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To all those struggling for their freedom






Something wicked this way comes.

Macbeth

BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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PROLOGUE

Tap, scrape, tap, scrape.

That’s her, the crow assassin, on the roof of my home high up in the Rookery. She takes a step with her steel-taloned foot, dragging it before lifting for the next step.

I track her progress across the tiles, toward the far door. How many more steps? Five? Six?

I’ve spent so long dreading this moment, her finding me, imagining all the ways it might come about, what that moment would feel like. Yet I’m not afraid. Spent so long in fear’s cold clutches, it wore out. It’s more than relief. I might even call it… happiness?

What’s the worst that can happen?

This.

Tap, scrape, tap, scrape.

She’s getting closer.

I could summon a spirit. Perhaps a dryad to wedge the wooden door shut into its frame. It might hold her back for a short while, forcing her to tear it open. Or I could call up a golem, the sprits of earth and stone, locking her into its unbreakable embrace.

But golems are lumberingly slow. She is anything but that. Even at her age she is as swift as a curse.

No, I can’t sing. Not to save my life. My throat is tight and dry.

Tap, scrape, tap, scrape.

There is a fluttering of brittle old wings as the roof creaks.

She knocks at the door.

“Are you in, sweetie? It’s your Auntie Sickle.” She chuckles like the sound of dry sticks. “Please let me in.”

I can’t breathe.

“I’ve come for my supper.”

My hand darts to my eyes.

“Auntie Sickle’s a picky eater. You know that. Not much of an appetite now. We old folk need to mind our meals. All I want is a pair of juicy brown figs. Now, you wouldn’t be so cruel as to deny your auntie a snack? Would you?” She taps again. “Let me in, sweetie.”

Where is everyone?

Where are Yasmin and Ayesha and their great roc, Chup Chup? Not even the likes of Sickle could take on a roc, the titanic birds who can carry elephants in their claws.

Where’s the Kala Cheel, the infamous sky ship of Captain Geedar? One blast from its astra cannons and Sickle would be reduced to a pile of burnt feathers.

Most of all, where is Mistral? The raj-kumar of the garudas. I want—desperately—to hear his war shriek, the thunder of his wings as he swoops out of the sky with his talons aimed at Sickle’s bitter heart.

Where are they all? They promised they’d keep me safe.

I flinch as the door shatters and splinters of dried old wood fly across the room.

Sickle enters and frowns mockingly. “You don’t look happy to see me.”

She’s smaller than I remember, more crooked. What is she, really? Nothing but a bent old woman with a pair of ragged jet-black wings jutting from her bony shoulders. One good whack and she would snap like a brittle twig.

No, even I know that’s not true—she’s Sickle. Deadly. Ruthless. Unstoppable.

My gaze falls upon her famous left foot. The three curved steel blades are encrusted with dried blood. The straps holding them in place are tattered and the buckles rusty. She usually takes such good care of them.

Sickle follows my gaze. “Oh, they’re sharp enough. Let me show you.”

One flick of her wings and she’s on me. I feebly swipe my crutch at her, but she knocks it out of my hands with a bone-numbing blow to my wrist. She slams her foot, her normal foot, square into my chest, and I crash down onto the earth-packed floor.

Blinded by dust I blink until I see her standing over me, her wings outspread in triumph. She licks her lips as she brings her steel talons toward my eyes.

“Oh, those juicy figs…”

The blood-crusted talons are the last thing I ever see.






PART ONE Everything is great! Kinda.
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CHAPTER 1

The crowd was waiting. They were expecting big things from me, Nargis, the spirit singer. But so far…

“Is that her? The Storm Singer? Seriously? I was expecting someone… taller?” said a man at the front even as he adjusted the peacock feather sticking out of his turban.

The woman beside him, surly-looking with gold bangles, nodded. “When she arrived, I thought she was a beggar. Look, doesn’t even have a pair of sandals. Can’t believe she’s the one who summoned Monsoon.”

Their third companion was more my age, their daughter, perhaps, and swinging her two long tasseled braids from side to side with excitement. “And brought down Alamut! She killed Shamshir and ended the reign of the garudas forever! She’s my hero!”

While it was nice to have at least one fan in the audience, Shamshir’s name still made me shiver. He was the vulture garuda who had usurped the rule of the eagles, imprisoned the maharajah and his wife, and sent their son, Mistral, fleeing into the night sky. Fleeing all the way to my village, where I’d found him, his feathers all burnt. I’d hated Mistral when I’d first met him, hated him because he was a garuda, one of the Airborn. They called us worms, lowly pink creatures who lived in the dirt. But everything changed that day I found Mistral. For me, him, everybody.

Because together we’d freed the ancient storm spirit Monsoon and destroyed Alamut, the great floating city that had been the home for the ruling eagle garudas for generations.

It’s been a year since then. Seems a lot longer than a year. Seems like a lifetime. Someone else’s lifetime.

But the crowd wasn’t happy. They murmured amongst themselves, just loud enough to prick my ears with complaints and rumors.

