I would serve the Union better stationed with the regular army.” She knew how to fight, knew how to take care of her friends. Knew how to advance and how to try her luck for a Hero of the Union medal. And she knew that what she was doing was right. She was saving the Union, not destroying it.


“If you serve on the ground, then you shall serve in the offices of Mistelgard,” Koslen said. “It’s the best I can do.”


So that was it. If she joined the women’s regiment, she’d be forever tainted by her connection to the illegal Weave. If she said no, she’d be sent back to her father a failure. A disobedient failure, at that. Two things her father despised, all rolled up into her.


“How can I be a pilot if I’ve never used… other magic?”


“If you’d rather go home, I can arrange for you to be on the next transport.” The colonel turned toward the radio.


“No.” The spark flashed through her, so hot she thought it would burst from her clenched fists and make a smoking hole in the office floor. She couldn’t go home. She couldn’t be a secretary. She couldn’t leave her friends at the front to face the Elda while she sat locked in her house, serving penance to a father who didn’t care what she could do. Who cared only how good she made him look.


Koslen half turned to study her. His finger brushed the knob of the radio.


Bitterness filled her throat and she clung to her rage. If she let go, even for a moment, it would come crashing out, and Koslen would declare her unfit, even for an experimental regiment, even for an illegal one. “I would be honored to join the regiment, sir.” She squeezed her fists until her nails cut her palms, until the sting drove her spark back in. She’d made a promise to herself, years ago, to fight like her father, to fight despite her father.


And I will, she thought, glaring at the top of Koslen’s bent head. No matter how many men like you get in my way.
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3

SEIZE YOUR CHANCES


The latch scraped on Revna’s front door around midnight. Mama came in, a gray shape with a sleeping Lyfa in her arms. She let out a sigh as she leaned on the door to close it.


“I’m home,” Revna whispered from the bed.


Mama half screamed. “Oh my—” She clapped her hand over her mouth, banging Lyfa’s head against the door. Lyfa began to cry.


“Here.” Revna reached out, and Mama came forward, depositing Lyfa in her lap. Mama’s face was as gray as her uniform. Dust and ash coated her hair, ringed the inside of her nose, powdered her lips. When the tears spilled over, they left tracks on her cheeks that smeared when she palmed at them. She bent down and pulled Revna into a hug so tight that Revna could feel the trembling in her arms, her legs, her shoulders. Lyfa sobbed between them, confused and tired and rubbing her sore head.


Mama wrestled out of her coat while Revna held Lyfa, rocking her gently. “Lyfa,” she murmured, and her sister’s wails diminished. Her hearing was coming back, though she could think of better ways to find that out. “What’s your favorite constellation?”


Lyfa sniffed. “Oryxus Brenna,” she said in her small voice, still sticky with tears. She was four years, three months, and she could say star names that Revna had never known.


“Good job.” Revna squeezed her tight. Lyfa would be a brilliant astronomer when she grew up. If they made it to the other side of the war. If they could afford to buy her books on physics and astronomy and mathematics. If they could persuade the men-only science academy to take her. And how was Mama going to do all that once Revna was arrested for using the Weave?


As Mama washed Lyfa with a cloth and changed her into a nightshirt, Revna wriggled out of her uniform. Then she took Lyfa and lay down. Stripes of pain still wound their way up her leg. Her prosthetics rattled against the wall, weary and terrified. She focused on the sound of Lyfa’s breathing, trying to match it as it slowed.


Mama ran the wet cloth over herself, then slid into the bed on the other side of Lyfa. Normally she slept in the loft, in the bed she’d shared with Papa before he’d been taken away. Now she pulled Lyfa close and cupped one hand around the back of Revna’s head, stroking her hair.


“What happened?” she said.


“Our route got bombarded.…” Revna told the story in halting whispers, choking out the words when shame threatened to close up her throat. She’d been such a coward. Why had she thought about the Weave before her family? What would happen to them once she was branded a traitor? But she had to tell the truth. If she was going to be arrested, Mama deserved to know why.