An old man with a beard down to his belly button was watching me work on healing a badly cracked branch. He didn’t seem impressed, and muttered loudly to his companion, a wrinkled fellow leaning heavily on his staff. “Got a cousin out in Kishkand. You know the nest east of here? Says it hasn’t stopped raining in two weeks. Half the crops ruined.”

His companion glowered at him and banged his staff on the broad stone branch they were all standing on. “What are you talking about? How long have we begged for rain? The Storm Singer freed Monsoon! The great storm spirit! Those scum garudas had imprisoned her in Alamut for centuries. Best day of my life, watching Alamut come crashing out of the sky.”

Someone huffed. “It was better when the garudas were in charge. Now? You can’t take a step out your door without a bodyguard.”

Peacock-turban man snorted. “I just wish she’d get on with it. Those cracks are getting wider every day. We’re looking at a branch snap. If that happens, whoosh—the whole neighborhood’s gone.”

Right, right. I had a job to do.

To heal a tree branch.

Not just any branch. This was the Rookery. A vast, sprawling city built amongst the trees, trees made of stone and crystal and over a thousand feet tall with trunks a hundred feet thick. The boughs and branches served as roads, districts, and neighborhoods, entwined with each other and linked by rope bridges and complex hoist systems that carried people, beasts, and goods from the shadowy roots all the way up to the glistening canopy of multicolored glass leaves.

No one knew why, or how they’d come into being. Had they always been stone, or had some ancient magic transformed them?

Magic? What I really meant was spirit singing.

And right then I had a crowd of people waiting for my song.

When I said everything had changed, this is what I meant. I’d brought down Alamut. I’d defeated the garudas. I’d brought back Monsoon. I was the Storm Singer, and I could do anything. Today they were counting on me fixing their broken branch. Tomorrow it might be filling a dried-out well. Day after that? Healing a blighted field. Day in, day out, they wanted my song, they wanted miracles. But I couldn’t dare fail. Fail, and it was livelihoods lost, even lives lost. How could anyone live up to that?

Fool that I was I still had to try, even though some didn’t believe half the stories about me. And some of them were standing right there at the front.

“We should have gone with the repair crew. Fill the cracks with cement, strap it up with steel, and pin it. We don’t need this… little girl. How much are we paying her?” said the woman with the gold bangles.

“Hundred rupees,” replied her peacock-feathered husband.

The woman grunted. “My brother would have done it for fifty. I could send a pigeon right now. He’ll be down with a bucket of cement, no time at all. Why don’t we call this—”

“Will you all shut up?” Tripti dropped down from the rope bridge overhead. She turned to face the grumbling gathering, hands on hips, rocking on her heels—something she learned from her dad. “How can the Storm Singer work her magic with all this yammering? You know what, Nargis ain’t going to do it!” She pulled the small purse from her sash and dangled it in front of them. “Take your measly hundred rupees back! Go get your brother! Go on! Then when your houses come crashing down, don’t come back begging to us!” She spun around—tucking the purse away again—and gestured toward the hoist at the cross-branch. “Come on, Nargis. Let’s go have a sherbet at the Feathered Serpent, my treat.”

Tripti was small, smaller than me, but she was the daughter of the infamous sky pirate Captain Geedar, and what she lacked in height she made up for in loudness of voice, and boldness. She dared you to defy her. Few could. Certainly not this group of anxious locals depending on their cracked and creaking branch.

Peacock Feather, the one who’d been complaining the loudest, suddenly hurried forward and took Tripti’s hand. “Forgive us. We’re just worried. That’s all. Everyone knows of the Storm Singer, of her reputation. How she’s brought water to deserts, raised forests of fruit trees overnight, and brought a tyranny to an end with her song. We’re grateful for everything she’s done. May her name live on forever. But this branch is everything to us. My grandparents were born on this branch. Please, please help us.”

Tripti sucked her teeth. I hoped she wasn’t going to ask for more money. A hundred was already—

“For all the trauma Nargis is suffering with your interruptions, she’ll be needing an extra incentive. An extra… fifty.”

There was an audible gasp from the crowd.

“Fif—fifty?” stammered Peacock Feather.

“You got clouds between those ears?” Tripti snapped her fingers. “Fifty.”

His shoulders slumped, but he nodded. “I’ll arrange to have it sent over.”

The haggling done, Tripti joined me at the crack. She was grinning. “A hundred and fifty, Nargis!”

“We’re trying to help people, not rob them,” I said. “Baba would have done this for a basket of oranges.”

“Which is why he’s poor and living in a shack in the middle of nowhere.”

“My grandfather is not in the middle of nowhere. He lives in Lalpani.”

Tripti scoffed.

I gave Tripti a hard, narrow look. “And what’s this about growing orchards overnight? All I did was make a fig tree bud!”

“Practically the same thing. You still don’t get it. If we did it your way, we’d be living in a tent. You’re the Storm Singer. The spirits all dance to your song, Nargis!”

“Not as much as you think.” I poked my crutch into the one of the bigger cracks. It went down.

Tripti leaned closer, suddenly suspicious. “Well?”

The branch was roughly twenty feet in diameter, a hundred yards long with lesser branches spreading off, supporting ten houses. Some were little more than single-room huts, but there were three grand multi-level dwellings. I bet one of those had to be Peacock Feather’s.