The Skarov officer had taken her home after their near miss, depositing her at her front door with a muttered “Stay inside” before he fled. Revna still didn’t understand. Was he waiting for her family to join her so he could arrest them, too?


“Oh, my darling,” Mama said when she was finished. She and Papa had admonished Revna whenever they’d caught her using the Weave. They gave her spark tests instead, encouraged her to practice the one form of magic that was legal in the Union. But she hadn’t been able to keep away from the Weave. She’d used it when no one was watching. She’d learned how the threads could move her over the ground, and once, she’d even pulled herself up to the loft where Mama and Papa slept. But the Weave was dangerous, and she’d stopped herself for love of the Union.


“I’m sorry,” she said. She shouldn’t have been so resentful after Papa was arrested. She shouldn’t have kept working the Weave, even a little, in secret. She’d probably be dead now, but at least Mama would get a few days off work for mourning.


“When they locked the bunker, I was so afraid you’d—” Her hand tightened around the back of Revna’s head.


“It’s okay,” she said, wiggling closer. It wasn’t okay—they both knew that—but what else could she say?


“And Mrs. Achkeva, whining about her dog, how unfair it was that she couldn’t bring him down. As though we had air in the bunker for all the creatures on God’s earth—”


“Mama,” Revna warned her gently.


“I know,” Mama said, flapping her hand. Mama had been the spiritual one, going to temple every seven days. She didn’t pray anymore, but she called on this god or that one a little too often for a good Union citizen. “But you were missing, and you weren’t the only one, and all this woman cares about is her poor dog.…” She sighed.


Revna echoed her sigh. It was cozy in the bed with the three of them. She wished she could be relieved that they’d all made it through the raid, but she still couldn’t quite believe it.


“I’ll write to your father in the morning,” Mama said. “If you want to add to the letter.”


Revna didn’t answer. The lump in her throat had grown too large. Of course she wanted to add to the letter. Papa wasn’t allowed to write to them, but they could send him mail, no doubt heavily edited by some bored Information Officer on the prison island.


“He’d be proud of you, you know.”


Revna let out a soft sound, somewhere between a laugh and a snort and a sob. “For breaking the law?” A tear slid over the bridge of her nose.


“For saving a man’s life,” Mama said.


“Even a Skarov’s?”


Mama brushed her tears away with a thumb. “Especially then. It takes a lot to save a man you hate.” Her breathing evened, and before Revna could think of a suitable reply, Mama was asleep.
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The Union frowned on superstition and pointless tradition, but Revna had grown up with superstitions, and she even had one about herself. She was a curse. And her family was cursed with her. Every time something good happened to her, something bad seemed to happen to them. When Papa had used factory scrap to replace her old prosthetics, she’d walked better than she had since before the accident. Then he’d gotten arrested. Every time she had a good day at the factory, Mama or Lyfa came home crying. And now she’d survived outside in the air raid, caught using the forbidden Weave, and Mama was going to be branded as the woman with two family traitors.


Revna didn’t think she’d be able to sleep, but somehow the swirl of dread turned into dreams of dust and silver coats, and when someone finally banged on the door, light peeked around the blackout curtains. Mama woke up and gave her a worried look, but slid out of the bed and combed her fingers through her hair before opening the door. She murmured to whoever stood outside, then shut the door and pulled the blackout curtains back. Lyfa grunted and wriggled farther under the blankets as light flowed into the room, but Revna sat up.


“What’s happening?” she croaked. Her voice had thickened in the night.


Mama picked up her uniform and scrubbed at a palm-sized orange stain. “The factories are running,” she said. “Extra pay if we come to work today.” She was a cook for one of Tammin’s explosives factories, and she came home stinking of garlic and cabbage every night.


Revna leaned back against the headboard, gathering a blanketed Lyfa in her arms. “The Elda didn’t hit them?”