A crack zigzagged along the length of the main branch for ten feet, deep enough for the first few inches of the crutch. Not a problem now, but in a month or two? It would come tumbling down, breaking apart, smashing other branches, demolishing houses below. Hundreds could be killed. I couldn’t get this wrong.

And that was exactly what I was afraid of. “Before I do this, Tripti, there’s something you should know… It’s just that the spirits haven’t been responding the way they used to. I sing my songs, but they don’t always respond. And when—if—they do, it’s reluctantly. The efforts are half-hearted. I’ve been pushing them too hard, too often. Making too many demands. They’re not my servants, Tripti. All these requests are too much.”

She stared at me. “Now you tell me this? Can you fix the branch or not?”

What could I say? Maybe? That wasn’t what she wanted to hear. It wasn’t what anyone wanted to hear, not from the Storm Singer. People expected wonders from me. And I wanted to help them. Not for the money but because that was how Baba had raised me. Even though we’d grown up with nothing, we’d shared what we had. And what we had was spirit singing.

I nodded. “Leave it to me.” What was one more request?

Tripti slapped my shoulder. “Right! Everyone, take a big step back! The Storm Singer needs some space! And silence! So keep your jowls from wobbling!”

I rested my crutch on the ground and tried to get comfortable, wincing as I tried to straighten my right leg. I wished I’d asked for a stool. Ignoring the sharp spikes of pain in my hip, I pressed my palms to either side of the widest point of the crack, splayed out my fingers, closed my eyes, and reached out for the spirits of stone and earth, the golems.

They were exhausted. They’d been trying to hold the branch together but were tiring, fast. I had to help the golems regain their strength. Of all the spirits, they were the slowest, not ideal. I just hoped they were paying attention.

I needed to give them heart.


“What is this? Do I see the strength of mountains failing?

Surely that cannot be true!

Ifreets may vanish in a puff, makaras disappear down a drain,

And the pazuzus fade into the blue,

But not the mighty golems. They are immune to pain.”



The branch creaked. The leaves tinkled against each other as the golems stirred. Was the crack widening? The crowd shuffled backward as an icy blanket of fear spread over it.

“Nargis…,” warned Tripti.

This wasn’t working. I groaned as my arms almost gave way. I was being dragged down, increasing in weight, too much for my bones and muscles to handle. I wanted the golems to bear the weight of the branch. They wanted me to know what it felt like. I was asking too much, but I didn’t have any choice. I gritted my teeth and locked my shaking arms. I had to take the load. The heaviness spread through me, making my chest heave with each breath, fighting to expand the lead-weight lungs.

The branch shook hard, and a fresh crack burst along its length. There was only one way to stop this. I had to get the golems on my side.


“Immortal souls of stone, hear my plea.

Bind your wounds, close them up, heal the great tree.

Hold fast, hold strong, do not let the branch fall!

And save it for us all.

This is your home, this is mine, bear this immense weight.

I know you can, for your strength is that great.”



Panic spread through the crowd as the branch creaked. They backed away, but too many had pushed forward to get a look, and they were scared and angry. Someone was going to get pushed off if the panic got worse.

And that panic was getting into me, too. I was heavy, couldn’t move, and felt as if I was turning to stone myself. It couldn’t be Backlash, could it? I’d come close a few times recently when I’d pushed the spirits too hard and they’d pushed back. One time the ifreets had singed my eyebrows in annoyance, but that had just been a warning. True Backlash would have had me burning up from inside. Backlash from golems transformed the singer to stone. I opened my eyes, and was relieved to see that my fingers hadn’t turned to stone.

I tried to suck some air in, hopeless. I was getting light-headed, no song left.

It hadn’t been enough. The branch was gonna—

The weight lifted, just like that. I gasped deeply, inflating my chest as far as it would go as I took hold of my crutch and used it to push myself back to my feet. I wasn’t steady, but I was up.

The branch shook as, inch by inch, the cracks began to seal. Vines wrapped around the branch, tightening. Crystal buds began growing upon the twigs, rapidly blossoming into jewel-like leaves.

It was over. I’d forgotten how slow golems were. They weren’t like wind or fire spirits, reacting the moment the song was past my lips. They took time to listen, to understand, and to feel. Not Backlash. Not this time. I leaned back against the trunk, exhausted. “Thank you,” I whispered.

The rest of the show? I was too shattered to pay much attention. Tripti handled it. I’d saved the branch, and she was going to make sure that people were grateful, as grateful as they could afford. I was given a stool as people came by, awestruck, and touched my feet. I hated that this had become routine, but Tripti scowled at me as I squirmed. I accepted a bunch of juicy black grapes from an old woman who trembled as she handed them over. “Thank you,” I said. “They look delicious.”

“We’re trying to build your legend, Nargis. A little less humility and a bit more arrogance would serve us better. And keep your chin up! Stop smiling so much. You’re the Storm Singer! People should be a little afraid!” instructed Tripti.

“Afraid? Why?”

She slapped her forehead. “Because frightened people pay more. Trouble with you is, you want to be loved.”

“What’s wrong with that?” I asked.

“Love can be fickle.” Tripti picked a grape and threw it into her mouth. “It’s better to be feared than loved.”
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CHAPTER 2

I rested while Tripti collected the payment, checking each and every coin to make sure it wasn’t fake. She really didn’t trust anyone. Once she was satisfied, she strolled over, swinging her purse and enjoying the clinking of the coins. “That was nicely done. That extra shake of the branch really got them to pay up without a fuss. We need to do that more often. A bit of drama.”

“I could do without drama, Tripti.”

She scowled. She could see I was exhausted. Tripti wasn’t entirely heartless, but she was relentless, just like her dad. “Let’s get you home. One good night’s sleep and you’ll be fine tomorrow.”

Off we went, leaving the locals to return to their homes amongst the branches. Even Peacock Feather gave us a wave.

“You need help with those?” asked Tripti.

I handed the grapes over. I didn’t trust my belly right now.

It didn’t matter that I’d lived here a year already. Every night, and I mean every night, I stopped to gaze at the Rookery. At night the leaves and crystalline vines glowed. It was as if the trees were bedecked with jewels and gemstones. Pulses of light passed along the vines, illuminating pathways under my feet.

I’d grown up in a one-well village deep in the desert, spending every day sweeping the sand from our doorway and trying to coax life out of the barren soil. Sometimes with my singing, but mostly with my shovel.

I could hardly remember Lalpani now. My memories of the village, my old life, seemed like a mirage—hazy and beyond reach.

I only wished Baba was here. We exchanged letters, but it wasn’t the same. He’d visited, once, but found the height, the noise, the hustle and bustle too much for him. He wanted the quiet peace of the desert, back in Lalpani. He said the vegetable garden needed him. Maybe he’d change his mind, but I doubted it. That was where he belonged.

And I belonged in the Rookery.

Three garudas darted past, flicking my hair with their wing tips. Two hawks and a falcon, playing their games. They were already gone, diving between the boughs to the lower levels of the tree.

A sky ship drifted lazily overhead. It was a leisurely, slow beast, two big propellers turning and a row of balloons, all patched and different colors, holding aloft the hull, which was really just a stack of crates and cages roped together. Sheep gazed out between the bars, and chickens squawked, perhaps envious of the garudas’ freedom. The flag fluttering at the bow of the sky ship was of a cow jumping over the moon. As if.

A roc glided overhead. Its wings, each easily a hundred feet long, briefly covered the branch in shadow before the great bird banked toward a perch where it would offload its goods. I could just make out its pilot, an old woman with a feathered turban. She handled the gigantic bird with small prods and clicks of her tongue. I wondered how long the roc, an eagle with golden-brown plumage, had been in her family, passed down from mother to daughter. The great roc looked in its prime. It had another few centuries of life and many descendants of that old woman still ahead.

I shuffled along to the wide bough, my crutch making its rhythmic tapping upon the stone. When I’d first arrived, I’d been terrified of slipping and falling the hundreds of feet down to the ground. Now? The heights and the spindly railings—when there were railings—didn’t bother me at all.

“Any word from Mistral?” I asked Tripti.

She finished the last of the grapes and wiped her hands on her embroidered waistcoat. “He’s still out with Raht. Plenty of renegade garudas to be hunted down and brought to justice.”

“Justice? That’s a strange word to come from the daughter of a sky pirate.”

“Hey, it wasn’t me that turned the world upside down. That’s on you.”

“That’s one way of putting it.”

Tripti tapped her chin. “You overthrew the maharajah. He was the only one keeping everyone in line. Without him it has all started falling apart. Too many garudas are used to the old way of doing things.”

I grimaced. “Which was taking whatever they wanted.”

We, the Earthbound, had been ruled by the garudas for so long that no one knew there was any other way.

But things had changed overnight, and everyone was still struggling to find their way in this new world order, where humans were no longer ruled by garudas.

Some couldn’t accept it. More than a few garudas had turned outlaw, preying on remote villages and towns, stealing, killing. The old maharajah had summoned his most loyal warriors to hunt down their fellow garudas, the outlaws. First, and greatest, was Raht-ka-Khoon, the White Rajah. He was out there hunting the renegades, with Mistral beside him.

But it had been a month since there’d been any word.

Tripti noticed my worry. “He’ll be fine. Raht wouldn’t let anything bad happen to Mistral.”

But it wasn’t an outlaw garuda that kept me awake at nights, plaguing my dreams and turning them into nightmares. It was an old crow garuda with just one foot.…

“She’s still out there,” I said. I didn’t even need to say her name. Tripti knew.

“Sickle wouldn’t dare show her beak within a thousand miles of the Rookery. You know what the bounty is on her? Ten thousand.” Tripti puffed out her cheeks. “For that, maybe I should get a net and go catch her myself.”

“Tripti…,” I warned.

She waved me off. “Don’t worry. I’m not stupid. But you don’t need to worry about Sickle.”

“I had a nightmare about her.”

Tripti shrugged. “Everyone does. Come on, let’s get some sweets.”

We passed by stalls with their big woks sizzling with all sorts of fried deliciousness. There were cauldrons of rice, great big iron pots of bubbling curries, and I stopped by Haroun, the sweets seller. He waved his big fan over the piles of sugary delights.