“Not one.” Mama put wood into the stove and grabbed the blackened teakettle. “So much for their Dragons.”


Revna thought of the buildings crashing around her, the smoke parting like a ghostly curtain, revealing the end of her life. She set Lyfa down and scooted to the edge of the bed to retrieve her legs. Mama looked up from where she leaned over the spitting fire. “What are you doing?”


“If the factories are open, then I’ll get extra pay, too,” Revna said.


“Oh, no.” Mama brandished the kettle at her. “You don’t need to be attracting attention to yourself. Whatever miracle saved you last night, I don’t want to chance it.”


Miracle, curse. She knew Mama wouldn’t want to hear her talk like that, so she grabbed her uniform off the floor and said, “The Skarov know where I live, not where I work,” and she got on with it.


“You’re making it cold,” Lyfa complained in a muffled voice.


Revna patted the lump of blanket next to her. “It’s light, Lyfa. Time to get up. You can help me with my legs, if you want.”


As Lyfa poked her nose out from under the blanket, Revna finished buttoning her uniform and reached for her prosthetics. She pulled on her socks first, modified tubes made from old flour sacks. They protected her from the slim sheet of living metal that slotted over her legs next, tightening on her calves. There was a pin at the bottom of each sheet, which snapped into the outer legs. She let Lyfa draw the straps at the top of the outer legs tight, threading them through three buckles at her calf and knee. The living metal did the rest, pressing against her like a firm hug. She winced. Her legs were still sore from the night’s action, and her prosthetics still shivered with fear. She rubbed at the area around the buckles, trying to send calming thoughts. But her mind was filled with the Skarov, and the Skarov never brought calm.


Mama pursed her lips as she watched. “You were caught out of the bunker. There’s no shame in taking a day off.”


“If I don’t go, someone else will pull a double shift.” For the glory of the Union. Worse, the Skarov would have one more reason to arrest her. And perhaps worst of all, no one in the factory would blame her for staying home. Poor girl tires easily, they’d say behind her back.


Mama sighed through her nose. She ushered Lyfa into an oversized coat and took her to the neighbors. By the time she came back, Revna had gotten up and poured herself a cup of tea. Her uniform was stiff with dust and crackled whenever she moved. It stank of smoke and heat. Then again, the whole city smelled of fire. She’d fit right in.


“I’ll take you before I go to the kitchen,” Mama said. “Where’s your chair?”


“Under someone’s house. I can take myself.”


“And then Mrs. Prim Rules can fire you because you didn’t come in your chair?” Mama rolled her eyes and got the extra chair out of the cupboard. It rattled Revna back and forth on anything but the smoothest roads. But Papa had made it, and she loved it.


Before she’d gotten hit by the cart, Revna had hated to sit down. She’d run everywhere and not even Papa could keep up with her. And that was how the accident had happened. She’d been nine, running free, flying over the ground. Then she’d woken in the Tammin factory hospital, on fire from the calves down.


Her right leg had been amputated just above the ankle, her left leg just below the knee. The phantom pains visited her every day at first, pricking where her feet and ankles used to be, as though they’d gone to sleep and needed a good shake. The sight of the crude wooden legs Papa made for her, little better than stilts, had nauseated her. She’d learned to walk on them, though, and when she outgrew them, Papa made her new ones. Each time he replaced them they got a little better, a little better, and then he’d brought home enough scrap metal from the factory to fashion the living metal legs for her. He’d adjusted them after her last growth spurt, and the metal tried to take care of her in its own way. She could walk, nearly as well as anyone else, but they’d kept the chairs for when she got tired, and now her job depended on them.


She buttoned her coat and got her clean scarf from the peg by the door. Mama tucked it under her coat, then leaned in and kissed her on the forehead. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said.


“Me too,” Revna replied.


A second knock sounded. “Yes?” Mama said, wrenching open the door.


A man in a silver coat pushed her aside. No, the man in the silver coat. The Skarov Revna had saved. And he had two others with him.