“Namaste, Nargis,” he said, already scooping my favorites from the pile onto a sheet of wax paper. “How much? A rupee’s worth?”

Tripti slapped my hand as I reached for my purse, and scowled at the sweets seller. “Oye, Haroun! You’re charging us? After all Nargis has done for the Rookery? Shame on you.” She took my wrist. “C’mon, Nargis. We don’t need to be giving business to this ingrate.”

“No, no, no!” cried Haroun. “I’d never think to ask money from the Storm Singer! You misunderstood me. Here…” He quickly doubled the helping. “Please, take it as a—”

Tripti’s scowl twisted even deeper. “What? No barfi?”

There was a moment when the two of them looked at each other, and I thought Tripti had finally pushed it too far, but then, huffing, Haroun yielded to her unstoppable personality and popped in two pieces of pistachio barfi, which just happened to be Tripti’s favorite.

Tripti accepted the packet, sourly weighing it in her hand, before giving Haroun a sharp nod.

I waited till we were out of earshot and Tripti had already finished her first slab of the sweet. “Haroun’s not a rich man. He can’t be giving away sweets for free.”

Tripti licked her fingers and grabbed the second slab of barfi with her sticky fingers. “You don’t really like these, do you?”

“Tripti. You can’t go around demanding everything for free. And using my name to do it.”

She shoved the next piece into her mouth. “Why not? My dad does it all the time.”

“That’s because he’s a sky pirate.”

Tripti grinned. “Tastes so much sweeter if you get it for free, trust me.”

Before I had a chance to respond, the air was suddenly filled with the storm of beating wings as hundreds of garudas flew past. Eagles, hawks, pigeons, rooks, and songbirds. All castes, all swirling upward.

In the distance a gigantic roc joined the garudas, carrying four riders within the howdah on its back.

“Something’s happening up at the Canopy,” said Tripti. She cupped her hands to her mouth. “Oye! What’s going on?”

A starling garuda circled back and darted over our heads. “Raht! He’s home!”

We looked at each other. If Raht was back, then so was…

… Mistral!
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CHAPTER 3

We headed up to the Canopy, the hoist swinging as it carried us up between the branches, past open windows where you could almost reach through and grab a roti off the table. Up and up with smoke and chatter.

Flocks of garudas gathered thickly amongst the Canopy and its tinkling, multicolored leaves.

“Look at them, so excited now that the White Rajah’s back,” said Tripti. “I wonder who he’s captured this time. Must be someone important to be bringing them back to the Rookery. He usually deals with the outlaws where he finds them.”

“Deals with them? How?” I’d not really thought much about what was happening beyond the Rookery. I was too busy trying to be the Storm Singer everyone expected me to be.

Tripti rolled her eyes. “Oh, he just slaps their wrists and tells them not to be naughty. What do you think? Have you ever met a garuda, a Raptor Lord especially, who has shown mercy to his enemies?”

“Mistral’s not like that,” I mumbled.

“Give him time.”

“Maybe he’s caught Sickle?” I suggested, trying not to sound too desperate.

“Only one way to find out!” said Tripti as she yelled out to a nearby hoist-handler.

Could the prisoner be Sickle? My heart began racing as we climbed onto the platform and it swung out. If anyone could take her, it was Raht.

The breeze grew stronger and the air fresher as we ascended. The branches were slender, thickly clothed in shining, jewel-like leaves. The houses here were more splendid, sprawling across many branches and connected by delicate weblike rope bridges.

But then we got higher.

To the top of the tree, the area now known as the Ruins.

The houses were burnt-out shells. The branches blackened stumps with crinkled, dull, and dead leaves.

A year ago, Shamshir, the vulture general of the garudas, the usurper, had fired the Dragon, Alamut’s great astra cannon, at the Rookery. Powered by a thousand storms, the weapon had sheared off the upper levels of the Rookery. The biggest trees had survived the blast, but some of the smaller ones, still hundreds of feet tall, had been utterly destroyed. No one knew how many inhabitants had died that night, many reduced to ash in the blinding moment of lightning.

It must have felt like the end of the world.

The heat had melted limbs and trunk together, creating a strange series of platforms made of rippled stone. The main trunk was the broadest, over a hundred feet in diameter, but the branches and twigs had joined together, resembling blobs of molten wax.

Now hundreds of garudas glided in on the evening thermals and perched along the spindly upper branches above the crowd, ruffling their feathers and settling their claws on the stone to get comfortable.

There were others. Two sky ships floated a hundred feet above, lanterns dangling from the hulls. The raven roc had found a stump to settle on, and its passengers sat cross-legged, chewing dates. There were Earthbound too, clustered in small groups upon the few platforms suited to those of us without wings.

Tripti bought a samosa for each of us, and I took a firm grip on my crutch as we jostled our way through the crowd. People were reluctant to lose their view of the action, but once they knew it was me, a gap opened up to the front of the crowd, and we settled on a sinewy stone bench made from one of the twigs.

“Nice to be famous, eh?” said Tripti, nibbling at the corner of her crusty samosa.

Everyone searched the night sky. Airborn, Earthbound, sky pirates, and roc riders. All waiting.