Problem: She was about to be arrested.


She’d expected it. She’d spent half the night thinking about it. But that didn’t stop the shaking in her hands, or the involuntary squeeze of her prosthetics against her calves.


“Revna Roshena?” said the first. He looked as if he hadn’t slept all night. One of his companions sported a black eye, while the other fiddled with the torn hem of his coat.


“What do you need, sirs?” Mama asked. She held her hands clasped in front of her and her head cocked, all politeness and curiosity. But Revna could see the whites of her knuckles, the way her throat bobbed when she swallowed.


The Skarov’s eyes never left Revna. “We have business with your daughter.”


Mama lifted her chin. “Then you have business with me, as well.”


“It’s all right,” Revna cut in. Mama couldn’t go around antagonizing the Skarov. She had Lyfa to think of. “You’ll be late for your shift.”


The Skarov glanced at his companions. Then he said, “You may come, if you wish.”


“Mama,” Revna began.


“Get in your chair,” Mama said.


Revna knew what Mama was doing. She was trying to make Revna look helpless and innocent. If Mrs. Rodoya could be fooled into underestimating her, why not the Skarov? Revna didn’t think it would help them this time, but she got into the chair and let Mama push her out the door. Her gaze lingered on the things she wanted to remember. The stove. The lopsided ramp that Papa had stuck over the sagging front steps. The birch tree that defiantly broke through the stony ground in their yard. She’d climbed that tree, before the accident. She’d always intended to try again. This was probably the last time she’d see it.


Tammin was a bizarre mix of ruin and order. Buildings stood proud next to heaps of brick, all that remained of some people’s homes and livelihoods. First responders and living metal flatbeds had cleared enough rubble that people could make their way to and from the factory quarter. They stopped to observe the strange little entourage as it passed, and Revna knew the news would be around Tammin before sunset. The traitor’s daughter had been carried off, too.


Revna folded her hands in her lap and tried to ignore the whispers that followed them. This was how they would remember her. Not as the girl who was always on time, not the girl who worked hard and stayed late. She’d never given Mrs. Rodoya any reason to discipline her, nor given any of the girls on the assembly line some excuse to dislike her. She handled living metal better than anyone else on the factory floor, and most times she could calm it with a touch. No one would remember that. She was the disabled girl who was as traitorous as her father. GOSSIP WON’T HELP BUILD WAR MACHINES, but apparently it fueled Tammin.


The Skarov wove through the city, backtracking and second-guessing as they took streets that dead-ended in ruin. Mama and Revna fell behind, but they finally passed the munitions quarter and made their way to the nicer parts of town. Here the damage was worse, and the houses drooped, moments from collapse. First responders and young citizens picked through the wreckage, calling to one another when they thought they found life. Mama’s hand rubbed her shoulder as they passed a team pulling a limp body from a collapsed house, and for the first time since last night, Revna was glad she’d used the Weave.


Tammin wasn’t the first civilian-heavy city targeted by the Elda. Four years ago the Elda had flown their first prototype planes over Goreva Reaching, a mining town at the edge of Union territory. By breakfast, war had been declared. Everyone in Tammin had thought that the twenty-year truce between Elda and the Union meant peace, but the first bombing put an end to that.


The Elda had swooped in hard and fast to save the God Spaces, the holy sites where this god or that was said to have blessed the earth. Supreme Commander Isaak Vannin said there was no God, they wrote, so why should he be entrusted to take care of the God Spaces? According to the old traditions, Goreva was blessed by the goddess of the morning. The Elda decried the way the Union stripped the earth to pull gold and silver and living iron out of its depths.


Revna had always found it strange, though, that when the Elda took Goreva, the mining didn’t stop. The resources had gone to Elda instead. And they’d used those resources to make Skyhorses and Dragons that could fly farther and farther north, all the way up to Tammin and its farmland, and the Teltasha Forest around it. And in some way that led to Revna being paraded through town, and what next? The family earnings cut again for Mama, the shadow of secondary citizenship dogging Lyfa’s steps as she grew. Even if the war ended in the next few years, Lyfa would be punished—in which schools she attended, which jobs she could take. Don’t cry, Revna told herself. The Skarov would think she was afraid. And she was. But more than that, she was angry.