And amongst them I spotted one in particular.

“Arj! Arj!” I waved my crutch overhead. “Arj!”

Arjuna spotted me, and hurried over to sit down beside us.

I broke my samosa in half, careful not to spill any of the filling, and handed a piece to Arjuna. “I should have known you’d be up here.”

Arjuna shoved the pastry straight into his mouth and spat out flakes as he talked. “Raht’s broken one of the biggest gangs out in the Ash Sea. Saved an entire Earthbound village from being pillaged! Can you believe that? Garudas protecting the Earthbound?”

So it’s not Sickle. I tried to hide my disappointment.

Tripti scoffed. “There’ll be a price to pay, that you can believe.”

But nothing was going to dampen Arjuna’s enthusiasm. “They say he took twenty crests by himself. Twenty! And not just Carrion Eaters or Common Fowl but Raptor Lords. Eagles, hawks, and falcons. The skies must have rained blood and feathers.”

“Any news of Mistral?” I asked. “He went on the hunt too.”

“Don’t worry. The raj-kumar will be fine.” Then he winked. “And who knows? Mistral might even have a letter from Baba.”

A message from Baba! I could hardly wait! The garudas were scouring Bharat on their hunt for outlaws, and Mistral had chosen to go south. That meant Lalpani, my old home. That meant Baba.

I laughed as I imagined how Baba would have reacted to Mistral turning up at his door. He’d have panicked, fussed. He would have wanted to hear everything. Twice. The exciting bits even more. I almost pitied Mistral. “You really think Mistral would go visit—”

Then someone cried out. The crowd turned its attention skyward, pointing and shouting. Garudas took to the air in great squadrons. Even the Earthbound cheered and clapped.

Owl garudas swooped down out of the night.

They were big, as big as eagle garudas. They wore armor and carried gleaming, deadly weapons. The leading owl garudas swooped over our heads, almost touching us with their wing tips. They circled twice before gathering on one of the highest perches. They beat their breastplates, and a roar rose all across the treetops as a great white-feathered garuda glided over us.

An owl garuda dressed in white silk and gold armor. He carried a fearsome glaive, a long pole fitted with a wide, curved blade. He’d named it Final Justice, but everyone else called it Reaper.

He circled over us once more, then settled on the highest branch spread out his pearly wings, looked like a god descended from the heavens, his armor glistening in the lantern light. If anyone could stop the banditry of his fellow garudas and hunt down Sickle, it was the White Rajah.

People chanted his name. More and more cried out, a ripple of noise becoming a tidal wave. Arjuna stamped his feet as he joined in the chant.

The mood was irresistible. I beat my crutch against the stone bench. My heart swelled at the sight of him as I cried out his name, adding my voice to a thousand others.

“Raht! Raht! Raht!”
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CHAPTER 4

He raised his hands and smiled. There was something about his gaze, the owl gaze, that made it seem like he was looking at each and every one of us. He saw me. He knew me. That smile was just for me.

Just like it was for Arjuna, for Tripti.

“Raht! Raht! Raht!” we shouted, enraptured by his splendor.

Then Raht swept his great silver blade across the air, cutting our cheers instantly.

“Namaste,” he said, bowing. “I do not deserve such a greeting. That is for maharajahs. I am but your humble servant.”

Other garudas descended. All Raptor Lords, the highest of the four garuda castes. Eagles, hawks, and a few ospreys, some of them injured. But there was no sign of Mistral. Had something happened to him?

I glanced at Arjuna. He must have seen my worry, and he just shook his head. “There’ll be a reason he’s not here. Raht wouldn’t let anything bad happen to him.”

Tripti nudged me. “Look. The prisoners.”

Yes, the prisoners. The bandits who’d pillaged outlying villages, bringing death and destruction to innocent Earthbound. An angry growl rose from the crowd as they saw them.

The bandits were manacled at their ankles, and their talons had been blunted. Their wings had been clipped so they could fly short distances, and awkwardly. A few of the crowd laughed and jeered. Some of the prisoners crouched, frightened by the angry mob surrounding them, but one, a griffon garuda, shook his wings out and stood tall, his gaze defiant, despite the chains.

“Only six?” asked Arjuna. “I’d heard the gang was forty strong.”

Tripti shrugged. “I’m surprised Raht let even six live. He must have something special planned for this lot.”

Something special? I pulled my shawl closer around my shoulders, my blood suddenly cold, and watched Raht turn toward the huddling prisoners. They looked so pitiful, yet I knew they’d destroyed villages, killed. They should be punished, but this was… spectacle, not justice. I looped my hand through Arjuna’s arm. “Let’s go to the Feathered Serpent. I’ll buy you a sherbet. The peaches are in season. C’mon.”

“After. I want to see this,” said Tripti a little too eagerly.

I pulled Arjuna. “C’mon.”

“Bring Veeru forward,” commanded the White Rajah.

Veeru, the leader of the outlaws. The gryphon garuda shuffled forward, prodded by the spears of the guards. He stood within the open circle, surrounded by the crowd of hate. He was massive, easily eight feet tall, and broad. He was covered in bruises and dried wounds, some deep and long. His mismatched armor bore dents and tears. He’d not been taken without a fight. He glared at us, and spat. “Get it over with.”