Their journey ended at an impromptu military compound that had sprung up in the night. The wide double-story houses of the governor, the factory owners, and the wealthiest merchants hadn’t escaped the Dragon fire, but a few stood with little damage. Dust coated their pane windows, and debris had been swept between ridged decorative columns. More men in silver coats directed the rebuilding effort, checking papers and generally doing whatever it was they did when they weren’t arresting people and shipping them off to the far north.


The Skarov led them to a grand structure with a green tile roof. The front garden held a few battered flowers, clinging grimly to life. Nothing had escaped the fine sheen of dust from the bombardment. In peacetime Revna would have wept for such a house. Now she was glad for a less ostentatious one in a neighborhood the Dragons had ignored.


Mama wheeled her up the little flagstone path to the front door and eased the chair over the threshold, jostling Revna into the entryway. The front hall alone dwarfed any private residence she’d seen before, but the finery couldn’t outshine the chaos. Muddy footprints crusted a wooden floor inlaid with a stark geometric pattern. A dark stain crept up the blue wallpaper, though the exact nature of the stain was something Revna didn’t dare contemplate. A tree heavy with tiny green fruits had been overturned in the corner, and no one had bothered to sweep up the dirt or even turn the pot right side up. Bottles lined the grand stair—empty bottles, if she had to guess—and the entire foyer had a sour smell to it. Upstairs, someone screamed. Revna’s hands clenched around the arms of her chair.


The Skarov with the torn coat trotted up the stairs. “Your chair, miss,” said the tired one. A slim hall next to the staircase stretched to a series of rooms beyond. Her bulky old chair wouldn’t fit.


“We’ll have to carry you, miss.”


“No,” she replied, before she thought better of it. The word came out strong and angry. She flushed. But if this was her end, she didn’t want to meet it in the arms of an enforcer. “I’ll walk.”


She gripped the banister at the bottom of the stairs and pulled herself up, taking care as she disentangled her feet from the little shelf her father had carved for them. When she had her balance, she looked back at the Skarov. The tired one stared outright at her legs, frowning at the pointed metal toes. The bruised one looked everywhere but her feet. Neither of them met her eye.


“This way,” said the tired one, shoving past her.








[image: image]











She’d expected to be taken into an interrogation room. She hadn’t expected it to be so… pink. The walls were a paler shade than the couch, which had a rose pattern woven into the silk and likely hadn’t been in style since before their last war with the Elda. A walnut desk had been pulled into the center of the room to act as the interrogation table. The Skarov she’d saved took an upholstered chair. The bruised one shut the door in Mama’s face.


The tired one gestured to the couch. “Take a seat.”


Revna sank into an overstuffed cushion. Papers had been dropped on the floor in an unceremonious stack, and more had been shoved over the books on a small bookshelf in the corner of the room. Through the window she could see a square of hazy blue sky. The city jail must have been bombed. Why else would she have been brought here?


“Revna Roshena,” Tired said, picking up a file on the desk and flipping it open.


He paused as if she was supposed to say something. “Yes?” He must’ve known who she was, and the file in his hand must’ve told him exactly what she was—child, traitor, amputee, factory worker.


“Age?”


Doesn’t your fancy paper tell you? “Seventeen,” she said. Her hands knotted together in front of her. It was getting hard to breathe.


He checked her face as he ticked off her physical description, and for a few moments the room was silent aside from the scratch of his pencil. His companion leaned against the door. Revna bit the inside of her cheek to hold back a hysterical laugh. After expecting the Skarov threat in every back alley, in every official building, she was about to meet her fate in an ugly pink room, sitting on a squishy rose-patterned couch.


“How long have you been experimenting with the Weave?”