Raht stood upon the high perch, gazing down at the bandit leader. He had no expression at all, but nodded. “So be it.”

He dropped off his branch.

He swooped past Veeru and raised his fatal blade.

I screamed as he slashed the other garuda’s wings, burying my face against Arjuna’s chest.

My friend’s heart skipped a beat as Veeru cried out. Then, a moment later, it was thrumming as fast as a hummingbird’s.

The crowd was stunned into silence. Then someone shouted. Another cheered. A new chant took the mob. “Feather Fall! Feather Fall! Feather Fall!”

There was only one punishment for garudas.

“Feather Fall! Feather Fall!”

I heard dull talons scrabbling upon the stone branch, the clanking of chains, the groan as Veeru struggled. I didn’t need to see, but I could imagine him being dragged to the edge of the platform. There was a final roar from Veeru that faded swiftly away.

Then a deafening cheer.

“He’s gone,” whispered Tripti. She didn’t sound half as keen as she had a moment earlier.

I raised my face from Arjuna’s chest, and saw my horror reflected in his own pallid face.

I turned slowly, dreading what I might see.

A pair of huge blood-splattered wings lay upon the ground. No sign of Veeru. One of the owl garudas stood at the edge, watching. Then he turned back to Raht, and nodded.

“Bring the other prisoners!” shouted Raht.

There were five left, three of them young, about the same age as us. They were crying, hanging on to each other in desperation. Two hawks and a rook garuda. They were dressed in armor too big for them, and that made them look even more pathetic.

Raht’s white feathers were speckled in crimson. He shook the blood off Final Justice as he turned to face the terrified trio.

One of the garuda boys, a hawk, dropped to his knees. “Mercy, great rajah! Mercy! We didn’t want to do it! We had no choice! Please, I beg you!” He dropped his face to the ground. “I’m only thirteen.”

Raht pressed the tip of his bloody weapon under the boy’s chin. “You committed the crimes of an adult, so you shall be punished as one. Spread out your wings.”

The young hawk garuda looked around, searching for anyone who might help him. He wiped the snot from his face. “I… I can’t. Please…”

“Spread out your wings!” Raht roared.

Trembling all over, the young hawk garuda slowly opened his wings.…

“No!” I yelled.

Arjuna tried to grab me, but I pulled away. “What are you doing?”

Two owl garudas blocked me with their spears, but Raht waved his hand. “Let the Storm Singer approach.”

I faced Raht. He was so… glorious. Not even the eagles, the rulers of the garudas for centuries, had his majesty. His white wings seemed to glow in the moonlight, and his crest shimmered like pearl. His golden armor was decorated with a battle scene between garudas and bat-winged monsters. He smiled at me. “Speak, child.”

“Please, please have mercy on them. They’re just boys.”

Raht frowned. “They have killed your folk, Nargis. There are Earthbound families cremating their dead, thanks to these boys.”

I looked over at the trembling hawk boy. “Is more death the only answer? That cannot be right.”

“I do only what is necessary. They must be punished. Otherwise what lies ahead? Anarchy. There are laws, Nargis.”

“Talon Law?” I asked. “I thought those days were over.”

He frowned. “Who told you that?”

“Everyone tells me how wise you are, Raht Sahib. Show that wisdom now. Find a better punishment for these boys.”

Raht wrapped both hands around his glaive, gazing deeply at me. Then he scowled. “They must still be punished.”

He flicked Reaper around, spinning on his heel as the silver-edged blade sliced through both wings together. Feathers flew off in a cloudburst. The hawk boy screamed as he stumbled back, then, slowly, fearfully, spread out his wings.

The primaries and most secondaries had been cut off, enough to stop him from flying. It would be a year, maybe more, before they grew back.

But the wings themselves remained attached to his shoulders. I almost sobbed with relief.

Raht snapped his fingers as he pointed at the two other cowering children. “Clip their wings. They can live down in the Roots. That will be an ample punishment. What happens down there is not my concern.”

I was shaking all over, but somehow managed to bow. “Thank you, Raht Sahib. That was most wisely done.”

Raht smiled at me. “Mistral’s told me so much about you, Nargis.”

“Mistral! Is he okay? Did anything happen to him while he was bandit hunting?”

“Plenty of things, but he’ll tell you all about his triumphs when he’s back.”

“Triumphs?” I asked. I swayed as relief washed through me. I hadn’t realized how worried I’d been.

The owl warriors finished clipping the boys’ wings, leaving the platform covered with feathers.

Raht jerked his thumb at the hoist. “Take them with you, Nargis.”

I bowed again, then waved the boys toward me. “Come on. You’ll be safe, I promise.” I turned to the remaining two adult garudas. “I can find you work in the Roots. There’ll be—”

Raht blocked my way with Reaper. “No. Only the boys.”

The crowd, silent during our encounter, started the chant again. Quietly at first, but quickly getting louder. “Feather Fall… Feather Fall… Feather Fall…”

I led the boys to the waiting hoist. Arjuna and Tripti came with us. They’d seen enough.

“Feather Fall!”
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CHAPTER 5

We sat in the Cloud Serpent, the Rookery’s most popular inn, drinking a cold peach sherbet each. Every branch was crowded, every suspended wooden platform packed, and despite the noise and activity all around us it felt as if we were the only people there.

Tripti stared, dead-eyed, at the frosty glass in front of her. She’d barely taken a sip, and peach was her favorite. “The way they just flopped off Veeru. I thought they might twitch or something, but they didn’t. The moment the wings came off, they were just… nothing anymore.”

“I thought you were used to this sort of thing, being a pirate,” I said. My hip was aching now. It had been a long day, and the muscles were seizing up. I wanted to go home, pour out my soma tea, put my head under my blankets, and try to forget the awful show we’d just witnessed.

“It’s different. When one side’s losing, it just surrenders. Dad takes their goods and sends them on their way. What happened up there? They were so helpless, Nargis. Even Veeru. Punish them, but don’t make a show of it. Seeing people suffer shouldn’t be for our entertainment.” She shook her head.

“Raht had to do it here,” said Arjuna. “Think how the story’s going to spread. We may not like it, but Raht’s getting the message out.”

Tripti nodded. “Behave, or else.”

I looked around the inn. There were plenty who were celebrating, talking excitedly about what they’d just witnessed. They recounted not just Veeru’s end but the deaths of the other two adults, husband and wife. The couple had taken the Feather Fall hand in hand.

I’d saved the three boys, but I felt like a failure. I should have tried harder.

Tripti chewed her lip. “What’ll happen to the boys? You think they’ll be safe? Down in the Roots, I mean? That’s not the place I’d like to end up.”

I understood her concerns. “That’s because you were born on a sky ship. You hate having your feet on the ground. The Roots are safe enough, if you’re careful. We have a few friends down there who’ll look after them, at least until their feathers grow back.”

Judging by some of the crowd, there were plenty who thought the boys had gotten off too lightly.

“What happens if they go back to their old ways once they’ve got their feathers back?” asked Tripti. “Your mercy will have been for nothing.”

“They won’t,” said Arjuna.

“Talon Law?” I guessed. Arjuna knew more about garuda ways than anyone else.

Arjuna nodded. “Those boys owe their lives now to Raht. Garudas live by a different code from us. There’s a pecking order where the strong rule the weak and the weak obey.”

I’d seen it in action plenty of times, ever since finding Mistral. That’s why things were so chaotic now. The pecking order had been torn down. No one knew who was in charge because no one was. It had become a free-for-all. We couldn’t return to the old ways, with garudas ruling the Earthbound. The future meant both sides working together, sharing power. The problem was that no one knew how to make it happen.

Arjuna shuffled nearer. “What was Raht like? Up close?”

“Not scary, that’s the funny thing.”

Tripti shook her head. “Funny considering who trained him.”

“Sickle,” whispered Arjuna, as if she might hear her name and come calling if he said it any louder. “The Three Talons of Alamut, that’s what they called them. Sickle, the assassin. Shamshir, the general, and Raht, the lawgiver. They say that Shamshir waited till Raht was on a mission far from Bharat before making his move against the maharajah. Shamshir would never have usurped the phoenix throne if Raht had been around guarding it.”

“He’s all we’ve got.” I turned to Arjuna. “Raht’s on our side, garuda and Earthbound. He’ll keep us safe.”

Tripti laughed. “Safe? Provided you stay on his side. How do you know he doesn’t want to take over?”

“Because if he did, he’d have done it by now,” snapped Arjuna. “He’s out defending the Earthbound. Those villages that were attacked? Once upon a time what garuda would have bothered seeking out the bandits? All they cared about were their taxes. Taxes or eyes.”

The tithe of eyes. The punishment that garudas had inflicted on villages that didn’t—couldn’t—pay their taxes. One eye from each person. No exceptions.

Arjuna raised his glass. “Those days are over.”

We clinked, and drank. One glass of peach sherbet was quickly followed by a second, just as cold, just as sweet.

“What’s Roshni singing about tonight?” I asked, putting the grim spectacle of the Feather Fall behind us.

“Maybe something about my dad?” said Tripti hopefully.

“Maybe something about you,” said Arjuna, meeting my gaze. “Nargis, the legendary Storm Singer, who can summon storms with a mere whisper. Who can make mountains walk with a clap of her hands!”

“Very funny,” I said, even as I elbowed him. “Wait, there are stories about me? Really?”

Tripti rolled her eyes. “All utterly ridiculous. None include me, ignoring how crucial a part I played in the whole Alamut saga.”

Arjuna sighed sympathetically. “Nor me. Not even a small part. Not mentioned at all. An outrage, if you ask me.”

“Can we circle back to me?” I suggested. “So, what are these stories about?”

Arjuna frowned. “Mainly you and Mistral. Though, you’re taller in the stories. Child of a goddess, apparently. And your eyes flash with lightning. Also you breathe fire when you’re angry.”

“Bathed in sunlight even in nighttime, and as beautiful as the dawn,” added Tripti. “Though, that explains why folk seem a bit disappointed when they meet you in the flesh.”
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