“I—” Never. Six months. A year. She’d practiced each of these replies, and all of them were so obviously wrong.


“There’s no point in lying.” He looked at her for the first time since he’d come to the house. “I was there.”


“I don’t know anything,” she blurted out. Which was a ridiculous thing to say, because everyone knew that she did.


“I flew twenty feet through the air because of you.” He tapped her file on the table. “You saved my life.”


“I didn’t mean to.”


He raised his eyebrows. “Didn’t mean to save my life?”


No. “Everything was dark, and the buildings were falling, and we didn’t have shelter—and I never knew I could do it. I’ve never done it before, and I’ll never do it again.” The words tumbled out of her, and as she watched him lick the end of his pencil and press it to paper, it all became worse somehow. She wanted to be proud, to own the truth and accept her fate with grace. But she kept talking, hoping to talk until she said something that saved her. “I’m useful here. I’ve never done anything wrong and I’ve never been late for my shift. You can ask my supervisor. Mrs. Rodoya. I do factory work, for the army—”


He leaned forward. “I don’t care,” he said, setting his hand on the table. Revna stopped, mouth half-formed around a word. They sat like that for a moment. Then he drew back. “Your father taught you to use the Weave?”


“No.” They couldn’t pin another crime on Papa.


“Your mother, then.”


“No.” Panic flushed her. “I taught myself.”


“Impossible. You used a complex tactic—”


“My mother never knew—”


“Don’t interrupt me,” he snarled. His features twisted into something enraged and animal.


Revna’s spine turned to ice. This was when they broke her limbs and scored her skin until she told them all about her life. She wondered how thin the walls were. Would Mama hear her scream in this makeshift cell? Revna wanted to think she’d stay strong under torture, for her family. But she couldn’t be sure.


The latch clicked as the door opened. Revna jumped. Then she drew a shaky breath to tell Mama to get out.


But it wasn’t Mama who stepped through the door. The woman who came in was short and dressed in a sharply tailored uniform that said army. She wasn’t what Revna had expected some Skarov bruiser to look like. In fact, something about her was familiar. Revna wanted to recognize her but didn’t quite know from where.


The woman looked from Revna to the bruised one to the tired one. “I told you to let me know when she arrived.”


The bruised Skarov shifted, as if he was trying to edge out of the room without attracting attention. The tired one leaned back, clasping his hands in his lap. “We have a very particular procedure.”


The woman smiled. It wasn’t a kind smile, like Mama’s, or even a patronizing smile, like Mrs. Rodoya’s. It was a smile that begged the Skarov officer to take one more step in the wrong direction. “My procedure has precedence. Or would you like to check that with Isaak?”


His lip curled up, but he said nothing. He wasn’t the same kind of predator that he’d been with Revna. He shoved his chair back. “I was sick of listening to her, anyway.”


That was it? Some big interrogation and retrieval, all to be abandoned on an ugly rose couch?


The bruised Skarov slid out, and the woman stepped aside to let the tired one pass. “Shut the door when you leave.” She waited until it had slammed before she took a seat in the vacant chair. “Sorry about that. The Extraordinary Wartime Information Unit can be pushy. But I was the one who wanted to see you today. Not them.”


Revna’s head swung between the door and the woman. The woman stuck her hand out. “I’m Tamara Zima.”


Revna felt her jaw go slack. The woman seemed familiar because her image had been on every newspaper and magazine cover; her words had been branded into the minds of thousands of young girls. Tamara Zima was the foremost aviator in the Union, practically the only aviator in the Union. She’d flown the very first Union plane to the war’s front lines, she’d crossed the Union in a twenty-hour flight, and she was on record as being the only person to have told every general on Isaak Vannin’s staff to go stuff himself.


Her hand was still outstretched. Revna wiped hers on her uniform and shook.


“You’ve pleased our Skarov troops,” Tamara said. Revna couldn’t help checking the door. “Believe it. They put on a stern face, but they were impressed. Otherwise they wouldn’t have called me. I heard about you, and I had to come down to see for myself.”


She was in league with them. As Tamara flipped through her file, Revna tucked her hands under her thighs and waited for the first question.


Tamara seemed to notice her unease. She leaned forward, crinkling her eyes in a smile much warmer than the one she’d given the Skarov. It was the kind of smile that made Revna want to smile back. But she didn’t. This was only another technique in the Union’s interrogation arsenal. “You can relax, Miss Roshena. No one’s here to arrest you. In fact, we’re quite interested in you.”


Revna didn’t answer. Of course they were here to arrest her. They were interested in her because they wanted to get as much out of her as they could, before breaking her irrevocably.


“You have something the Union desperately needs,” Tamara said.


That did give her pause. “Sorry?”


“What do you know of Elda aircraft?”


“They fly?” Revna guessed. Tamara raised an eyebrow, and Revna flushed. “I mean, they distort the Weave, and they use it to fly.”


Tamara tilted her head. “Mostly true. In fact, what they do is an elaborate version of what you did last night. Which is why we find you so interesting.”


So that was the game. “I’m not a spy.” The words came out sharper than they should have. The Union could accuse her of treason all it liked. They weren’t going to call her a turncoat, too.


Tamara took a deep breath. She scratched at the pages of Revna’s open file with a pen. “I think we’re coming at this from the wrong angle,” she said at last. “I want to help you.”


“Why?” Mama would have hissed at the impertinence of the question, but Revna was curious. When had the Union ever tried to help her?


“Because the Elda are winning this war from the air. If we want to fight them, we need air regiments of our own, and Weave pilots to help us. We need people who can do what you do. What we do,” Tamara corrected herself, meeting Revna’s eye.


“You use the Weave?” Revna said.


“How do you think I fly my own plane?”


She hadn’t thought about it. “But—you’re famous. Everyone knows you. And you’re Isaak Vannin’s—” She stopped just shy of saying lover. That was only rumor, anyway. “Good friend,” she finished.


“I learned to fly in Elda, before the war. And what I learned there convinced me that the Weave’s not as fragile as we think. Isaak Vannin believes that the risk is worth the reward, and he’s given me permission to recruit as I see fit.” She leaned forward. “I want you to help me save the North. Will you do it?”


Her eyes sparkled with promise. She seemed so certain, so sincere. All the same, resentment bit at Revna’s belly. Tamara Zima had broken a law that was hundreds of years old, and she had a Hero of the Union medal. Revna’s father had taken some unwanted scrap, and he’d pay for it the rest of his life.


Perhaps Tamara noticed her reluctance. She pressed on. “As a junior pilot, you’ll be paid twenty-three marks per month, with room and board and a bonus for every successful mission. And…” She drew out the and, tapping the file in front of her. “Only Protectors of the Union are allowed to serve, so your family will be regranted status. As long as you’re not discharged dishonorably… or convicted of treason.”


She’d added that last part a little too casually, like an afterthought. Revna didn’t care. The sound of her heart—the sound of her hope—could have drowned out the roar of a Dragon. “You can do that?”


“I’ve already put in the request. I’m really hoping you’ll say yes.” Tamara winked conspiratorially.


Revna had never imagined a life at the front. She’d never wanted one. She’d never wanted to work in the factories, or anywhere the Union could press down on her with its suffocating fingers. After all, it hadn’t wanted her, with her metal legs and traitor father. But… Protector of the Union. All this time she’d been a curse, and now Mama and Lyfa could get something back. They’d regain their status, be provided with firearms and an extra ration card and entry into the safe shelters for good Union citizens. As long as she fell in line, it was a status they could keep.


Of course, Tamara might have talked to the Skarov first. She could have arranged to terrify Revna so that her timely offer would be even more miraculous. Knowing one way or the other wouldn’t change Revna’s answer, though.


“What do you say?” Tamara pressed.


You know what I say. But she said it anyway.
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